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I am no one only agony. 
Meshuggah – “Bleed” 

 
This love, it’s about control. 

Oh what a feeling! 
Oh what a feeding! 

Strapping Young Lad – “Love?” 
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BELOW I 
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I always hear that the greatest thing the devil ever did, and I may be 
fucking this up, was to convince the world he didn’t exist.  

That’s garbage.  
The greatest thing the devil ever did was convince people that he looked 

like a red monster with horns.  
The devil wears Prada?  
Please.  
The devil wears whatever he wants. Or rather, the devil wears whomever 

he wants.  
That’s the thing you need to understand. You’ve seen the devil; you just 

didn’t know what you were looking at. He (yes, he) wears humans the way 
you or I would wear a t-shirt and socks. It’s possible that he’s even worn 
you; you just weren’t aware of it. 

We’ll come back to the devil later. For now, the story is about me. 
I guess you could say that I’ve always been kind of different. Different 

in that I liked to watch people suffer. Not all people, mind you; just those 
that I thought deserved it.  

Different because I liked the number eighteen. I didn’t just like that 
number, I loved it. All through elementary, while old, boring faces droned 
on at the front of the classroom, I would sit at my desk and fill the margins 
of my notebooks with the number eighteen. Stalwart ones standing stiff at 
attention beside looping, languorous eights.  

I just thought the number looked beautiful. As beautiful as a number 
can be, I suppose.  

All I’m saying is that I knew I was different. I wasn’t different in the 
spoon-fed You’re going to do amazing things when you’re older! sort of way that 
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most kids have shoveled into their heads from the time they’re shitting 
themselves until they leave the nest to wreak entitled havoc on the rest of 
the world. I think I was different in a baser, more primal way.  

Growing up, I knew that there was a huge divide between good and evil, 
and I knew that people liked to coast by in the grey no-man’s-land between 
the two and call it good.  

The people painted grey by their neutrality only lied to themselves. I 
could always see right through them. See their hopes and fears. See the 
things that made them tick. 

When I turned ten, I realized that I could nudge people in different 
directions; a little bit of influence here and there. Of course, I’m a lot 
stronger now than I was then. 

And what of hell?  
Fire? Brimstone? 
Not likely.  
Unless you had some sort of horrifying encounter with fire during your 

life that staples you to your chair every time you see someone spark a 
match, you’re not going to see fire in hell. Brimstone either. Besides, 
brimstone is just another word for sulfur, and good old number sixteen on 
the periodic table isn’t that scary. 

You might think that hell is full of evil looking creatures, things that you 
probably refer to as demons, and that they spend their days doing nothing 
but torturing the souls of those unfortunate enough to be sent there. 

You’d be wrong. 
Demons mostly have better things to do than torture the people in hell. 

Most are actually walking topside with you. Next to you. You might be 
friends with a demon. Hell, you might even be in love with one. 

So just what is hell if it’s not fire, brimstone, and torturous demons? 
It’s really simple. 
Hell is your worst nightmare.  
I’m not saying that in some false movie hero voice either. It is literally 

your worst nightmare.  
And don’t sit there and act like you don’t know what I’m talking about. 
You know the exact thing I’m describing. 
It’s the thing that makes you walk around your house every night before 

bed, making certain that all the closet doors are shut. 
It’s the thing that rips you out of slumber and drops you into sweat 

soaked sheets. You can’t really remember why you woke up, but you know 
that if you hear a creak around the foot of your bed, you’ll scream. 

It’s the thing that makes you sweat to even think about, that makes you 
shake, that makes you curl up into a ball crying when confronted with it. 

That’s what hell is. 
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It’s the place you go to face your worst nightmare for the rest of 
eternity.  

Over. 
And over. 
I know that some of you are sitting there thinking Well I would do things 

differently. I would face it. I would learn to live with it. I would beat it. 
No, Tantalus, you wouldn’t. 
You’ll be bound in place by your fear every time. You won’t get used to 

it either by facing it again and again. You will choke on your terror forever. 
Oh, but back to my eighteenth birthday. 
At 6:12 P.M., on my eighteenth birthday, my father, his gut sagging over 

the elastic band of his khaki shorts and straining against a ratty t-shirt, came 
into the living room where I was resting on the couch and told me that I 
was the Antichrist. 

After that, he stabbed me in the chest eighteen times.  
For an encore, he slit his own throat over my dying body. 
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Let me tell you, traveling to the rest home for the damned isn’t like they 
make it out to be in the movies. There’s no tunnel, and there sure as hell 
isn’t any bright, white light. One second you’re dying and the next second 
you’re dead in hell.  

That’s it.  
It’s that fast; it’s that final. 
There’s no judge, there are no pearly gates, there’s no Book of Life. You 

just die and there you are in hell. 
When I died, I got to confront my killer. 
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I stared at my father, his slit open throat grinning back at me, the front 
of his shirt black with blood, confusion flooding into his face as he stared at 
his wet hands. Wet with my blood. My father who taught me to care about 
others, to help people in need, to never curse. 

“What the fuck, Dad?” I asked. 
When someone stabs you in the chest and you get to feel the cold metal 

slip between your ribs and poke out through the skin of your back not 
once, but eighteen times, you kinda throw the polite talk out the window. 

My father looked up me. He looked dazed. “Balthazar?” 
Yes. That is really my name. My parents were really awesome. No 

possible way kids would make fun of that name, right? 
I wasn’t thinking of his crappy naming choice at that moment though. I 

wanted to shake him, to see the black hair on his head jerk back and forth. I 
wanted to throttle the last rattling breath out of his stupid windpipe. I 
stepped forward to do just that, my right hand clenched in a solid fist that 
burned around my fingertips.  

“I wouldn’t do that,” a purring female voice said from behind me. 
I whipped around, burning fist ready to pummel something. Anything. 
No one was there. I spun back around to look at my father. He wasn’t 

there either.  
You know that feeling when someone is standing behind you and taps 

your right shoulder only to shift their weight over to your left side?  
Yeah, that’s how it felt.  
I see my dad, I hear a voice, and suddenly I’m all alone. 
“Hello?” I asked. 
That was when I noticed my surroundings. I was in some sort of 

darkened room with no visible ceiling overhead, but with walls. These walls 
seemed to be covered in protruding black spikes. As soon as the word hello 
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left my lips, the spikes on the walls began to ripple like a still pond does 
when you toss in a pebble. The black spikes flowed in smooth, snaking 
waves as they began to stretch out towards me. 

If you’re one of those people who freak out at those campy scenes in 
archaeologist movies where the good guy finds himself trapped between 
two closing walls with spikes sticking out, you haven’t seen anything. 

The dark, undulating waves of spikes grew longer and longer, closing in 
around me. Having nowhere to run or climb or escape to, I did what 
anyone would. 

I screamed. 
“Relax,” the purring voice said. “No harm will come to you.” 
Yeah?  
The spikes closed in. 
Relax?  
I kept screaming. 
As the points of the spikes got close enough to touch me, something 

happened: each point blossomed out into more points that stretched and 
flexed and bent until they looked like hands with working fingers. 

“See?” The voice asked. 
I screamed louder as hundreds of black hands and fingers closed on me, 

clamping down around my arms and my legs. Warm palms pressed against 
my cheeks, hands and fingers grasping my throat. Arms wrapped around 
my torso, clutching at and squeezing my genitals. Fingers probed deep into 
the knife wounds on my chest and back, filling the slits in my body with 
fire. My ears and nose filled with smaller fingers. Hands shoved themselves 
into my mouth and down my throat until I felt my jaw begin to creak.  

Finally the hands and fingers stopped their raping onslaught and held 
me still. I probably would have cried at this point, but when fingers are 
curled underneath your eyelids, stretching them to the point where they feel 
like they’ll split right up the middle, other fingertips dot the surface of your 
eyeballs, and still more fingers are pressing your tear ducts closed, all you 
can do is despair. 

I couldn’t breathe, yet I felt no sense of suffocating. I couldn’t even flex 
a muscle. It was like being in a dried block of cement, but completely 
conscious.  

I couldn’t see.  
I couldn’t hear.  
But I still felt that voice speak to me again. 
“In this way, you are safe,” the voice whispered. 
Safe? You call this safe? 
“Yes, you are safe, Balthazar.” 
It knew my name. 
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“Of course, I know your name. I’ve been with you from the day you 
were born until this day: the day you are prophesized to begin your journey 
to herald in the new age.” 

Who are you? 
“I am your servant. I have protected you until this day, this day when 

you begin to fulfill your destiny.” 
What destiny? 
“He whosoever should be born with the Mark of the Beast in his right 

palm shall be the herald of the end times.” 
What are you talking about? I have no mark. 
“You do. It’s in the center of your palm.” 
I have a freckle there. A colorless mole. Let me go. 
“You’re in denial right now, and I do not have you, Balthazar. He does.” 
Who does? 
“You already know the answer to that question.” 
And I did. 
Let me back up a little though.  
Like I said earlier, I always had a feeling that I was different from the 

others I went to school with. During the second semester of my senior year 
though, it was no longer just a feeling. 
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The first day of the second semester of my senior year. New classes, 
new people. 

I sat on the curb at the end of my street, waiting for the bus to show up, 
kicking at a rock. 

I was a decent looking kid with sandy blonde hair and a medium build. I 
was taller, but that was only because I’d hit my growth spurt early. For the 
most part, I was a normal looking teenager. Nothing special. 

“Hey,” a girl’s voice said from behind me. 
Lucie began the slow process of wrecking my life at 7:12 AM on that 

first day back from winter break. 
She walked over to where I sat on the curb wearing an airy, black 

peasant skirt, a purple t-shirt with gold lettering for Dick’s Auto Parts that 
she bought from Salvation Army, a silver hoop of a nose ring, and black 
mascara. Thick. She wore the stuff thick, but it actually looked good on her. 
And unlike the other girls in my grade, she didn’t look overdone. 

And her eyes. 
Jesus, her eyes. They were the clearest, most perfect crystal blue I’d ever 

seen. I could spend all day swimming in them. 
She sat down on the curb next to me, bunching the bottom of her skirt 

so it wouldn’t drag on the pavement. 
“Hi,” I said back. Did I mention she was cute? 
“What’s going on?” Lucie asked. 
“Not much. You just move to Solo?” 
Solo, Texas: smaller than Austin, bigger than not much else. 
“No. I’ve lived here for about a year now,” Lucie said. She gave me a 

look that said I obviously should’ve known that. 
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Crap. 
“Oh.” I tried to recover, tried not to turn red. “I guess I just haven’t 

seen you around then.” 
She stared at me. I couldn’t tell whether she was hurt or angry. Her face 

was blank. 
The corner of her mouth first twitched, and then curled up in a crooked 

smirk-smile hybrid. It was her specialty. 
“Had you going there for a little, didn’t I?” She asked from behind the 

smirk-smile. 
“No way,” I said. “I knew that you were new.” 
“Oh? Knew that I was new?” She laughed. “The scarlet color that’s 

draining from your face says otherwise.” 
“Okay. Fine. You had me going.” 
“I knew it.” She laughed again and held out her hand to shake. “I’m 

Lucille, but you can call me, Lucie. That’s with an I-E.” 
I took her hand, smiled, and shook it. “I’m Balthazar, but people call me 

Bal. That’s with an A-L. It’s nice to meet you.” 
Lucie brought my hand to her mouth in a sudden movement and kissed 

the top of it. Soft, her thick, pouty lips pressed against the back of my hand. 
My head swam and the blood drained from my blushing face, redistributing 
itself to my pants.  

“The pleasure is all mine, Bal,” Lucie said, bowing her head like she was 
a male suitor and I was a princess. 

“Gimme that.” I pulled my hand away, trying to take back control of the 
interaction. 

It didn’t matter. 
She had me, and she knew it. 
“I just moved here,” Lucie said. 
“Cool. From where?” 
“Down south.” 
“Oh?” 
“Yeah. I moved in next to that big grey monster of a place.” 
I started to turn red again. 
“Ah. So that would be your house?” Lucie asked. 
“Yeah,” I said. 
“Well, as far as monstrosities go, it’s looks real nice.”  
Lucie did that half smirk thing again. I miss that now. 
The bus rumbled up in front of us and we got on. 
“When did you move in?” I asked when we found a seat together. “I 

knew it was for sale, but I never saw the movers come.” 
“Last night. My dad works a crazy schedule so the whole moving in 

thing got postponed and then kicked up to critical status once he realized 
that second semester started today.” 
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“Parents,” I said. 
“Yeah.” 
We sat in silence for the rest of the ride. I was thinking about what 

classes I would have, with which teachers, and if any of my friends would 
be in them. I’d always been shy around girls, but with Lucie sitting there 
next to me I didn’t feel any of the familiar pressure to keep the air 
surrounding us filled with new words. 

The bus dropped us off about five minutes later. 
“This is it,” I said. 
We stood in front of Solo High School and its sprawling campus. 
“Well, Bal, it was nice meeting you. Maybe we’ll have a class together.” 
She kissed me on the cheek and walked away. 
I stood there and watched her. 
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Senior calculus. Jenna Thompson. 
Boredom. Horniness. 
Mix all four together and there’s no way you’re making me pay attention 

to what it is you’re doing up there on the blackboard, Ms. Ralther. 
Ms. Ralther was the stereotypical calculus teacher. Grey hair, curly, 

never married, thin, and strict with a nasty mean streak. She walked to 
school every day wearing the dresses that you always saw on discount at the 
outlet mall outside of town. 

Jenna Thompson was the stereotypical teenage bombshell. Blonde hair, 
short skirts, and tight, low-cut shirts that had a habit of riding up and 
showing off her tan mid-drift. 

Just looking at her had a way of making a kid’s loosest jeans fit a bit 
more snug, and lucky for me, based on the alphabet, Ms. Ralther sat us next 
to each other. 

As soon as we found our seats, Ms. Ralther called roll.  
“Janice Abramson.” 
“Here.” 
“Benjamin Bentmore.” 
“Here.” 
“Aiden Bell.” 
“Here.” 
I zoned out and tried catching a glimpse of Jenna to my left without 

appearing too obvious. God, she was hot. I would have killed to have a 
girlfriend like her at the time, though I probably wouldn’t have known what 
to do with her if I had.  

“Lucille Milton.” 
Hey. It was Lucie. 
“Here, and I go by Lucie. L-U-C-I-E.” 
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“Noted, Lucie,” Ms. Ralther said as she wrote the spelling down on the 
roll sheet.   

That was cool. Lucie and I had a class together. Maybe we could study 
or someth- 

“Kenneth Molina.” 
What? My head snapped up when I heard that name. 
“Present.” 
No. 
“Randy Molina.” 
No. 
“Here.” 
Oh Jesus. No.  
The Molina brothers.  
I hadn’t seen them since fifth grade. 
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In fifth grade, Field Day fell on the same day as my birthday. 
Do you know how awesome that was for me? 
Take your favorite day of the year and match it up with a day you’ve 

been waiting on for the better part of five years and then you’ll have some 
smidgen of an idea about how excited I was for June twelfth to arrive. 

Birthdays. 
I love birthdays. 
I love the suspense right before you peel away the wrapping paper to see 

what’s underneath it, hiding just out of view, so close and forbidden until 
that day. 

I love that birthdays are your day, the only day of the year where you can 
get away with being selfish and no one’s going to call you on it.  

Birthdays will always have that over Christmas. Christmas is for family, 
birthdays are for you. 

I can honestly say that I woke up on the morning of my eleventh 
birthday more excited than I’d ever woken up before. The butterflies were 
doing barrel rolls in my stomach before my eyes were even open. 

I had a pretty good idea of what my parents bought for me. I’d asked 
for a couple of videogames and for this cool little robotic pet dog. 

It was all grey plastic with a shiny black visor where its eyes would’ve 
been if it were real and not fake. It responded to a couple of commands like 
sit, play dead, and fetch. 

The fetch command was just a gimmick. The dog came with a special 
“fetch” toy in the shape of a bone that you were expected to throw. You 
weren’t supposed to throw it farther than two feet away and you couldn’t 
throw it onto grass. I guess the tracking gizmo in the toy wouldn’t be able 
to find the bone if you did. 

Awesome, right? 
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Looking back, that hunk of plastic with circuit board guts seems kind of 
lame, but whatever, I was eleven, and I didn’t have much of a choice. 

What I truly wanted was a real dog, but I already knew how that would 
turn out. 

I would ask my mom and she would look over to my father and say, 
“Well, what do you think, David?” 

That was her way of letting my father know that whatever I’d asked for 
was not okay and the answer he was to give me was a firm and solid no. 

I knew that the robodog was a bit silly, but it didn’t matter. I just wanted 
my own dog, even if I had to settle for a crappy Japanese robodog that took 
half a century to fetch its little bone if it could even lock on to the damned 
thing. 

I ran for the stairs as soon as I woke up and streaked down them, 
stumbling over the last couple as my feet fought each other to be the first 
one to touch the cool marble at the bottom. 

“Bal, you slow down right this instant,” my mom yelled from the 
kitchen. “It may be your birthday and it may be Field Day, but that doesn’t 
mean that it’s okay to throw all common sense and decency out the 
window.”  

“Sorry, ma,” I said as I jogged into the kitchen, thinking that jogging 
might fall into the realm of common sense and decency. 

She wore the worn, but well taken care of apron I bought her two 
Christmases ago. Her well tread mantra was waste not, want not and she made 
sure that both my father’s and my clothes lasted through several of her 
patch repairs. Her slight frame had never filled out the apron, but the shock 
of red hair on her head contrasted well with its fading kelly green. 

“Happy birthday, Bal,” she said, a smile working its way across her face. 
“Happy birthday, son,” my dad said, red-faced as he walked into the 

kitchen from the backyard. 
He never called me by name unless I was in trouble, and then it was 

always my full name, never the shortened Bal. 
“Can I open my presents?” I asked, knowing they wouldn’t let me yet, 

but nevertheless hoping that they wouldn’t make me eat breakfast first. 
No such luck. 
“Breakfast first,” my mom said. “Today is a big day, especially with Field 

Day, and you’ll need your strength.” 
“Aw, moooooom.” 
Parents never understood. They were kids once too, but all that had 

been put aside, forgotten in the process of growing up. 
“Son,” my father said. “Better eat your breakfast, and then you can go 

open your presents.” 
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“Fine,” I said, and began shoveling heaping spoonful after spoonful of 
Corn Flakes into my mouth from the bowl my mom set down in front of 
me. 

A long, high pitched noise came from the backyard. 
Mouth stuffed to the brim with Corn Flakes and a little runaway dribble 

of milk working its way down my chin, I looked up from my bowl to my 
parents. 

My father kept filling in the newspaper’s crossword puzzle as he picked 
at a blueberry muffin. My mother kept cleaning the kitchen like she hadn’t 
heard a thing. 

I frowned, but went back to eating as thoughts of presents and Field 
Day flooded back into my head. 

The noise came again, this time a little closer to the back door. It was a 
squealing sort of noise. One I’d never heard before. 

I looked at my father and the right corner of his mouth twitched. The 
corner turned up, and then his face turned red as the battle to hold back his 
creeping smile overtook him. 

“David, you are the worst at keeping a poker face,” my mom said as my 
dad started laughing to himself, still doodling on the crossword puzzle. 

“What’s going on?” I asked them, a little bit afraid because that noise 
sounded like it was coming from right outside the back door. 

“I know, but this is too funny,” my dad said. 
My mother shook her head a little as both my father and I looked at her. 
He looked just as anxious as I did. 
“Well,” my mom said. “You might as well take him out there now. I 

don’t see him finishing his breakfast until you do.” 
“Take me out where?” A little of my fear seeped into the question. 
“Let’s go, son,” my father said. He put down his pencil and stood. 
He walked over to the back door and waited in front of it. 
“C’mon,” he said. 
I got up and walked over, my heart beating fast. 
“Open the door,” he said to me. 
“Me?” I asked. 
“Yes, you.” 
“I’m not sure I want to.” 
“Why not?” 
“Well what’s out there?” I asked. 
“David,” my mom butted in. “Just open the door, he’s going to be late.” 
“This is something he has to do himself, Claire.” 
“Dad?” I asked. 
“Yes?” 
“What’s back there?” 
“Your birthday present, son.” 
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The stress pinning my shoulders to my earlobes eased out. 
“Why didn’t you say so sooner?” I asked as I reached to open the door. 
“You didn’t ask,” my dad shrugged. 
I twisted the doorknob and pulled. 
A blur of brown whipped in from the backyard as I stepped back, 

stumbling over my feet again for the second time that morning.  
Then, without any sort of pause, it was on me. Covering my face with 

wet and sloppy licks, the brown ball of puppy in my arms wriggled. 
“Is this for me?” I asked them, sure that it was just a stray and the 

robodog sat somewhere out of view in the backyard. 
“Your father and I talked, and we both decided that this would help 

teach you about responsibility,” my mom said. 
My dad crouched down beside where I sat on the tile, petting the puppy 

as it continued to drown me with its tongue. 
“Son, we expect you to take care of this dog. It is your dog and yours 

alone. Your mother and I will neither be feeding it nor doing anything else 
with it besides enjoying its company. Do you understand?” 

“Yessir,” I answered automatically, still amazed that I now had a dog of 
my own. I couldn’t tell what breed it was. It looked like a mutt, but I didn’t 
care. 

A smile was glued onto my face. 
“I’m serious, son. You will be the one feeding it. If you forget, it will go 

hungry. This little girl is your charge, your responsibility, and we, your 
mother and I both, expect you to take care of this dog as you would take 
care of yourself.” 

“Yessir,” I looked up from the puppy and into my father’s eyes. 
Something passed between us when our eyes connected. 

It was like he’d instilled in me one of the principal tenets of being a man 
with a single look. The talk he gave me had its own effect, but what we 
shared in that look taught me more about being a man than words, debate, 
or anything else ever could. 

My mother cleared her throat. “Male bonding time over yet, fellas?” 
My mother wouldn’t understand what passed between him and I in that 

moment any better than he and I could understand what passes in 
womanhood. 

“Well?” She asked me. “What are you going to name her?” 
“I’m not sure,” I said. 
She glanced down at her watch. “You’re going to be late for school, Bal. 

Why don’t you think of a name for her at school? Have dad teach you how 
to feed her and put her in the backyard. Then I’ll drive you to school.” 
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Fifth grade Field Day. 
The last Field Day we’d ever have. The last blow out of a recess we’d 

ever enjoy. Sixth grade meant a new school, new rules, new people, and no 
recess.  

Growing Up. 
The day went by fast as all of the classes competed against each other in 

the minor events. I competed in the tug-o-war, shuttle run, and the baseball 
throw. I did well and the team from our class even won the tug-o-war. 

By the end of the day, there was a tie between my class and my best 
friend’s class. The tie-breaking event would be the Earth Ball Race. 

The other grades had Field Day, but only fifth graders were allowed to 
participate in the Earth Ball Race because the Earth Ball was so big. It 
stood six feet tall and dwarfed our ten member team. 

Do you remember how the Earth Ball Race worked? 
It’s really simple. You get two of these Earth Balls filled with air and set 

them on opposite sides of a field. Behind each team is a car tire lying flat, 
hole side down. The teacher stands in the middle of the field and blows a 
whistle that cues both teams to push their ball to the other side of the field. 
The first team to successfully balance their Earth Ball on the other team’s 
tire wins. 

If it sounds easy, sorry, it’s not. 
Once the teachers assembled both the teams at either end of the field 

and all of the students lined the edges, the teacher in the middle blew her 
whistle and we were off.  

We strained our little backs, but the ball barely moved. Even with our 
ten person team it took some time to get it rolling, but once it got rolling... 

Man, the feeling of getting that hulking mass rolling, and rolling fast, 
was amazing. 
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The problem came at the other end of the field with the tire. We hit the 
tire dead on and we all stopped pushing, thinking we’d won. 

Wrong. 
The earth ball bounced right over the tire and kept on rolling. We stared 

at it, not really understanding what had happened. Turning back to look at 
the other team, I saw that they had the same problem.  

There was still hope. 
“Let’s turn it around,” I called out. My team members surged forward as 

if waiting for someone to tell them what to do. 
The power I felt then, when my team snapped to at the sound of my 

voice, filled me with yearning for another taste. 
Isn’t that how every bad thing starts? 
“C’mon guys-PUSH!” I yelled when I had them assembled behind our 

Earth Ball, almost a field away from the tire again. 
We all pistoned our legs as we tried to get the big thing rolling again. 

Making it that much harder, our tennis shoes mostly slid against the grass 
on the field, only occasionally digging in. 

“PUSH!” I cried through gritted teeth, willing my team to win. 
“PUUUUUUSH!” 

We wouldn’t lose. 
I wouldn’t let them. 
As we got closer to the tire, I grabbed Greg, one of the bigger guys in 

my class, and we sprinted around in front of the ball to the tire. 
I glanced over at the other team and they were just now trying to get 

their ball rolling again. If I could get this huge thing to perch on the tire, we 
would win the Earth Ball Race and all of Field Day. 

We wouldn’t lose. 
My plan was to stop the ball’s forward momentum once it popped over 

the edge of the tire. I stared down the Earth Ball as it rolled towards Greg 
and me. 

You think that ball is big when you’re pushing it, but when it’s bearing 
down on you and your plan is to stop it on top of a tire? 

Well, you have to have nuts as big as earth balls for that. 
“We can do this, Greg,” I said to him over the screams of our cheering 

classmates on either side of the field. 
“I don’t know, Bal.” Greg shook his head and wrung his hands together 

like an old man. “It’s coming kinda fast.” 
Greg Willis.  
Scared of june bugs. Rumored to still pee his bed at night. 
Goddamned Greg Willis. 
“We’ve got this,” I yelled at him. Anger poured out of me and I 

clenched both my fists. “Just help me stop it.”  
“O-okay, Bal,” he said, his voice no longer fearful. 
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This probably should have clicked in some way at the time, but I was 
too busy trying to win to care about Greg’s voice inflections. 

“Good. Now stand a little to the right of me. SLOW DOWN, GUYS. 
GO SLOWER.” I looked over at Greg and unclenched my fists, smiling as 
everything came down to this one moment.  

I extended my arms and braced myself. 
Greg mirrored me. 
“What if they didn’t hear you tell them to slow down?” He asked in that 

dull voice again. He sounded tired, bored of Field Day. 
I shrugged and smiled bigger. “We die.” 
I started laughing or screaming—I’m not really sure which—as the ball 

barreled toward us until we were the only thing stopping it from popping 
over the tire and rolling on.  

Seeing the impending disaster and our mangled bodies strewn across the 
field in the wake of the massive rolling Earth Ball, teachers from both sides 
of the field started running toward us. Then, the ball hit us. 

I bit my tongue and tasted blood as the strain of keeping the thing from 
rolling over us filled me. My legs shook and my knees threatened to buckle. 
At one point, I thought for sure that we would be devoured by its mass 
only to be trampled afterwards by our eager teammates. 

I would not let this happen. 
I strained my tiny muscles and pressed my palms against the canvas 

exterior, yelling at Greg to push as well and to push HARDER. 
The ball began to lean over the edge of the tire, to totter over Greg and 

me. We both screamed at the same time and pushed. Just when I thought 
all was lost, it rolled back a couple of inches and settled into the center. 

My classmates already cheering, I looked to the far end of the field to 
make sure we’d won. My best friend’s ball was rolling off toward the 
sidelines and I yelled out in triumph, small fist shaking in the air as I joined 
my classmates in celebrating our victory. 

My victory. 
All of the fifth graders surrounded me, cheering and lifting me up. I was 

on the same eye level with my teacher and looked her in the eye. She smiled 
and put her fist in the air. 

I followed suit and new cheers erupted from the crowd. 
I was a GOD. 
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The awards ceremony came and went. My peers chanted my name after 
I received the Field Day MVP award. The final bell rang. The last day of 
school was over and we were being sent out as sheep into a world filled 
with wolves. 

Walking down the back alley that ran parallel to my street, I heard a 
baby’s mewling. I must’ve heard it for a while, but was too wrapped up in 
reliving my Field Day glory for it to make a dent. 

When the noise managed to break through my daydreams, I stopped 
walking and stood still. Next to one of the dumpsters in the alley, I saw two 
boys holding down a puppy, the source of the crying noise. They stared 
back at me and my stomach lurched. 

The Molina Brothers. 
My father always said that shit came in two different flavors that both 

tasted exactly the same: horseshit and bullshit. 
Kenneth and Randy Molina were both. 
Raised, if you can call it that, by a father who would rather down a sixer 

and use their sister as a punching bag than smile or talk to them, there was 
never much hope. 

Kenneth’s brown hair always hung in dirty ragged clumps over his face. 
He was short and his dark eyes held a tiny spark of malevolence that held 
the implied threat of explosion. 

Randy was taller than Kenneth, but had a huge tire of baby fat around 
his belly. Some of the kids at school called him Gordo behind his back. 
They never said it to his face though, because as soon as it left their mouth, 
Randy’s oversized fists would be there to pummel it back down to where it 
came from. 

Why were they in this alley without a care in the world? 
Rumor had it that both were on suspension for cornering and 
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threatening their music teacher in the faculty bathroom. 
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BELOW II 
 
 

Down here time drips. 
Yes, down here.  
Folks have quite a few misconceptions about hell and Satan, but one 

thing they got right is the direction. There is no mistaking the feel of beneath. 
Where is hell? 
I have no idea whether hell is on another planet or even in another 

dimension, but wherever it is, it’s below. You can feel the weight pressing 
down on top of you. 

As a kid, did you ever crawl underneath a mattress? Once under it, you 
can feel the weight, the heat, and the dark pressing down on you, but it’s 
not until you crawl out from under the thing, stand up, and really take a 
gulp of cool air that you understand how trapped you were. 

Hell is like that except you’re aware of how trapped you are from the get 
go. 

Never have you wanted so badly to close your eyes. To feel your eyelids 
slide shut. To feel that numbness when they slip shut. To silence the 
throbbing. 

Dull fingertips pressing into your eyes eventually start to feel more and 
more like claws. 

“We won’t need eyes where we’re going,” the voice said to me. 
Who else would it be talking to? 
Where are we going? 
“You know, Balthazar.” 
I don’t. I’m already here. 
“No. Not yet.” 
So this is my penance: arguing with a formless voice. 
“I have form.” 
I don’t care. 
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“You did once.” 
The hands and arms holding my ankles in place parted. 
Something scratchy and sticky like a rotten gnarl of wood covered in tar 

leaned against my ankle. 
“I’m here with you, Bal. I travel across the same planes just as easily as 

you do,” the voice said. 
I felt its small head rub against my calf, nuzzle against my calf.  
Natalie? 
“Of course.” 
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“What are you two doing to that dog?” I asked the Molina brothers. The 
falling sun beat down on all three of us. 

From where I was, it looked like it might be the puppy my parents had 
given me that morning. My stomach dropping, I prayed that I was wrong. 

“Don’t let it go,” Kenneth said to his brother Randy. Then he asked me, 
“What did you say?” 

Maybe it was the high from winning the Earth Ball Race, maybe it was 
something deeper. Something baser.  

Or maybe they were just fucking with the wrong person’s dog. 
I brought victory to my class at Field Day. 
I was invincible.  
I was wrong. 
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“You heard me,” I said. 
The adrenaline was still in my system. 
We wouldn’t lose. 
Kenneth stood and walked past the dumpster to me. I could smell the 

beer on his breath and in his sweat as he stood toe to toe with me. The sun 
dropped lower in the sky, but still baked the dirt and occasional tuft of 
struggling grass around us. 

“I asked you to repeat it,” Kenneth said. “To my face.”  
Randy snickered from behind him. “Maybe he forgot.” 
“This faggot didn’t forget a thing. Well? You gonna tell me?” 
I took a breath. “I said what the hell are you two doing to that dog?” 
“Is it yours?” Kenneth asked. 
I looked at the puppy hard this time. It stared back at me with its 

enormous eyes from where Randy had it pinned against the hard-packed 
dirt alley. Its head squirmed as it tried to bite at Randy’s fingers. Its back 
legs kicked around a tucked tail as it tried to find purchase on something 
solid. 

It was mine. 
She was mine. 
Good and evil. 
Black and white with so many shades of grey. 
These two assholes fell full onto the black side. 
“It’s mine,” I said. 
“Yeah?” Kenneth sneered back at me. “What’s its name then?” 
I looked into my puppy’s brown eyes again and a name popped into my 

head. Whether I had read it somewhere or seen it in a movie, I still don’t 
know. 

“Natalie,” I said. 
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Randy snickered again. “Natalie? That’s a stupid fucking name.” 
“No,” I said. “Randy’s a stupid fucking name.” 
Kenneth sucker punched me in the gut for that. 
Violence has never bothered me. I actually find peace in violence. Once 

it starts, there will be an end point. It’s an ocean current. It’ll either pull you 
out to sea where you’ll drown or it’ll toss you back onto the shore to live 
another day. 

Doubled over, I could hear Randy snickering again. Kenneth hadn’t 
moved. 

We wouldn’t lose. 
I exploded forward, wrapping my arms around his waist. I pistoned my 

legs until I felt his back bang against the side of the metal dumpster and 
heard the breath whoosh out of him like a deflating tire. 

We wouldn’t lose. 
I rolled off Kenneth as he crumpled to the ground and sprinted towards 

Randy.  
We wouldn’t lose. 
That was my dog they were messing with. 
I dropped my shoulder, closed my eyes, and barreled forward, ready to 

ram Randy’s stupid face against my shoulder. 
We wouldn’t lose. 
Best laid plans of mice and all that. 
My dropped shoulder connected with air.  
Next, I was falling forward. I opened my eyes as I connected with 

something. 
The ground. 
I didn’t have time to think about how fast Randy rolled out of my 

wrecking path and sent me into the dirt with his extended leg. All I could 
think about was the massive weight bearing down on my back and the 
blows to the back of my head. 

I felt a hand with sharp nails grasp a fistful of hair and pull my head 
back. The other hand, the one not ripping my hair out by the roots, swung 
around and chopped into my windpipe. I coughed and gasped for air as the 
clenched fist behind my head turned into an open palm that slammed my 
face into the dirt of the alley. 

I tasted blood, dirt, and the rotten, mealy taste of evaporated garbage 
runoff. My ears filled with roaring laughter punctuated by the crunch of my 
nose breaking. 

I blacked out. 
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Laughter. 
My head being jostled. 
Warm water squirting onto my face. 
More laughter. 
I came out of the black with a scream that gurgled away into fits of 

coughing as my mouth filled with the piss that Randy was aiming at my 
mouth. I couldn’t move my head left or right. 

“Hole in one!” Randy yelled to Kenneth. 
“That’s great, Randy,” Kenneth said. 
“He’s awake.” 
“Good. I’m almost ready.” 
“Shouldn’t have done that to Kenneth,” Randy said. “He’s angry.” 
I didn’t respond. I was too busy spitting out his piss.  
Kenneth came into sight dragging one of those pale blue thirty-two 

gallon trash cans. He stopped dragging it when it was directly in front of 
me, but still a good five feet away from my outstretched legs. 

Kenneth smiled at me. “If you’re wondering why you can’t move your 
head, it’s ‘cause Randy here duct taped it to the side of that dumpster you 
rammed me into.” Kenneth looked over at Randy. “Bring the two by fours 
over here, Randy.” Kenneth turned back to me. “We’ve got a special show 
for you today, Bal, and we think you’re gonna love it.” 

Kenneth tipped over the trash can so it lay on its side, the mouth of it 
facing me. There was a bright orange knot of extension cord sticking out 
from a hole carved into the wall of the trash can near the bottom.  

Randy came into view and placed the two by fours down on either side 
of the tipped over trash can.  

Randy looked up at me and smiled. “This is gonna be awesome, Bal.” 
“Randy,” Kenneth said. “Get the rocks.” 
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Randy lumbered away. 
I broke my silence. 
“What is this?” I asked. My speech sounded slurred through the 

throbbing mess of a nose on my face. 
Kenneth laughed. “This is for tackling me.” 
Randy came back panting and wedged several large rocks against the 

two by fours, grunting with each push, anchoring the trash can in place so it 
couldn’t roll side to side. 

“There. All finished. Are you ready, Bal?” Kenneth asked me, his hands 
gripping the lid of the plastic trash can. 

“Fuck you,” I said, snarling at the pain from my nose. 
“No, Bal,” Kenneth said. He dropped his voice so it was little more than 

a whisper. His eyes flashed as he pulled the lid off of the trash can. “Fuck 
you.” 

“No,” I said, staring into the pale blue open mouth. 
Natalie hung down inside of the trash can. A bright orange extension 

cord wrapped around her chest and extended up to where the large knot 
was. The way the cord wrapped around her chest made her tiny pink paws 
point out at me. She whined when she saw me. 

“What are you-” I started. Then the smell coming from inside hit me. 
Lighter fluid. 
A popping, bursting sound came from behind me. It tailed off in a low 

hiss, and then a flickering light passed beside my head, landing far enough 
inside the trash can to let me see. 

Natalie hung completely soaked in lighter fluid, suspended above a pool 
of the same.  

It looked like the stormproof match was about to go out when the 
whole thing erupted. Heat blasted my face as the trash can roared alive with 
fire. My hair blew back in a gust of flame and I smelled my eyebrows burn 
away. 

There was a whoosh as Natalie caught flame and threw herself left and 
right, trying to get away from the flames, trying to roll over and escape. 

There would be no escape. 
The plastic wall of the trash can above Natalie began to sag. It was just a 

little bump on the inside of the can, shiny and blackening. 
Then the black roof started drooping like melting taffy, lowering the 

extension cord that held Natalie blazing into the flaming pool of lighter 
fluid.  

That day I found out that dogs can scream. They can scream for a long 
time. 

Once Natalie found purchase on the base of the can, she tried to run 
out of the opening. Her tiny claws never caught hold of anything. 
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The cord held as the can continued to melt onto her back. Natalie 
fought to the end, scrabbling against the melting trash can. 

After a whole minute of burning, her legs slowed. Natalie’s writhing 
shiny black form shuddered one last time, and then lay still. 

I cried as I watched my puppy take its final tortured breath on this earth. 
Randy laughed from behind me. 

Fuck the Molina brothers. 
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I heard giggling as Jenna kicked the leg to my desk. 
I looked at her. “What?”  
She opened her eyes wide and gestured up to the front at Ms. Ralther. 
“Balthazar Video,” Ms. Ralther said, apparently for the second or third 

time. 
Both of the Molina brothers were turned around in their chairs. Randy 

leaned over to Kenneth and whispered something while Kenneth nodded. 
Staring at me, he drew his pointer finger across his throat and smiled. 

They both smiled with the same look in their eyes as when they torched 
Natalie. 

Kenneth was still skinny with clumps of greasy hair hanging over his 
brow and Randy still looked like he had a tire of baby fat to lose.  

I cleared my throat. “Here. I go by Bal though.” 
“Noted. I expect you’ll be paying more attention during lectures, Bal?” 

Ms. Ralther asked as the class giggled. 
“Yes, ma’am,” I answered. My cheeks flushed with heat. 
“Good,” Ms. Ralther said, looking back down at the roll sheet. “Adrian 

Weathers.” 
“Ms. Ralther?” I asked.  
There was no giggling this time as the room filled with silence. Ms. 

Ralther took in a deep breath, let it out, and placed her pencil on top of the 
roll sheet. She looked up at me, glaring. 

“Yes?” Ms. Ralther asked. It sounded closer to a snippy statement than a 
question. 

“My last name is pronounced Vee-day-oh.” 
“Noted, Balthazar. Is there anything else?” 
“No, ma’am.” 
“Okay. Where was I? Ah. Adrian Weathers.” 
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“Here.” 
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BELOW III 
 
 

Down here in the black, everything is clear.  
The Molinas left me strapped to the dumpster. Around ten that night, 

my next door neighbor found me when he took out his trash. The neighbor 
called my parents and I got to ride in my first ambulance.  

I spilled everything. Police were notified, social workers bustled around, 
and I was prodded with endless questions. 

The questions led to theories and the theories eventually led to the 
Molina brothers being sent away to a detention facility until their freshman 
year of high school. 

They didn’t come back freshman year so I thought they moved away.  
I was wrong. 
I was so often wrong. 
They were given another three and a half years in the detention facility 

after they beat up one of the teachers at the end of their eighth grade year. I 
think they were released because the system got tired of dealing with them. 
Maybe it was because they turned eighteen.  

You know, had I not been on so many pain meds in that hospital bed, I 
might’ve kept my mouth shut and this thing with the Molinas never 
would’ve gone to the dark place it did. 

I can tell myself it’s okay though. 
The Molina brothers got theirs at the end of senior year. 
Down here I can see everything. 
Down here in the black, everything is clear. 
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Back in Ms. Ralther’s class, nothing was clear. 
The Molina brothers were back. 
They recognized me. 
They remembered what happened. 
I spent the rest of class staring down at my desk, remembering the cries 

of my burning puppy, Natalie. Blackened, melting plastic dripping onto her 
back. 

“Bal.”  
I jumped when the hand fell on my shoulder. 
I jerked my head up, expecting to see the Molinas, the memory of the 

smell of burning flesh, dog hair, and plastic in my nostrils. 
Lucie. 
It was only Lucie. 
“Hey,” I said. More like croaked. 
“You okay, Bal?” Lucie asked. 
“Yeah,” I said, grabbing my backpack. The class was empty minus a few 

students at the front talking to Ms. Ralther. 
“Yeah,” I said again, this time sounding sure of myself. At least in my 

own head I did. 
“Yeah. You definitely sound okay.” Lucie’s brow furrowed like my 

mother’s did when she worried. 
“I’m fine,” I said. “Let’s get outta here.” 
“Sold.” 
As we walked through the halls to the lot where the buses picked 

students up she asked, “What was the deal with those two Molina guys? As 
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soon as Ms. Ralther called your name, they whipped around to look at each 
other like they’d been stung by something.” 

“Nothing,” I replied. 
“Nothing?” 
“Nothing, Lucie. They’re just bad guys that I used to know in 

elementary.” 
“Oh,” she said. The next bit came out as one long apologetic word. 

“Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry.” 
“It’s fine. You didn’t. It’s just... it’s just a lot of shit.” 
“Hey, Bal,” Kenneth said as he and Randy rounded the corner, blocking 

Lucie and I from the door that led out to the buses. “What’s a lot of shit?”  
“Yeah, Bal,” Randy followed up. “What’s a lot of shit?”  
I stopped, unaware that I’d put my arm out in front of Lucie. 
“Nothing, guys,” I said. 
“Nothing, he says,” Randy said. 
“Yeah,” Kenneth said. “Nothing. I heard. Well Randy and I are 

reformed individuals, and we’d like to take this chance to put any bygones 
we mighta had in the past behind us.” 

“Yeah, Bal,” Randy chimed in. “We’re awful sorry.”  
“Okay,” I said. 
“Okay what?” Kenneth asked. “We’re trying to apologize to you. To 

make good. Can I get more than an okay?” 
It looked like Kenneth was trying not to laugh. 
“Yeah,” I said. “It’s fine. Everything’s fine.” 
“That’s wonderful. So Bal, whatcha been up to these days?” Kenneth 

asked. 
What the hell was I supposed to say to that? Just enjoying my freedom, 

living life to its fullest, praying that you were getting raped by your foster 
parents? 

“Nothing,” I answered. 
“Nothing. That’s great, Bal. Good to hear it,” Kenneth said, then he 

seemed to notice Lucie standing there next to me. “Howdy, miss. You sit 
next to me in Ms. Ralther’s class, right?” 

“Right,” Lucie answered, staring at Kenneth. She looked bored. 
“Cool. Keep an eye on her, Bal,” Kenneth said as he walked by me. He 

dropped his voice down to a whisper so I was the only one that could hear 
him. “Wouldn’t want her to leave you like that last bitch did.” 

They walked by and Lucie nudged me toward the lot. Behind us, a 
tennis shoe squeaked against the linoleum floor. 

“Now where are my manners?” Kenneth’s voice came from behind us. 
“I never introduced myself to you, miss. Your name’s Natalie, right?” 

Fuck the Molina Brothers. 
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“Bal,” Lucie said. 
My head hung as we walked to our bus. 
“Bal,” Lucie repeated. 
I kept walking. 
“Balthazar,” she said, lowering her voice this time and snaking her arm 

through mine. 
I stopped walking and turned to face her. She was the first person other 

than my parents that didn’t make me cringe when she used my full first 
name. 

I looked into her crystal blue eyes and everything came out at once. 
“Look. It’s just bullshit. It happened long enough ago to not even matter, 
ok? Just leave it alone.” 

“No,” she said. Her teeth stayed closed. 
“What?” 
“No,” she said, her lower jaw jutting out at me. 
“What do you mean no?” 
“I mean no, Balthazar. No. It might be bullshit, but when it happened 

has nothing to do with where we are now and what’s going on. So no, I 
don’t accept what you’re telling me.” 

“Lucie-” 
“Shut up and be a man, Bal. What is going on and why did he call me 

Natalie?” 
She stood in front of me, her hands balled into tiny fists and her 

shoulders trembling as waves of rage rolled over them in my direction, and 
I stood there confused with no idea as to what set her off.  

I didn’t understand anything. 
I was such an idiot. 
“Let’s walk home, okay?” I tried. 
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“That’s fine, but you’re going to talk to me about this.” 
After she said that, I knew she had me. 
“Okay,” I said. We walked across the parking lot towards the football 

stadium. 
To get home, we had to walk past the field and through several 

neighborhoods. It was a forty-five minute trek. 
I told her everything. 
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A tear slipped down Lucie’s cheek as we walked down our street. “I am 
so sorry, Balthazar.” 

I looked down and realized that sometime during my forty-five minute 
monologue Lucie had gone from holding my arm to holding my hand. 
Girlfriends were nothing new to me, but this was different. This felt real. 

“Wanna come in?” I asked her as we stood in the street, looking at my 
house. The grey monstrosity. 

“I really can’t,” she said. “As much as I don’t want to, I have a ton of 
unpacking to take care of. Rain check?”  

The way she looked at me, even if I’d wanted to say no, I couldn’t have. 
“Sure,” I said, thinking I’d read too deep into the whole ‘holding my 

hand’ thing. “Some other time.” 
“No,” Lucie said, taking my other hand so that we faced each other. 

“Not some other time. Tomorrow.” 
“Okay,” I said. The way she was looking into my eyes, it was all I could 

say. 
“Good, that’s settled. I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
“Yeah.” 
And just as quickly as she’d grabbed my hands and faced me, she 

dropped them and started walking to her house. I watched her go, her hips 
swishing the peasant skirt back and forth as she walked across the grass to 
her front door.  

When she got there, I started heading in myself. 
“Bal,” Lucie called across our lawns. 
“Yeah?” I called back.  
Her shoulder was leaning against her front door and her head rested 

upon the oak. She looked at me in that weird way again. 
“I kinda like you,” she said. 
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I looked down, not sure of what to say back. When I looked back up, 
she’d gone. 
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Dinner that night was boring as always. Grilled chicken and green beans. 
My mom and dad talked about bills and groceries. When they noticed me 
sitting at the same table, they asked the standard issue first day back to 
school parent type questions, alternating the asker interrogation style. 

(Dad) How was your first day back, son? 
It was fine.  
(Mom) How are your teachers? 
I think they’re okay. I might have a problem with my calc teacher. 
(Dad) Respect your elders, son, and you’ll be fine. How do you think 

you’ll do this semester? 
I think I should do fine. 
(Mom) Have any classes with your friends? 
Yeah. Someone moved in next door with a daughter. She’s in my calc 

class. 
On and on like this until they felt sufficiently updated and informed. I 

asked to be excused and headed upstairs to my room. Ms. Ralther had 
already assigned a crapload of homework that I needed to do before the 
next day. 

I lay on my bed, staring up at the ceiling with the lights off. I liked to do 
this before starting homework for the night.  

My fan hummed in the background as I watched tiny flickers and 
shadows play on my ceiling. The way the shadows danced with each other, 
it looked like moonlight shining in through windblown tree branches.  

I sat up. 
I didn’t have trees outside my window. 
I walked over to the window and looked out. 
Lucie’s house sat thirty feet away. All of the windows were dark except 

for the one tiny window that faced mine. 
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The flickering came from this window. The way the light shifted and 
moved inside the room, made it seem like a candle was lit. I couldn’t see 
anything else besides the shifting light. 

Standing there and watching the light as it swayed and shifted, I thought 
about Lucie kissing me on the cheek that morning. I thought about her 
holding my hand as I spilled out every single feeling that I’d never voiced 
aloud before. 

But mostly? 
Mostly I thought about how the shifting light reminded me of Lucie’s 

hips swaying beneath the peasant skirt as she walked to her house earlier 
that afternoon. 

Closing my eyes, I felt my legs sway a bit and my head start to float. I 
walked the two steps to my bed and fell on top of it. 

Sleep took me. 
I dreamed of Natalie screaming as she burned in a lake of lighter fluid. 
Lucie held the match. 
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When I woke up, I sat up so fast that the blood raced to my head. Little 
stars danced across the room. Sweat ran down my back and I gulped down 
air by the lungful. I looked over at my alarm clock. 

Seven o’clock. 
Shit. 
I was late. 
I jumped in the shower and dressed as fast as I could while brushing my 

teeth and running my hand through my hair. I looked passable and the 
general rush of getting ready kept my mind off the dream of Natalie 
burning. 

I just made it out to the bus in time. My mind on the dream, I looked 
for a seat.  

Steel talons connected to a concrete hand grabbed hold of my wrist 
about two seats down. 

I jumped. 
“Balthazar,” Lucie said. “You look like a zombie. Sit down.”  
It was just Lucie. What the hell was wrong with me? 
“Rough night?” Lucie asked. 
“Yeah,” I said. “Something like that.” 
“Tell me about it.”  
Lucie slipped her hand into mine, not noticing or just ignoring the way I 

flinched away from her touch. I couldn’t get the thought of concrete rough 
hands with talons for fingertips out of my head. 

“Why?” I asked. 
“Balthazar,” Lucie said in that quiet voice she used the afternoon before 

in the bus parking lot. 
“Yeah?” 
“What’s going on with you?” 
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“I don’t know.” 
“You know.” 
“I had a weird dream last night.” 
She perked up at this and leaned towards me. “Oh?”  
“Yeah.” 
“Tell me about it.” She squeezed encouragement into my hand. 
“It was nothing. Just a bad dream. I get them sometimes. I hear lots of 

people do.”  
This was my poor attempt at humor. I ended up sounding like a dick. 
“I hear that too,” she said. Her serious eyes looked deep into mine. “I 

think dreams are interesting. Tell me about yours.” 
I groaned. “It was just a dumb dream. I don’t see why this is so 

important.” 
“Was I in it?” 
I didn’t say anything for a while. 
“I was, wasn’t I?” 
“Yes. You were in my dream, but it’s not important,” I said. 
“It is to me though.”  
“It was just a dream. It wasn’t real. I don’t see why this is so important 

to you.” 
“Balthazar,” she said. This time it was a command instead of a plea. 

“Tell me your dream.” 
I didn’t want to answer her, but I knew that I would. 
“Fine,” I said. “I dreamed about Natalie hanging on the inside of that 

trash can. Then she started burning and the trash can melted down onto 
her. I couldn’t do anything about it, and you were standing beside me.” 

Silence. 
“I threw the match in. Didn’t I?” Lucie said this as a statement, not as a 

question. Almost to herself. 
“No,” I said. 
“You’re lying.” 
I couldn’t say anything to that. I was lying. 
As the bus pulled into the parking lot, we sat there in silence. We got off 

the bus in the same. 
“Lucie,” I said as we walked to the front door. “I’m sorry. It was just a 

stupid dream though. Can’t you see that?” 
She stomped her right foot and stopped, looking up at me through 

those smudged eyes of hers. 
“No dreams are stupid. I hope you understand that someday.” 



43 

 
 
 
 
 
 

BELOW IV 
 
 

“She was right, Bal,” Natalie said from down by my calf. I felt her plastic 
coated muzzle pull away from me. The hands closed back around my leg. 

I felt calm for the first time since I found myself in the grip of the 
hands. Since I found myself dead. Since I found myself in hell. 

I know she was. 
“Do you miss her?” 
You know the answer to that. 
“Yeah.” 
So, what now? 
“We wait.” 
What are we waiting on? 
“Him.” 
Who is Him? 
“You know.” 
Yeah. I guess I do. When does He get here? I’m ready to get this over with. 
“No, Bal. You aren’t ready yet.” 
I am.  
“He will arrive when it is his time.” 
And until then? 
“Until then we wait.” 
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The next five months went by. 
That’s it. They just went by. 
Lucie didn’t talk to me at all. She avoided all contact. 
That was fine with me. The whole thing was bullshit. She was pissed off 

at me for having a dream? 
Fuck her. 
I didn’t choose to have the dream. I didn’t want to see the girl that I’d 

started falling for lighting my puppy aflame. I didn’t want to hear Natalie’s 
screams any more than I wanted Lucie to be the cause of those screams. 

But more than any of those things, I was pissed off that I didn’t get to 
talk to her anymore. 

Yeah, I’d only known her for two days, and yeah, I already missed her. It 
made no sense. I just wish that she would have talked to me about the 
whole thing. 

I wanted her to care about me again.  
I needed her to care about me again. 
And after those five months passed, she did. 
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“Bal!” 
Saturday morning. 
“Bal!” My mom called up to me again from the bottom of the staircase. 

She did this every Saturday morning. 
I’m convinced that parents the world over do this. If they can’t sleep in, 

why should their children?  
I pulled my pillow over my head and squeezed my eyes shut, knowing 

that there was no chance that she would let me fall back to sleep that 
morning.  

She didn’t disappoint. 
“BAL. YOU HAVE COMPANY. WAKE UP.” 
I glanced over at the glowing red numerals on my alarm clock. 
Company? At 9:09 in the morning? The hell? 
I lifted my head from under my pillow, confused about who would be 

downstairs this early on a Saturday morning. 
I pulled a pair of shorts up over my boxers, decided to say screw it to the 

shirt, threw a pasted toothbrush into my mouth, and headed downstairs. 
I might’ve been pissed off. 
“Mom?” I asked through a mouth foamy with toothpaste. 
“In the kitchen, honey,” she called from that direction. 
I padded into the kitchen still brushing my teeth. 
“Balthazar Video, you march your tookus right back upstairs and get 

decent,” she barked at me when she saw me. “I said that you had company.” 
Lucie sat at the kitchen table studying the wood intently with her hand 

covering her mouth, her face turning red as she tried not to laugh out loud. 
I turned around and headed back upstairs where I washed the 

toothpaste from my mouth, grabbed a t-shirt, and patted down my hair.  
Why was Lucie here? 
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Was she still mad at me? 
I took a deep breath and headed back downstairs to the kitchen. 
“Mornin’,” I said to Lucie and my mom, but mainly to Lucie. 
“Good morning, Balthazar,” Lucie said. Her tone was neutral. I wasn’t 

sure if that was a good thing or bad thing. 
“Well,” my mom said as she wiped her hands on one of the towels 

hanging from the oven. A mountain of pancakes sat next to the pristine 
stove. “You two help yourselves. I’ve got some things to tend to in the 
back.” 

“Thanks, mom,” I said, more to her leaving than to the pancakes. 
“Thanks, Mrs. Video,” Lucie said. 
“You’re quite welcome, Lucie. Balthazar, you know the rules of this 

house.” 
My mom walked out of the kitchen and heat flooded across my cheeks. 
“Just what are the rules of this house?” Lucie asked me. 
Like this wasn’t awkward enough. 
“No touching,” I said. 
“Oh?” Lucie asked as she took one of my hands into hers. “I’m not one 

for rules.” 
I didn’t say anything. Maybe everything would go back to normal 

between us. I wanted things to. 
“And that’s why you like me,” Lucie said. 
I think that she did this kind of thing on purpose. She liked keeping me 

off balance. 
“Do you want to go for a walk?” Lucie asked. 
“Yeah,” I said. “Let’s do that.” 
Out in the sun, I felt more like myself. Less embarrassed, I guess. 
“Why did you get so mad at me?” I asked after a long silence. 
We walked for a ways before she answered. “Well, there are a few things 

you need to understand about me.” 
“Yeah? Like dreams are magical and foretell the future?”  
Lucie fixed me with a cool look. “Like I was raised to believe that 

dreams have meanings.” 
I felt like such a dick. 
“Oh? Really?” I tried to sound interested, and not horrified by my flub. 
“Yeah. Like dreams show you the way and what you need to do.” 
“So you believe that they do tell the future?” 
“No. That’s not what I’m saying,” she said. We walked in silence for 

several minutes. 
“Then what are you saying?” I asked. 
“I’m not sure. I’m trying to figure out how to say this so I don’t sound 

crazy.” 
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“I don’t think you’re crazy, Lucie.” I took her hand as we walked across 
the parking lot of my elementary school. I guided her towards the 
playground and the swings that hung there. 

Lucie stopped in that sudden way of hers, just like when she told me 
that no dreams were stupid in the bus parking lot. 

“I know that you don’t think I’m crazy. It’s just that I was raised to 
believe that dreams are your body’s way of warning you of things, preparing 
you for the future. Not telling you the future, just preparing you for what lies 
ahead.” 

“Okay,” I said. “But that doesn’t explain why you got so mad at me.” 
“I wasn’t mad at you, Bal. I was mad at your body.” 
“My body,” I repeated. 
“Well... more like your soul.” 
“My soul?” 
“Yeah, your soul was warning you about me. How was I supposed to 

take that?” She asked. 
This whole thing was crazy. 
“Maybe it was warning me about the five months you were going to 

spend ignoring me. It’s June now,” I said. 
“I wasn’t ignoring you.” 
“Sure about that?” 
“No.” 
“That’s what I thought.” 
I sat in one of the swings and started swinging.  
You can’t just sit in a swing. It’s impossible.  
Lucie fell into the swing next to me and started rocking forward and 

backward, quiet. 
“I’m sorry,” she mumbled. 
I engaged the universal swing brake and dragged my toes through the 

sand to stop myself like everyone does. 
“Sorry?” I asked. 
“Yeah,” she said. 
“Nonono. I meant that I didn’t hear you. What did you say?” 
“I said that I was sorry.” 
“Oh. Why?” 
“Why?” 
“Yeah,” I said. “Why are you sorry?” 
“I’m sorry that I ignored you.” 
“Stop it,” I said. “It was just a misunderstanding.” 
“Yeah.” She sounded unconvinced. 
Lucie reached over and grabbed my swing’s chain, trying to pull me 

closer. I dug my toes in and moved toward her, foot over foot, until I was 
close enough for her to lean her head on my shoulder. 
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“Balthazar,” she said in that voice that made my head swim. 
“Yeah?” 
“I would never purposely betray or harm you. You know that, right?” 
“I know.” 
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The following Monday morning started off well enough. 
I woke up, ate breakfast, and hung out with Lucie on the curb while we 

waited for the bus. She was wearing a peasant skirt like always. This one 
was bright white and she looked gorgeous in it. 

Normal, right? 
Until Lucie and I walked through the front doors of school, everything 

had been. As we walked through the halls toward our lockers, I noticed 
people doing the old cover-the-mouth-and-whisper trick while looking at 
us. 

“What’s going on?” Lucie asked, putting her arm through mine. 
“I wish I knew,” I answered. We continued to walk and the whispers 

grew louder. 
I glanced behind us. The hall was filled to the walls with people 

following us. They all had the same glazed over rubbernecker’s gaze; eyelids 
slightly drooping, mouths slack. They were following us to watch a car 
wreck. 

I kept hearing little snippets of the whispers. 
“... what do you think?” 
“... they just got here though.” 
“... get in trouble?” 
I couldn’t pull any sense from it and just kept walking. It was the only 

thing I could do. 
“Why is everyone followi-” Lucie started as we came around the corner 

into full view of our lockers. 
The bank of lockers that held Lucie’s and mine was recessed into the 

outer wall of Ms. Baldwin’s biology lab. Lucie and I stood there staring at 
our lockers, which were five locker doors apart and both on the top row. 
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She slipped her hand down my arm and into my hand as the crowd behind 
us hushed, waiting to see what we would do, how we would react.  

The car wreck was in progress. 
Hanging from the ceiling tiles was a single strand of blinking Christmas 

lights. One end of the strand hung down and snaked into the top vent of 
my locker door. The other end hung down above Lucie’s locker and snaked 
in the same way. 

We both walked to our respective lockers and stood before them. I 
opened mine first. 

Inside, a hole was drilled through the back of my locker and into Ms. 
Baldwin’s lab. The strand was coiled multiple times around a red disposable 
Bic lighter, and fed out through the vents at the top of my locker door. I 
took out the lighter and showed it to Lucie. Her eyes narrowed for a second 
and then she turned to her locker and opened it in one swift motion. 

Everything slowed. 
I saw the door of the locker crack open and something shine back out at 

me from inside. I tried to say something, but it was too late. 
As the door swung open, I saw what was glinting from within the 

shadows. 
It was one of those glass pickle jars. The size that concession stands use. 

Someone had leaned it forward against the door so that it would spill out its 
contents on the opener. The end of the strand of lights dipped into the jar. 
I couldn’t see any glow coming from the submerged lights, because 
whatever the jar held was opaque.  

The jar tumbled over as Lucie opened the door, and a black, viscous 
sludge poured out and splattered across Lucie’s white peasant skirt and her 
sandaled feet. The crowd breathed in at the show they were getting, and 
Lucie screamed as the muck slopped to the floor. The jar that held it fell. 

I think that the shattering glass as much as the smell of the sludge is 
what woke the crowd up.  

The scent of gasoline, oil, and lighter fluid filled the hallway. Smelling 
danger, the crowd started backing away. I looked out at the crowd, trying to 
find the one responsible, the one with eyes that weren’t dull, the one that 
would be smirking. 

“Balthazar,” Lucie said. I barely heard her. 
“Balthazar,” she repeated and I turned to her, pissed off that this had 

happened to her, pissed off that I didn’t know who was to blame. 
I looked at what hung from a crude and festive hangman’s noose that 

blinked against the inside of her locker door, what had been drowned in the 
jar of flammables.  

I knew exactly who had done this. 
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A puppy hung from the blinking noose and my stomach lurched. 
“It’s not real,” Lucie said as she walked over to me. 
Lucie was right. It was just a stuffed animal, but the message was the 

same. 
Somewhere in the silent crowd I heard a pop go off that turned into a 

hiss. I remembered that sound from fifth grade Field Day. From the alley 
afterwards. 

I balled my hands into fists and turned to face the crowd. Through 
clenched teeth I said, “No.” 

Complete silence was my answer as everyone stared at me, the glazed 
looks of dull sheep replaced with something baser, something worse. They 
all looked like they wanted instruction.  

They looked like my fifth grade Earth Ball Race team.  
Putty. 
The hiss continued as something burned from somewhere in the middle 

of the crowd. I walked forward and the sea of students broke open for me. 
I turned back to Lucie. 

“Don’t,” Lucie said. 
“I’ll just be a minute,” I said. “Go to the bathroom and get that stuff off 

you.” 
I turned back around and continued parting the sea of high school 

students until I saw what I was looking for, saw who I was looking for. 
The Molina brothers. 
Randy stood next to Kenneth, a tickle of drool dripping from the corner 

of his mouth. A wisp of smoke curled up from the fingers of Kenneth’s 
right hand. His fingertips were black and charred. 

“What exactly did you have planned here, Ken?” I asked. 
“Burn the witch,” Kenneth said through a slack jaw. 
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“Why?” I asked. 
“Because you care about her,” Kenneth answered. 
I felt Lucie wrap her hand around the closed fist of my right hand. I 

relaxed it and she slipped her cool hand into mine. The crowd around us 
started rustling and Kenneth blinked twice. He looked down at his hand 
and started screaming. 

Randy looked over at Kenneth’s fingers where the match had burned 
the flesh black and hiccupped out a giggle. The giggle turned into retching 
as he lost his breakfast all over the kids standing to his left. 

“Let’s go find someone,” Lucie said, pulling my hand toward the 
administration office that lay around the corner. 

Kenneth kept screaming as he held his wrist and stared at his ruined 
black fingers. 
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“So let me get this straight, Mr. Video. You’re telling me that Kenneth 
Molina jerry-rigged a pickle jar filled with oil and lighter fluid to fall out of 
Lucie’s locker, covering her, and that he planned to follow up that feat by 
tossing a match on her?” 

Mr. Bradley looked down at me over his bifocals, the pate of his head 
burning with the reflection of the overhead fluorescents. He stood hunched 
over, the corner of his dress shirt untucked from the strain his belly was 
putting on the material. He bent at the hips and pressed his hairy knuckles 
against the wood of his desk. 

“Yeah,” I said. “And it’s Vee-day-oh.” 
Why could they never get that right? 
Lucie walked back in from the bathroom where she’d changed into a 

Solo High physical education t-shirt and the accompanying gym shorts. 
They were, of course, two sizes too large. I’ve never seen a school loan out 
clothes that fit. 

Lucie’s feet were stained a sick yellow-brown that was darker around the 
edges of her toenails, and her sandals looked almost black. I’d never seen 
her legs before. They were so white that they were almost painful to look at. 
You could see little highways of faint blue where the veins ran. 

Lucie took a seat next to me and Mr. Bradley pivoted to face her, his 
knuckles sliding across the surface of the desk. 

“You care to shed some light on this, Ms. Milton?” Mr. Bradley asked. 
“It happened just like Balthazar said,” Lucie answered, turning her head 

to look at me as she snaked her hand into mine. 
“Ms. Milton,” Mr. Bradley said, eyes narrowing at our interlinked hands. 

“You were in the bathroom cleaning up while Balthazar was telling his side 
of the story.”  



CHRISTOPHER BLOODWORTH 

54 

Lucie smiled. “Whatever he said happened is what happened, Mr. 
Bradley.” 

Mr. Bradley smiled as well. “And what if he said that you poured that 
concoction onto yourself?” 

“He didn’t though,” Lucie said. 
She turned away from me and looked at Mr. Bradley. “Everything 

happened exactly as he told it. You don’t need a second opinion from me.” 
“I’ve got a hall full of kids that say they don’t remember being there or 

seeing anything,” Mr. Bradley sputtered, his cheeks growing red as he went 
on. “I’ve got a girl covered in oil, and I’ve got a boy that has third degree 
burns on his fingers claiming that Balthazar was the one that inflicted 
them.”  

Mr. Bradley turned to me at this last bit. 
I laughed. The whole thing was so fucking ridiculous. I inflicted them? 

Sure. I also levitated on a kitten right before I did it. 
I know better now though. 
“Is something funny, Mr. Vee-day-oh?” 
“No, Mr. Brad-ley,” I said. “Nothing about this is even close to funny. 

That idiot had a storm proof match so that when he lit it he could throw it 
and it wouldn’t go out.” 

“He said that you made him stand there with the match lit as it burned 
through his fingertips.” 

“How could I do that? He had Randy right there next to him.” 
“Randy corroborates Kenneth’s story. Randy says that you held him in 

place too.” 
“Are you serious? I held them both in place? Are you listening to what it 

is that you’re saying?” 
“Oh yes. I am serious, Balthazar. This is serious.” 
“Look, he stood there and let the match burn through his fingertips. I 

had nothing to do with it. You can’t tell me that I made a person stand still 
for that when his lumpy brother was standing right next to him.” 

“Then tell me why he would do that to himself.” 
“How should I know?” I shouted. “I’m not the one with burned fingers. 

Maybe you should go ask him.” 
“Watch your tone, young man.” 
“Watch my tone?” 
“Calm down, Mr. Vee-day-oh.” 
“Watch my tone?” 
“Your attitude needs an adjustment,” Mr. Bradley said through gritted 

teeth. “Right now.” 
“That asshole tried to burn Lucie alive and you want me to watch my 

tone? Why don’t you tuck your shirt in, trot your ass out of this office, and 
tell me why Kenneth did this? Why don’t you run along and do some 
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research? Then you can tell me why Kenneth and Randy were both sent 
away to Juvie. You can follow that up by telling me how it is that they’re 
walking among the students of this school when they lit a puppy on fire as 
fifth graders. Sounds a little to me like they might be aspiring psychopaths. 
You do know that word, right? You find the answers to any of those 
questions, you let me know. Until then, go do your goddamned job.” 

I don’t like being pushed. 
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Mr. Bradley’s face began to flood with color about halfway through my 
little middle finger to the school administration speech. It seemed like the color 
from his hands had pumped up to his face because his fists were white and 
the veins stood out in thick cords. 

“Balthazar,” Lucie whimpered from beside me. 
She was looking down at her hand. I followed her gaze and saw why. I 

was crushing her hand in my fist. I relaxed and she withdrew her hand. 
“Are you okay?” I asked. “Did I hurt you?” 
“No, I’m fine,” Lucie answered. She flexed her left hand and grimaced a 

tiny bit. 
I turned back to face Mr. Bradley. 
Shit. What had I just done? 
“BALTHAZAR VIDEO,” he roared at me, at Lucie, at the secretary 

outside that always listened in on the conversations he had with students 
through the little crack at the bottom of the door. 

The blood rushed to my face even as Lucie slipped her hand back into 
mine. I felt myself calm at this. 

“Yessir?” I asked. 
I can be a little shit sometimes. 
“YOU... YOU... YOU LITTLE SHIT.” 
See? 
“Yessir,” I answered. 
“GET OUT OF MY OFFICE.” 
“Yessir.” 
Lucie and I sat in our chairs, watching him. 
“NOW.” 
Lucie and I stood, and walked out hand in hand. 
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“Well?” Lucie asked. 
“Yeah,” I sighed as we walked to our lockers. 
One of the custodial staff stood with a mop, cleaning up what looked 

like black gravel. 
“Guess they poured something on top to absorb it,” Lucie said. 
“Looks like they took down the Christmas lights too,” I said. 
Lucie turned to me, her eyebrows furrowed together. “We need to talk 

about what happened.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“You know exactly what I mean.” 
And I did. I knew exactly what she meant. I’d been trying to block out 

the issue at hand by focusing on the whole Bradley blow up. 
“Fine,” I said. “Right now?” 
“No. We’ll talk after school.” 
“Okay.” 
She leaned into my arms and brought her lips to mine. 
“After school,” she said after she pulled back. 
“After school,” I repeated. 
That was the first time she kissed me on the lips. 
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It would be easier for me to say that I didn’t remember the kiss, that I 
didn’t remember Lucie’s little quirks. 

I’d be a liar though. 
The way she brought her lips to mine, like we’d been kissing for 

centuries, made my knees go weak. Her little sigh after the kiss didn’t help 
much either. 

I just wish there was something that I could do to see her again. To tell her how much 
I loved her. 

“There is.” 
Natalie’s voice. 
What do you mean? 
“There is a way to see her again.” 
How? 
“You will know in time.” 
What are you talking about? Tell me how. 
“I can’t. This is something that you have to do on your own.” 
How am I supposed to do this on my own if I don’t know how? 
“You’ll figure it out.” 
Okay. I’ll figure it out, but how am I supposed to do that? 
“You’ll know when He comes.” 
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“You’re dodging the question,” Lucie said. 
“No, I’m not,” I said. We were walking home after school. The sky was 

clear and the wind was light. “I just need to know what’s going to happen 
to the Molinas.”  

By the end of the day, tiny, warped splinters of what happened earlier 
had spread through the entire school.  

One of the rumors going around was that the jar had been in Kenneth’s 
locker and fallen onto his fingers, then I tossed a match on them. Another 
one I heard was that I’d held Kenneth down on one of Ms. Baldwin’s lab 
tables and burned off his fingertips one at a time with a Bunsen burner. The 
closest one was that Lucie got covered in something flammable and 
Kenneth planned to light her on fire. I intervened and burned Kenneth’s 
fingers for trying. 

“Balthazar,” Lucie said in that way of hers. “We need to talk about what 
happened in front of the lockers.” 

“What happened is those fuckers tried to light you on fire and I don’t 
know where they are now and I don’t know how to protect you.” 

“You can’t protect me. You’re a teenager just like I am, but you know 
that wasn’t what I was talking about.” 

“Yeah.” 
“Yeah?” 
“Yeah. I know it wasn’t.” 
“So talk to me. What happened?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“You don’t know?” 
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“No. I don’t know what happened or why. I don’t know why Kenneth 
held on to a burning match. I don’t know why Randy didn’t try to hit me. I 
don’t know why any of the other kids don’t remember anything.” I thought 
for a moment. “How do you remember what happened?” 

“That’s why I wanted to talk to you about this. For me, it was like a 
blurry dream. I can remember my body moving. I can also remember 
speaking, but I can’t remember why. I can remember what happened, but 
only in a fading dream sort of way. Every time I try to grasp hold of the 
memory, it flutters just out of my grasp like it never happened.” 

“Why can you remember some of what happened, but no one else can?” 
“I think they do remember what happened, but that their memories 

have the same sort of dreamlike quality that mine do. I’m okay talking 
about dreams and what they mean. Those kids probably aren’t.” 

“So they think that they dreamed it?” I asked. 
I didn’t buy it. 
“Kinda, I think,” Lucie answered. “I can’t really say in their case. I can 

only talk about what I felt.” 
“Oh,” I said. 
This whole thing was crazy, insane, and we hadn’t even talked about the 

weirdest thing yet. 
“It’s your turn to talk,” Lucie said. “But let’s get a bit of privacy first.” 
She took my hand and led me across her front lawn to the side of her 

house. She lifted the latch on the gate to the backyard and dragged me 
through.  

There was nothing back there. The manicured lawn came right up to the 
back porch, but nothing was on the porch. 

No lawn chairs. 
No grill. 
No lawn equipment. 
It was a slab of concrete with green grass extending out to the wooden 

fence line with no breaks, just an empty ocean of grass. 
She dragged me to the middle of that barren yard and fell back onto the 

grass. Lying on her back, looking up at me, she said, “Come here.” 
I fell down beside her and looked up at the sky. She brought her arm 

across my chest and nuzzled her head on my shoulder. 
“Well?” Lucie asked. 
“Just like that?” I asked her back. 
“Just like that,” she replied. 
“I don’t know. I felt rage pour through me when the jar fell on you, but 

when I saw the stuffed animal, all I felt was fear.” 
“Yeah?” 
“Yeah. I felt that fear and that need to protect you. I turned to the 

crowd that was watching us, looking for the one that did it to you. The one 



HANDBOOK FOR A TEENAGE ANTICHRIST 

61 

that hurt you. Then I heard the same pop and hiss as when the Molinas 
burned Natalie. Then something changed.” 

“Something changed.” 
“Yeah,” I said. “Something changed. I went from feeling helpless to 

feeling in control. I felt like my will was the only thing in that hallway.”  
I paused for a second, remembering that rush of power. “Maybe I’m just 

crazy though.” 
“I don’t think you are,” Lucie said. 
“No?” 
“No.” 
“I’m not sure what came over me. One moment I was terrified for you 

and the next I was walking through the crowd, directly to where the 
Molinas were and they couldn’t move. They couldn’t do anything except 
stand still and answer my questions. I don’t understand it. I mean, maybe I 
saw them in the crowd with my peripheral vision or something, but...” 

“I don’t think you did.” 
“What do you think I did?” 
“I’m still working on that part. Let me worry about that though, okay?” 

Lucie asked, rolling on top of me and laying her head on my chest. 
“And if I don’t?” I asked her back, a smile spreading across my face. 
Lucie grinned. “We’ll just have to find something to do with you then, 

won’t we?” 
“What did you have in mind?” 
“I’m not sure, but my dad is going to be home soon,” Lucie said, still 

grinning. 
“When?” I asked. 
“Five minutes ago.” 
“Five minutes ago?” I jumped up, brushing dead, brown grass off the 

back and sides of my t-shirt. 
Lucie laughed. 
“Oh, so thoughts of your dad castrating me amuse you?” I asked. 
“Relax,” she said. “My dad drives a nineteen-seventy Chevelle SS. You 

can hear the thing coming from a mile away. It sets off fucking car alarms. 
We’ll hear him well before he gets here.” 

“Okay. Well... what now?” 
“What now?” She repeated. “You go home and eat dinner. You have 

some thinking to do about the Molinas and I have to solve this little 
problem of ours.” 

“Ours?” 
“Yes. Ours. Our problem. Or do you not want that?” Lucie asked as she 

stood up and wrapped her arms around me. 
Like I had to think about this one. 
“Ours,” I said, trying it out. “That’s what I want.” 
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“Good,” she said. “It better be what you want.” 
“But you really don’t have to solve-” 
“Shut up, Balthazar. I said that I would and I will.” 
“Okay,” I sighed, looking up at the falling sun, and wondering if my 

parents were concerned about where I was. 
A front of dark clouds rolled over the horizon as the wind kicked up. 
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“Balthazar, where have you been?”  
My father asked this as I walked in through the back door. He stood at 

the little island in the middle of the kitchen chopping up carrots with his 
favorite knife. 

My father loved cooking and he loved all the little gadgets and special 
knives that went along with it. He was using a three-hundred dollar number 
from Japan on the carrots. He said it was called a slicer. 

I always thought that was amusing, because aren’t all knives slicers? 
“I was over at Lucie’s,” I responded. 
“Who?” My mom asked. She looked distracted as she put a pan of 

something into the top oven. 
Mom was the one who actually cooked. My dad just liked the idea of 

cooking and all the trappings; Mom actually did it. 
“Lucie,” I said. 
“Who?” My mom asked again. 
I sighed and repeated in a louder voice, “Lucie Milton. Next door. You 

let her in the other morning?” 
“Oh,” my mom said. She stuck a digital temperature probe into a roast 

that she pulled from the bottom oven and looked at it. “That’s nice.” 
“Claire,” my father said, eyeing her use of one of his special toys. “Let 

me do that, and son, don’t raise your voice to your mother.” 
“Yessir,” I said, rolling my eyes as I walked out of the kitchen and 

headed up to my room. 
“Hey, let me show you how to use that, Claire.” 
“Balthazar, make sure you clean up. Dinner’s in twenty. David, I think 

that it’s fairly self-explanatory.” 
“Yes, but you need to angle-” 
I shut them out. My father trying to teach my mother how to cook and 

how to use a temperature probe... turn it on and stick it in.  
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Isn’t that how everything works? 
Walking into and crossing my room, I dropped my backpack onto the 

floor. I leaned over my bed and gravity did the rest. I let my eyelids fall. 



65 

 
 
 
 
 
 
3 
 
 

“Bal, wake up.” 
I kept my eyes shut. 
Someone started shaking me. “Wake up!” 
“I’m up, I’m up,” I mumbled as I sat up. 
My mom stood beside my bed, looking down at me with what looked 

like disappointment. 
“What?” I asked. 
“We’ve been calling up to you for the last five minutes. Why are you 

sleeping?” 
My head pounded and everything was groggy. “I don’t know. I was tired 

I guess.” 
“Well wash up and come down. Dinner’s ready,” she said. 
“Okay,” I said as she walked out. I waited until I heard the creaks of the 

stairs before I fell back and shut my eyes again. 
“Balthazar, get out of bed,” she called up to me. “Now.” 
“Okay, okay. I’m up,” I called back and swung my feet out from under 

the covers. 
I stretched my neck left and right, wriggling my toes in the carpet and 

trying to wake up. 
I couldn’t believe that I’d fallen asleep. Sure, it had been a rough day, 

but I never fell asleep around—I looked over to my clock—00:18. 
I dropped my open palm onto the clock and the red digital numbers 

stuttered, then blinked back at me.  
6:12. 
PM. 
That made more sense. 
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I walked into the bathroom and washed my hands. After that I headed 
to the toilet and my eyes refused to open as I peed. I had to wash my hands 
again after this lapse in efficiency, and then I headed downstairs. 

I walked into the kitchen, but it was empty. The lights beat down on me 
as I looked around confused. Everything was too bright.  

“We’re in her,” my mom called from the dining room. 
What? 
“What?” I called back, thinking I’d misheard. 
“We’re in here, Balthazar,” my father called to me this time. 
Strange. My mom refused to let my father and I walk through the dining 

room, fearful that we might break the china she had locked up in the Fort 
Knox china cabinet that took up half of the room. The only time we ever 
ate in there was on special occasions (Christmas and Thanksgiving) or when 
guests were coming to dinner (never). 

I walked out of the kitchen, through the living room, and came around 
to the entrance of the dining room. I stood there staring. My jaw fell open 
and almost touched my chest. 

The dining room table was completely filled with food. Dishes were 
piled across the surface and glowed beneath dim, low-watt light bulbs. Corn 
bread, rolls, green beans with little strips of grey waterlogged bacon, corn 
on the cob, potato salad, and fried okra. 

I stared. 
“Come sit down,” my father said. 
He sat on the right side of the table at the far end wearing an argyle 

sweater vest with a matching tie underneath. I’d never seen him wear either. 
“Yes, Balthazar,” my mom said. “Come sit down.” 
My mom was sitting on the left side at the far end, across from my 

father, wearing the same apron and clothes I saw her wearing when I came 
in the back door earlier. 

“What’s going on?” I asked as I walked along the left side of the table 
and pulled out the chair next to her. 

“Sit here, son,” my father gestured to the vacant seat at the head of the 
table. The seat was taller than I remembered. 

“What’s going on?” I asked again as I walked to the chair at the head of 
the table. 

My mother got up and pulled it out for me. 
Something wasn’t right. Something was wrong about the whole thing. I 

looked at the chair. It felt wrong. It felt like it didn’t belong to me. 
“Mom. Dad. What is going on?” I asked. 
“Sit down and I’ll tell you, son,” my father said. 
“Yes. Sit down and we’ll both tell you,” my mom followed. 
I looked down at the chair. It was just a chair. I couldn’t figure out what 

felt so wrong about accepting the seat, so I sat down. 
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My parents switched seats and sat down as well. Looking at each other, 
they breathed out what looked like a sigh of relief. 

“There,” my mom said, putting my plate on top of hers and walking 
away from the table. “That’s better.” 

“What’s better? What’s going on? Where are you going?” I asked. 
“She’s going to get the meat course for you. It’s delicious. These are all 

of the sides. We kinda went overboard, and we kinda ran out of room. It’s 
just that we’re so excited,” my father said as he spooned himself some 
potato salad and fried okra. 

“Excited about what?” I asked, not moving. 
The lights flickered. 
“Well, son. You’re growing up. And soon you’ll be an adult. Your 

eighteenth birthday is coming real soon.” 
“Okay?” 
“I know, but we just wanted to have this little talk with you. You know, 

before.” 
“Before what?” 
“Son, it’s almost time for you to choose a side.” 
“What did I miss?” My mom asked as she came back in. Heaping piles 

of meat covered both plates. 
“I was talking to our son about choosing sides, Claire,” my father 

answered. 
“What sides?” I asked. 
“The regular ones, Balthazar,” my mom answered. “Now start eating 

before it gets cold. Veal isn’t cheap you know.” 
“Fine. But what are the regular sides?” I asked as I cut into my veal.  
Mom had cooked the veal rare. That was a bit weird too. One more 

thing to throw on top of everything else. My mother hated serving anything 
cooked medium or below and none of the meat on my plate was a hair 
above rare. 

My mother and father watched me, waiting for me to put a piece in my 
mouth. I shrugged, it’s not like my parents would feed me poison. 

I tried a bite. 
Jesusfuck, it was delicious. It was the most tender, beautiful meat I’d ever 

tasted. It melted in my mouth. The juices ran down my chin as I chewed, 
and my mother dove into hers while my father began to speak. “Now, son, 
there are two sides to everything.” 

Dear god, I couldn’t seem to get it down quickly enough and it wasn’t 
long before I was shoveling fistfuls into my mouth, the juices spilling over 
my lips and onto the front of my shirt. 

“We like to think that we raised you correctly, but you never know with 
these things. Sometimes they turn out well, but sometimes they only turn 
out good. And as we all know, sometimes good isn’t good.” 
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I grunted at him, my dad who couldn’t make enough of a point to tear 
through a soggy piece of toilet paper, and looked over at my mom. She had 
her head tilted back and was letting the juice from the veal drip off the edge 
of the plate down her throat. 

“I guess what I’m trying to say is that we want you to make the right 
decision when the time comes. You’ll have to be strong, son, otherwise the 
penalty will be too heavy for you to bear.” 

What the hell was he going on about? 
And just like that, it was over.  
The veal was gone; I was finished. 
“That’s all great, dad. Can I get more of this?” I asked.  
My mom nodded in agreement. 
“Boys,” my father yelled. “He wants more.” 
“Who are you yelling at?” I asked. 
“Penalties, son. Heavy penalties.” 
Footsteps came from the kitchen. 
The kitchen was empty when I walked in earlier and no doors had 

opened or closed since I sat down to eat the wonderful veal my mother 
cooked. 

A voice came from the living room, “How ya doin’, Bal?” 
My stomach dropped. I knew who that voice belonged to. 
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Kenneth and Randy Molina rounded the corner. Randy held a large 
platter with a silver dome on it. He smiled at me. 

“Yeah, Bal” Randy snickered. “How ya doin’?” 
“I hope you liked the main course,” Kenneth said. “Randy and I made it 

special for you.” 
I looked over to my mother. She was staring at her cleaned plate. I 

turned my head and my father just stared back at me. 
“What are they doing here?” I asked. My voice came out too loud. “You 

know what they did.” 
“Son, I think it’s time to let bygones be bygones. They came to me last 

week and told me how sorry they were and how they wanted to make it up 
to you. I didn’t have the heart to say no.” 

“Dad, what the-”  
Kenneth cut me off. “Relax. Randy, put that thing down would you?” 
Randy put the platter down and all the dishes on the table rattled. 
“Well?” Kenneth asked me. 
“Well what?” I asked. Rage began to trickle into my blood stream. 
“Pass your plate, Bal. I’ve got more deliciousness.” 
I looked down at my reflection in the grease puddles coating the plate. 

From the nose down, my face was dark with blood, my eyes were 
bloodshot, and as my mouth watered for more, my stomach lurched with 
nausea. 

“No?” Kenneth asked. “Time’s running out.” 
I felt bile traveling up my throat as a string of drool fell from my bottom 

lip. It was tinted red. 
“Maybe you just need a little look-see to bring you over. Lift the lid, 

Randy,” Kenneth said. Randy just stared at me until Kenneth slapped him 
on the back of the head. “Lift the fucking lid, numbnuts.” 



CHRISTOPHER BLOODWORTH 

70 

Randy jumped into motion, rubbing the back of his head with one hand 
and looking like a kicked dog. 

I held my breath and bit my lip as he poised his hand above the knob on 
top of the dome. Randy stared at me for a second, smiling, and then he 
lifted the lid. 

It was only a hunk of veal. I breathed out as Kenneth pulled my dad’s 
slicer from behind his back and carved off several thick juicy slices from the 
veal. 

“I told you to relax,” Kenneth said. “Now pass your plate.” 
I sat at the head of the dining table and stared at him. 
Kenneth let out a big, showy sigh and said, “Fine. We’ll bring it to you. 

It’s like I have to do everything for you.” 
Kenneth picked up the platter and walked the length of the table. He 

stabbed the cut slices of veal with the slicer and dropped them onto my 
plate. I watched them fall; they made a wet plop when they hit the plate. 

I turned back to look at Kenneth Molina.  
Standing next to me. 
Serving me veal. 
Natalie lifted her head from the platter. She stared into my eyes and 

spoke a single word.  
“Eighteen.” 
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I surged forward, sweat pouring down my chest and back in tiny, 
streaming rivulets. Natalie’s words echoed in my ears. 

Eighteen, she’d said. 
Eighteen. 
I glanced over at my alarm clock; six twenty-four it read. 
When I “woke up” in my dream, the clock read 00:18. 
Eighteen. 
Six twenty-four. Twenty-four minus six. 
Eighteen. 
Jesus. 
What the hell was with the eighteens? I felt like I was going crazy 

subtracting hours from minutes, birthdays from years. 
I pulled in a deep gulp of air as my heart began to slow its heavy hoof 

beats against my ribcage. 
Eighteen. I would turn eighteen on June twelfth. Six plus twelve. 
Eighteen. 
Again, eighteen. 
“Bal, dinner’s ready,” my mom called up to me. 
Dinner’s ready. Natalie’s ready. 
Natalie. 
Natalie had spoken to me. The way her deep chocolate eyes had looked 

at me when she spoke from above her freshly sliced hindquarters froze me. 
Had it been a warning? 
I stood up from the bed and felt my knees wobble. I sat back down and 

tried to think. I didn’t get far. 
My mom’s voice came up the stairs again. “Balthazar. Dinner is ready. 

Your father and I are waiting on you.”  
“Coming,” I called down to her. 
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I tried my legs again. They still felt weak, but at least they didn’t wobble 
this time. I walked into the bathroom and looked at myself. 

I looked drained, and a bit pale. I splashed water on my face, dried it, 
and walked back to my room. I changed into some dry clothes. After all of 
that, I headed downstairs, worried about what I would find. 

I took a deep breath and walked into the kitchen. My mother bustled 
around, taking things from the oven to the table where my father sat 
reading the newspaper. 

Mom smiled at me with all of her teeth and went back to work after 
saying, “Wash your hands, Balthazar. The veal is ready.” 
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Those were the days; Lucie by my side, mom cooking my meals, dad 
staying out of my business. 

Down here, I think about those days a lot. 
Everything was so much easier before eighteen came up.  
Ha. Eighteen: number of times my dad stabbed me on my eighteenth 

birthday. 
I counted every single pierce of that blade as my dad’s favorite slicer 

parted skin and flesh. It still doesn’t make any sense. 
“You’ll get it,” Natalie said. 
Yeah? Will I? Maybe we’ll just stay down here for eternity. I’ll keep reliving what 

happened in those last few months and you can float or crawl or however it is that you 
move around and wax philosophical for me. How’s that? 

“You’re overreacting,” Natalie said. 
“Balthazar?” A new voice asked. 
Was that Lucie’s voice? 
“Balthazar.” 
It sounded like her voice. Lucie, is that you? 
“That’s not her, Bal. Don’t talk to it,” Natalie said. 
Lucie, talk to me. 
“Balthazar. Where are we?” Lucie’s voice asked. 
“Bal. Stop it. It’s not her. That’s a malvoc,” Natalie whispered. 
“Don’t listen to her, Balthazar. It’s me, Lucie,” the voice said. 
I kept quiet for a few, thinking. 
No. You’re not Lucie. 
“Yes, I am. You would take that dog’s words over mine?” 
If you were really Lucie, you know that I would. 
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Screams flowed into and through my head. If an arm wasn’t thrust 
down my throat, fist in my stomach, I would’ve thrown up at the 
phonebook tearing that parted my skull. 

“Go,” Natalie said, her voice soft. “Leave the prince for now.” 
I let go of consciousness as screams filled the air. 
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“Hold on. You’re saying to always trust Natalie in these dreams and no 
one else?” I asked Lucie. 

After dinner, I called to see if she wanted to hang out. She told me to 
come over. You know how most homes feel like someone lives there? Like 
roots have been put down? 

Her place didn’t feel that way. It felt like a hotel. Impersonal. Cold. 
We lay on the floor of her room, looking up at the ceiling and taking a 

break from studying. I’d just finished telling her about my dining room 
nightmare. 

“Yeah,” Lucie answered. “It seems like Natalie’s function in these 
dreams is as a guide.” 

“A guide?” I asked. “How do you even know that? How can you be 
sure?” 

“Because she’s never shown the least bit of interest in you, good or 
otherwise. Trust her,” Lucie said, like it was just that easy. 

Trust a dog. 
No, trust a dog in a dream. 
“You don’t believe me, do you?” Lucie asked. 
“I mean, I believe you, but... you know... why am I trusting a dog that 

died when I was a kid?” 
“Because that’s what your heart—and you might call it your soul, but I 

call it your heart—is telling you to do.” 
“Yeah,” I said, staring up at the ceiling.  
I rubbed the little bump in the center of my right palm with the thumb 

of my left hand. I’d done this since I was a kid, it helped me concentrate. 
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“You stop fidgeting,” Lucie said to me through a wry smile, snaking her 
hand into mine. “Right now”  

“Yeah,” I said. 
“If you take one thing from knowing me, take this: Trust Natalie. She has 

your best interest at heart. In these completely fucked dreams you’re 
having, she’s the one that will show you the way. The power will all be 
yours of course, but she’s the one with the power to lead you in the right 
direction. Do you understand?” 

“Yeah,” I said.  
“Do you really?” 
“Yeah.” 
Everything still felt off. If I was supposed to trust Natalie, why had 

Lucie tossed a match on her in my first dream? Did that mean I wasn’t to 
trust Lucie? 

“Do you ever say anything other than yeah?” Lucie asked me. 
I laughed. “Sure.” 
She groaned. “Balthazaaaaar.” 
“Yeah?” I asked, unable to hold back my smile. 
Lucie rolled on top of me for the second time that day. 
“You butthead, I’m serious. Trust Natalie, even if it costs distrusting me 

in your dreams. Will you do that? For me?” 
“Okay,” I answered as she rolled back off me. I wanted her to stay 

there. I liked the heat of her on top of me, and the weight. 
“Okay good,” Lucie said. “Next, what happened today in front of our 

lockers?” 
“I thought you said that was your job.” 
“It is. I’m just thinking out loud, but chime in if you think of anything.” 
I stayed silent. It seemed to me that she wanted to use the silence to talk 

it out. 
“Now,” she started. “Let’s assume that Kenneth and Randy want 

nothing more than to make you miserable, and if that means killing me, 
they’re fine with it, right?” 

“Lucie, I don’t think-” 
“You either help, or you stay silent. They’re fine with it, right?” 
“Yes,” I muttered. 
“That’s what I thought. Regular rules don’t apply to them, do they?” 
“No,” I said. An image of Natalie twisting as the plastic melted down on 

her and fused with her coat came to mind. 
“They have no conscience, right?” 
Kenneth and Randy laughing as Natalie screamed from under the 

bubbling plastic. 
“No. No conscience at all.” 
“All they would want is to light me on fire, right?” 
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The plastic sucking in around Natalie’s mouth and ballooning out as she 
breathed in the burning, liquid sludge.  

“Yes. That’s all that they would want to do, to watch you burn so they 
could watch me burn.” 

“So why didn’t Kenneth throw the match? I was flammable like they 
planned. I was standing right in front of them, standing in a lake of oil and 
lighter fluid, so why didn’t Kenneth toss the match?” 

“I don’t know,” I muttered. 
“Why didn’t Kenneth Molina toss the match so he could watch me 

burn?” 
“I don’t know, Lucie.” 
“Why didn’t Kenneth throw the match when you walked over to him? 

He still had time.” 
My voice got louder. “Lucie, I don’t know.”  
“You said it yourself, he wanted to burn me to watch you burn. So why 

wouldn’t he burn me up like regular old newspaper? He had the chance. He 
was willing. He was able. So why didn’t he throw the match? Why didn’t he 
throw it?” 

“I don’t know,” I shouted. 
“He didn’t need to let the match burn through his fingers. If he was 

scared, why didn’t he just drop it?” 
“Fuck, Lucie. I don’t know. What’s your goddamned problem?” I 

shouted, sitting up and staring down at her as she looked back at me with 
her calm eyes. 

“You were the target, Balthazar. That’s what the stuffed animal was 
about. It was a message. They weren’t scared of you and they didn’t care a 
bit about my life. I was just a sacrifice to them, a way they could get their 
fix, right? They wanted you to watch me die, so why wouldn’t he just flick 
that match?” 

“BECAUSE I DIDN’T FUCKING LET HIM HAVE A CHANCE!” 
My voice filled both the room and my head with a pure, coursing rage. 

Rage at being unable to stop Natalie, my first pet, the first thing I truly 
loved in this world, the first thing that depended on me, from being lit on 
fire for some abused shithead’s kicks. 

Rage at a social system so stupidly broken that they would let two kids 
like the Molinas back into the public school system, like what they had done 
in the past was just an accident, just boys being boys. 

Rage at their father for not putting them down like the rabid dogs that 
they were. Well, if he wouldn’t, I sure as fuck would. 

No one would ever harm anything I loved again. Not as long as I still 
breathed. 

“Balthazar,” Lucie said in her little way, sitting up. “Come here.” 
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I dropped my head into her lap and let the rage ebb out of my veins. 
Sorrow replaced it. Sobs wracked me as I cried for the dog that I had been 
charged with protecting.  

Charged with protecting, only to fail. 
Lucie rubbed my back and gradually I came back from the darkness that 

had taken me. 
I sat up, not looking at her, staring at my legs. She reached out her hand 

and lifted my chin, making me look her in the eyes. 
“Balthazar,” Lucie said. “Natalie wasn’t your fault.” 
“Yeah,” I said. “But it sure feels otherwise.” 
“There was nothing that you could do. You said it yourself; you were 

tied up and outnumbered. What were you supposed to do?” 
“I don’t know. Something? Anything?” 
“Listen to me. There was nothing you could do. Even if you wanted to, 

there was nothing to be done. They held all the cards.” 
We sat in silence for a long time. 
Lucie rolled onto her side, looking at me, and asked the question that 

every female asks the guy she likes. “What are you thinking about?” 
Puppies drowning in lakes of burning fire. Sex. How a dog’s scream 

stays with you forever. Your lips. The smell of melting plastic mingling with 
flesh lit aflame. You naked.  

I answered with the typical canned response. 
“Nothing,” I said. 
“Oh.”  
Lucie sounded let down. 
“You told me that you were from down south. Where down south?” I 

asked. I didn’t really care; I just wanted to ask her something about herself 
for a change. We always seemed to talk about me. 

“Why?” Lucie asked. 
“What?” 
“Why do you ask? Why does it matter?” 
“I don’t know.” 
“I think you do.” 
“I’m not sure. I just want to know something about you, to know you 

better I guess.” 
“Balthazar.” 
“Hmm?” 
“Balthazar, look at me.” 
I turned my head and Lucie put her hand on my cheek. Then she 

brought her lips to mine. Until that point I hadn’t realized how badly I 
wanted that exact thing to happen, how badly I wanted her. 
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We kissed for a while; I was scared about how far I could take it, how 
far I could push her. We came up for air and she rested her head on my 
shoulder. 

“I’ve wanted to do that for a while,” she breathed. 
“I seem to remember you kissing me earlier today at school.” 
She laughed. “That was like a peck though.” 
“Well, why didn’t you do it sooner?” I asked. 
“I don’t know. I was scared that you didn’t feel the same way about 

me.” 
“Oh,” I said. I didn’t know what else I was supposed to say. 
I listened to the wind trying to force its way into the house, held at bay 

on the other side of the window. I listened to her breathing at my side. I 
heard a car growl outside.  

She jerked up to a sitting position. 
“Shit,” she said. “That’s my father.” 
“Am I not supposed to be here?” I asked. 
“No, it’s fine. Lemme fix my hair though.” 
She ran to the bathroom attached to her room and brushed out her hair 

while I ran my fingers through mine. 
A door slammed downstairs. 
“Lucie?” A man’s voice filled the house as the stairs started creaking. 
“Yes, dad?” Lucie called back as she stepped out of the bathroom. 
“Dad? I told you to call-” Lucie’s father paused when he came into view 

on the upstairs landing. He stared at me. 
“Balthazar,” he said. 
I stood up and walked over to him. 
“Yessir. I go by Bal, but how did you know my name?” 
“Lucie’s told me all about you. I love the old names, don’t you? Names 

these days just don’t have the same power, do they?” 
“Dad,” Lucie tried to interrupt. 
I stared at the man. He towered over me and looked like a scarecrow in 

the suit he wore, nothing seemed to fit. There were lumps of fabric here 
and empty spots that should have been filled with flesh there. 

The way his clothes fit matched his hair. He kept his hair buzzed, but 
there were darker spots of hair here and there like the dark liver spots my 
grandfather had on both of his arms. 

His wingtips though... Jesus. Though his head was balding and his suit 
didn’t come close to fitting, his shoes gleamed with a dull sort of light. The 
track lights on the landing glared down on them, but the shoes absorbed 
every bit. Not even a gleam reflected off the toes. 

The holes punched into the toes of his shoes even seemed to be laid out 
in a different sort of pattern than was usually seen: three swirls with long 
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tails whose twists overlapped, making the toes of his shoes look like the 
outline of a three blade fan. 

I realized I hadn’t said anything and was staring at his shoes. “Uh… my 
name’s okay.” 

“No,” Lucie’s father said. “Your name is perfect. Do you know what it 
means, Bal?” 

Lucie tried again. “Dad, Bal and I were studying for a test.” 
“Just a second, Lucie. Well? Do you know what your name means?” He 

asked me again. 
“No, sir,” I answered. “Just that Balthazar was one of the three wise 

men.” 
“Magi,” he corrected me. 
“Sorry?” 
“Magi. Wise men is a modern phrase and if we’re talking about the 

power of the old names then we should respect the roots and use the 
correct words. Don’t you think?” 

I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about. 
“Yessir,” I said. 
Lucie tried to pull me away from the conversation. “Dad, we were 

studying for a test.” 
“I’m glad you feel the same way that I do, Bal. Balthazar is of 

Phoenician origin and means Ba’al protects the king. Now Ba’al means God, 
but the bible uses that word as a funnel for all false gods. So your name 
either means God protects the king or false god protects the king.” 

“Oh,” I said. “Well that’s cool.” 
“Dad, we’re gonna go and finish studying,” Lucie said. 
“No,” her father said and then continued. “There’s another meaning for 

Ba’al.” 
“Oh?” I was getting tired of this. 
“Yes. Ba’al is also a demon. The first king of Hell, ruling the East.” 
“Hmm,” I said. “That’s interesting.” 
I turned to Lucie looking for an escape. 
“Which are you?” Her father asked me. 
“What?” I asked back. 
“Which are you?” He asked again. 
“Which am I?”  
“Which are you?”  
“I don’t understand.” 
“Well, it was nice to meet you, Bal. I’ll let you two get back to the 

studying,” he said. 
He blinked once, looked up at the ceiling, and walked back down the 

stairs. 
“Storm’s coming,” he said over his shoulder as he descended. 



81 

 
 
 
 
 
 
2 
 
 

“God, I’m so sorry, Bal,” Lucie said. 
We were back in her room, sitting on her bed. I could hear her father 

downstairs opening and closing drawers. 
“What was that about?” I asked. 
“Well... he has this weird sort of fascination with old names and 

meanings. It’s like his hobby or something. Just your luck, right?” 
I laughed. “Right.” 
Lucie chewed on her lower lip for a few seconds before speaking. “Bal?”  
“Yeah?” 
“I want to go back to something for a second, okay?” 
I sighed. “What’s that?” 
“Don’t sigh at me. This is important,” she said. She looked so cute with 

her tiny, indignant eyebrows arching over her wide eyes. 
“Fine. Shoot away.” 
“You said that you didn’t let Kenneth have a chance, right?” 
I stared at our reflections in the dark window that faced my house, 

listening to the wind continue to howl outside. 
“Yeah. That’s what I said more or less,” I said, not understanding where 

she was going with this and sure that it would be somewhere north of crazy. 
“What did you mean by that?” Lucie asked. Her cheeks tinted as blush 

flowed into them. It was the first time I’d seen her do that, and with it she 
pulled her eyes away from mine. That last bit was a first for her as well. 

“I’m not sure I follow.” 
“Can you just answer the question for now? I’ll explain it as well as I can 

in a sec.” 
“Well... I don’t really know what to tell you. One second I was scared, 

and the next second I was storming off into the crowd, convinced I would 
find whoever was responsible there.” 
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“What were you going to do when you found them?” 
“I’m not sure. Beat the living shit out of them?” 
“Right, but what did you want them to do until you got there? Until you 

could confront them?” 
I sat there in silence for a few moments. The wind whipped by the 

house and made it seem as if the structure was rolling on tracks. I blinked 
and shook away the dizziness that filled me. 

“Bal? Are you okay?” Lucie asked me, concern in her voice. 
“Yeah. Just felt dizzy for a moment. What’d you ask again?” 
“Shhhh, put your head in my lap. You look like you need to rest for a 

bit.” 
“What about your dad though?” I asked. My head was already falling 

into her lap. 
“He’ll stay downstairs.” 
“Okay,” I said, and shut my eyes. 
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“Wake up, Bal.”  
Someone was shaking me. Lucie’s voice.  
“Your cell’s ringing.” 
“What?” I asked, slipping one eye open and rejoicing when I saw that 

the only light in the room came from a dim lamp on Lucie’s bedside table. 
“Your cell. It’s ringing,” she said. The buzzing piece of plastic dropped 

onto my chest. 
“Ow,” I said as I answered my cell. “Hello?” 
“Balthazar. Where are you?” My mother’s voice came through, not 

happy in the least. 
“I’m next door. Why?” 
“Do you know what time it is?” She asked. 
I looked at my watch and closed my eyes. 
10:28 PM.  
Well past my weekday curfew of ten. 
Fuck. 
“I’m on my way,” I said. 
“Good,” she responded. 
I ended the call and sat up. 
“Lucie?” I asked. I didn’t see her anywhere. 
I stood up and looked around, where had she gone? I hadn’t even heard 

her creep off. 
“Bal, what are you doing up?” Lucie asked as she came up the steps 

from downstairs. 
“What do you mean? You woke me up and dropped my phone onto my 

chest.” 
She looked at me for a long time, seeming to take me in, to take my 

measure. 
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“Yeah,” she said. “I did. I just went down to unlock the back door so 
you could head on home. It’s getting late.” 

I yawned and walked past her, sliding my cell into my pocket.  
“You’re acting weird, Lucie. Why’d you drop my cell on-” 
“Hush, you,” she interrupted, slipping her hand into mine as we walked 

down the stairs. “Let’s get you home.” 
She paused at the back door and gave me a kiss on the cheek. 
Can you say let down? 
“Wait,” she said as I turned toward the door. 
I turned back to her. 
“My dad is catching a flight to Chicago in a couple of hours. Some 

business thing,” she said, hesitating after every other syllable. 
“Oh, well I hope he has a nice trip,” I said. I didn’t know what she was 

leading to, had no idea in fact. 
“Um, do you want to come over?” She asked. 
“Tomorrow? Sure,” I said. “Sounds good to me.” 
“Tonight.” 
“What?” 
“Tonight. I’m asking you to come over tonight.” 
“Oh.” 
Up until that point, the furthest I’d ever been was getting a blow job 

from Susan Carruthers, and in a church laundry room of all places. She was 
in the same Sunday school class as me and we got along well. She laughed 
at my jokes at least. 

We both went to one of those very modern churches with a sprawling 
campus consisting of a two story library with all the Christian fiction you 
could shake a cross at, a private school, a building for Sunday services in 
Spanish and Mandarin, a softball field, a fully equipped weight room, a 
track, several basketball courts, and two racquetball courts. 

The church provided towels for a nominal locker fee and they had to 
wash them somewhere. Susan and I had been using that little washroom for 
several months as a make out spot before we played racquetball. 

I was fairly prude so kissing and the occasional fondle was as far as I 
was willing to go. Susan had other ideas though. 

One day we went in there and she slipped her hand down my shorts. I 
almost came right there, but thankfully she was as new to this as I was and 
just started tugging me, like she was milking a cow or something. 

The next month, the shorts came off and she tried to give me a blowjob. 
I came as soon as her mouth wrapped around my cock and she took 
exception to that. 

She rededicated her life to the Lord and ignored me until her family 
finally moved to North Carolina. Last I heard she got knocked up by a 
youth minister so I guess I dodged a bullet on that one. 
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So, with my paltry experience, you can imagine how the only thing I 
could get out was “Oh”. 

“Balthazar, you don’t have to if you don’t want to,” Lucie said, deflating 
in front of my eyes as her cheeks flushed with color. 

“Wait a sec. It’s not that I don’t want to. I just don’t have any 
protection,” I said, trying to save the situation. 

“I’m on the pill.” 
“Oh. Okay. I’ll come over then.” 
“I’m not making you.” 
“I know. I’m just... surprised.” 
“You think I’m a whore.” 
“What? No. Nonono, I don’t. You just caught me a little off guard is all. 

I would love to come over later tonight.” 
“Good,” she said. “I’ll see you around one?” 
“Nothing could keep me away.” 
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I surged out of unconsciousness, hoping to hear Lucie’s voice, even if it 
was a mal-whatever. 

“Relax,” Natalie said. 
How can I relax? You keep telling me to relax, but you won’t tell me why I’m here. 

You tell me to calm down, but you won’t tell me when I’ll meet Him. And how am I 
supposed to relax when that mal-whatever sounds exactly like Lucie? And for that 
matter, how do I know that I’m talking to you and not a mal- 

“Malvoc.” 
Right. Glad you found time to correct my speech, but chose not to answer any of my 

questions. 
“You know that I can only answer one of those questions, Bal.” 
Lemme guess, the one about the malvoc. 
“Yes.” 
Well? 
“Malvocs are an upper level creature of hell.” 
Upper level? 
“Yes. Upper level.” 
Natalie continued on for ten minutes. 
Dante sort of had hell’s layout correct. At the very bottom, the lowest 

level, is where Satan, the devil, Beelzebub, or whatever you want to call him 
reigned. The rings idea was close as well, but just a bit off. 

Hell is like an upside down high-rise filled with condos. Because it’s 
upside down, the penthouse, the devil’s pad, is at the lowest and largest 
level. As you move upwards and away from his lair, the “floors” of hell get 
smaller and smaller. If you tried to draw it, it would look like a rough and 
jagged pyramid. 

Yeah, you say, but how do they fit all the people in down there? Do they 
just cram them all in one room? 
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Well, I’d answer, they do that to the claustrophobic ones, but the rest of 
hell is more complicated. 

See, the floors are a fixed size for the most part, but the rooms are not. 
The inside of each room on any of the floors can be as large or as small as 
they need to be. 

A single room could fit the whole of hell within it one day and the next 
day it could hardly be as big as a janitor’s broom closet in an elementary 
school. There is neither rhyme nor reason to any of it besides what the devil 
himself decides. 

Each of these main rooms can hold as many of these infinite rooms as 
the devil wants. Overcrowding will never be a problem unless he wants it to 
be. 

How big is hell as a whole? 
Natalie had no idea. She only told me that it started out small and began 

to grow exponentially larger.  
You know, sinners and all... 
Now malvocs are apparently upper level creatures, meaning that they are 

forbidden to go to the lower levels. I don’t really understand how that 
works, but that’s the way she described it to me. There aren’t any key cards 
in hell, but when your boss is the devil, I guess you listen.  

From what Natalie told me, malvocs look like a floating mass of wispy 
black fluid, like an ink cloud an octopus has discharged into the water to 
evade a predator. This thing flows through the air like the ink flows through 
water, noiseless.  

They feed on the sudden hopelessness they inflict on the desperate 
down here. Smelling thoughts of your loved ones through your pores, they 
offer words of encouragement in that loved one’s voice. They lure you 
towards danger like the Sirens of Greek mythology, waiting for the moment 
when all hope drains from your eyes. 

You might hear your wife’s voice calling you, telling you that you’re only 
a step away from a door out of this place. You take that step, trusting that 
your wife would never lead you astray. You take that step and plummet 
thirty feet down into a black pit where you hear your neck twist so hard it 
crunches and thick rotten spikes of worm ridden wood skewer both of your 
already immobile legs. 

You lay there, head turned almost one-hundred and eighty degrees. 
You try to move your arms, but that’s when you realize what that 

crunching noise was. You close your eyes and take a deep breath—you try 
to take a deep breath—as you get ready to call out to let your wife know 
where you are so she can help you out of the pit, broken neck or not.  

You open your eyes to yell to her, but your voice catches somewhere in 
the back of your throat as you stare at the tiny line inching its way toward 
you along the floor of the pit. You only see them because your neck is 
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twisted almost completely around, your chin lies on your right shoulder 
blade and all of your weight feels like it’s bearing down on your back, 
pressing your chest into the ground. 

The malvoc waits. 
You cry out for help. The line of ants crawls closer. Your neck is broken 

and both legs are speared. 
You cry out to your wife. She was just there trying to help you. Where is 

she now? Where could she have gone? 
The ants are an inch from your face. They’ve already scaled your ribcage 

and summited your back. 
You yell out to your wife, let her know that these ants are going to bite 

you or try to eat you. 
Still the malvoc waits. 
Your eyes dart around once the front of the line of ants disappears. You 

feel them climbing up the part of the cheek that’s not pressed against the 
warm skin of your back and flick your eyes in the direction that you feel the 
tickling. 

A blur of an ant—this close it’s hard to focus—comes into view on your 
lower eyelid. There’s a moment of waiting, then screaming white-hot pain 
lances across what feels like the entire surface of your eye as the ant bites 
away a tiny chunk of the milky white sclera that surrounds your iris. 

The malvoc waits. The moment is still not quite ripe enough. 
You scream out to your wife again. To help you, to save you, even to 

put you out of your misery. 
Flicking your gaze down, you see another blur of an ant and try to close 

your eyelids, not because the ant is going to take a new chunk out of your 
eye, but because you see that first ant, walking back to where it came, the 
jelly looking chunk of sclera held high as it walks past the never ending line 
of ants. 

You shut your eyes, because you realize that they’re not necessarily here 
to eat you, but rather to lunch on the soft flesh of your eyes. 

You start screaming, not to your wife, not to god, but to the devil to 
have mercy on you. 

The malvoc waits no longer. 
You hear your wife’s laughter filter down to you from the edge of the 

pit. You can’t see her, but you know her laugh anywhere. She laughs as the 
ants continue their thanksgiving feast of your eye. When they finish with 
this one, they’ll move to the next and from there? Maybe a little frontal lobe 
for dessert or maybe they’ll start chewing off the sweet and moist pieces of 
your upper sinuses. Sky’s the limit and you know this. 

This is what the malvoc wants. That sudden hopelessness you feel when 
you realize that your wife lured you into the most painful death you’ve ever 
experienced, and trust me, by now you’ve experienced several. 
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This is what the malvoc feeds on. 
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Lucie closed the door behind me right after I stepped out. There was no 
lingering at all. No moment of tenderness, no lovey-dovey sweet nothings. 

Why? 
Because the rain was blasting by the door sideways, and just like that, my 

shirt was a sopping wet towel. 
I ran for my house and climbed to the top of the fence that separated 

Lucie’s backyard from mine. I looked back up at her window, hoping that 
she would see how cool I thought I looked hopping the fence instead of 
walking the long way. 

I didn’t see her face, but that flickering, hypnotic light was coming from 
the window again. 

I couldn’t remember seeing any candles in her room, used or otherwise, 
and her room didn’t have any sort of candle scent. 

I put that to the back of my mind. 
I was actually going to have sex for the first time that night. The weight 

and excitement of it settled in. 
This is what I was thinking about as my foot slipped off the top rung of 

wood. I fell straight down and didn’t even have time to put an arm out, 
probably would’ve broken it anyway judging by how hard I hit the ground. 

Did I land on soft grass?  
Have you been paying attention? 
I ate shit in a mini swamp that only bordered the part of the fence I’d sat 

on. I stood up, after my legs kicked out from under me three times like 
someone trying to run on ice, and looked down at myself. My entire right 
side was covered in mud and both arms were plastered with the stuff. 

“Great,” I said as I headed over to the hose. 
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That’s right; I had to hose myself down in the middle of a 
thunderstorm. With water falling all around me, soaking me to the bone, I 
needed more of it to clean off. 

“FUCKING AWESOME,” I yelled, stripping off my dripping, muck 
filled clothes, pissed to the brim at the whole shitty day. 

Had I known what would happen within the span of the next thirty 
minutes, I probably would’ve stayed outside hosing myself down as the rain 
continued its pounding assault. 
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“Jesuschristbal,” my mom said, not bothering to separate the words. 
“It’s raining like hell out there, ma,” I said, shivering in the breakfast 

nook as I stood there dripping all over the floor. 
“What did you say, Balthazar?” My father asked, coming around the 

corner from the living room. 
He used my full name. A stern talking to was really what I needed right 

then. 
His mouth dropped open when he saw me. 
“Sorry,” I said. “I’m soaked and freezing. Can I go dry off?” 
My father started to say something, probably something disapproving, 

but my mom interrupted him. 
“Yes, go. Hurry before you catch pneumonia.” She gave my father a 

dirty look for daring to chance my health. 
“We’ll talk about this when you finish, Balthazar,” he said, letting me 

know that we indeed would be talking about it. 
“Yessir,” I said as I walked past them upstairs. 
“Where are the rest of your clothes, Bal?” My mom called up to me. 
See? Waste not, want not. 
“Right outside the back door, ma,” I called back. 
In the bathroom, I peeled off the wet boxers and dropped them onto 

the tile. Hearing them splat when they hit, I sighed. One more mess for me 
to clean up. 

I hopped into the shower and kicked the water to full hotness. I waited 
and put my hand under the faucet. 

Lukewarm. 
I waited a bit longer and tried again. 
Lukewarm. 
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“Christ,” I said, looking up at the ceiling as I did. “Can’t one thing go 
right today?” 

My mom probably had the dishwasher on or was washing whites. 
I stepped into the tepid water. I’d run it long enough for tub to be filled 

up over my toes. I wriggled them, feeling a bit of grass slide out, and kicked 
the debris toward the drain. I twisted the knob that transferred the water 
from the faucet up to the showerhead. Shutting my eyes, I let the spray 
envelope me.  

Lukewarm or not, it felt better than a torrent of cold hose water in the 
middle of a pouring storm. 

I grabbed the soap and lathered up my chest, face, and armpits, washing 
the soap away as quickly as it foamed. I would take a proper shower later 
that night when I could get a decent water temperature. 

Head under the spray, I rubbed the soap across my back and sucked in 
air. 

Well... sucked in water I should say. When the bar of soap hit that top 
vertebra that sticks out the most, I felt a spike of pain ram down the rest of 
my spine. I started choking out the water, trying to breathe. The steam 
surrounding me in the shower made breathing impossible. 

Had I broken my back? Could I have walked up here, not feeling it if I 
had? 

I reached a tentative hand over my shoulder and placed it on my skin. 
The aching spike in my back twisted again and I jerked my hand away from 
that top vertebra, but not before noticing the enlarged bump that ended in 
a point. 

I had broken my arm before when I was younger and the bump on my 
back felt exactly like my arm had looked when the bone had snapped and 
pressed out against the skin, tightening around the jagged point. 

I took in a deep breath, scared as I thought of life in a wheelchair with 
my parents feeding me and maybe cleaning out my shit-filled colostomy 
bag. 

Sure I could walk now, but what if my next move severed my spinal 
cord. Was that even possible? What would I do then? 

I couldn’t breathe. There was too much steam in the shower. 
Something clicked in my head. 
Steam? 
The water still felt lukewarm on my skin, yet I could barely see through 

all the steam that was hugging me like a coat. 
I felt like I was suffocating in it. Pushing the thought of severing my 

spinal cord into a dark corner in the back of my mind, I slid open the 
curtain, careful not to turn my neck in any way.  
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I pivoted and stepped out of the shower, turning back to bend at the 
hips and turn off the spray of water. I ground my teeth as I waited to feel a 
pull or a tug that signaled the end of my walking days. 

I walked the five steps to the bathroom mirror that was recessed in the 
wall above the sink. Standing on the mat in front of the mirror, water 
dripping down my legs and absorbing into high pile, I stared at the steamed 
over piece of glass. I was terrified of what I would see when I opened the 
door to my room to let all the steam escape. 

I took in a deep breath, held it, and mumbled, “Here goes nothing.” 
The rest of my body solid and unmoving, I reached out my left hand, 

feeling the cold air on the other side through the knob, and twisted the 
brass sphere. 

Pulling the door open, cold air flooded in as the steam in the bathroom 
escaped. The steam at the bottom of the mirror also began to flee. It started 
there and pushed up in a steady horizontal line of increasing clarity. 

I stood looking at myself as first my hips and then chest came into view. 
My mouth fell open. 

“What the fu-” I began but stopped.  
I couldn’t believe how red I was. I wasn’t just red like I’d taken a hot 

shower red. I was red like I’d been strung up naked beneath the burning 
sun that beats down on the desert. 

Scared doesn’t even begin to describe the emotion I was feeling. 
Terrified doesn’t work either. 
I was horrified at what I was looking at. My boiled skin screamed at me 

in the mirror. 
“What happened?” I asked my reflection as the line of steam on the 

mirror kept retreating north. 
Then I remembered the point on my back and really got scared. If I’d 

broken my back, it was realistic that I might not be able to feel certain 
sensations. In my case, maybe I couldn’t feel heat. This scared me even 
more than the initial shock of feeling the alien bump on my spine. 

It was proof that I was broken. Proof that I’d fucked up. Proof that the 
wheelchair nightmare I imagined earlier might not be too far away. 

I pulled open the medicine cabinet that was mounted on the wall to the 
left of the mirror and my gaze settled on the digital thermometer. I reached 
out and grabbed it, not quickly enough to avoid seeing my hand shaking all 
over the place. 

I popped open the case and let it fall into the sink. I slipped the 
thermometer beneath my tongue, closing my lips and squeezing my eyes 
shut. I breathed small breaths in and out of my nose, willing myself to relax 
and calm down. I did this until the beep signaled that hope might be at 
hand. 

I pulled out the thermometer. 
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“What the fuck?” I said, getting the whole thing out this time as I 
looked at the reading. 

One-hundred fifty-nine point three degrees Fahrenheit. 
“That doesn’t even make sense.” 
I twisted the hot knob of the faucet in front of the mirror, waiting until 

I could see the steam rising off the falling water. When the mirror began to 
steam up again I put the metal end of the thermometer under the running 
water.  

I looked up. My fear stared back at me until the steam climbed far 
enough up to blindfold my reflection. 

The thermometer beeped. 
One-hundred fifteen point seven degrees Fahrenheit. 
I set the thermometer aside, and with the water still pouring out of the 

faucet and steam still billowing up from the sink causing sweat to peek out 
from the pores of my nose and forehead, I put my left hand under. 

I sucked in a breath as I braced myself for the heat to surround it. 
“Fuck,” I said. 
There wasn’t any heat at all. The water felt the same as in the shower. 
Lukewarm. 
I took my hand out and shook it as I turned the faucet off with my 

other hand. 
When the steam evaporated from the mirror, I noticed something else. 

My color was coming down. I only looked a tiny bit sunburned now, warm 
pink instead of fire truck red. 

I calmed down a little until I turned sideways to look at my back. 
I started to hyperventilate and black spots with glittering edges danced 

across my vision. 
I was no longer worried that my back was broken. 
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I opened the medicine cabinet so that the mirror on the surface of its 
door angled toward the big mirror above the sink. With this set-up, I could 
sit beside the sink, back facing the medicine cabinet, and turn my head to 
the left to see the reflection of my back from the medicine cabinet’s mirror. 

What I saw there made my testicles pull up. 
Black spots went down my spine wherever the vertebrae created bumps. 

It looked like I’d bruised the upraised surface of every single bump. The 
circular bruises started small—penny sized bruises—down by my tail bone 
and grew larger as you got closer to my neck. 

Pennies to nickels to quarters. All the way up to half dollars of black at 
the top. 

I reached a hand behind my head, the double reflection making my 
movements clumsy. I touched the black point of the top half dollar and 
watched as the rest of my vertebrae seemed to press out in individual points 
against my skin, starting at the top and rolling down to the bottom in a 
wave as that twisting spike feeling from the shower returned. 

When the spike of pain reached my tailbone, all the vertebrae relaxed 
again, except for the top one. 

It still stuck out, although it didn’t stick out as far as my fingers told me 
it should. It was definitely a point though, and not a rounded bump like all 
the other vertebrae. 

I touched the point at the top again and watched the ripple move down 
my spine, the pain not as bad this time, feeling almost good. 

I tried a different vertebra to see what would happen. 
Nothing did. 
I tried all of the other vertebrae I could reach with their black umbrellas 

of bruised flesh and nothing happened. 
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They just felt like regular bumps, like regular bones, boring and almost 
inanimate. 

That top one though... I must’ve sent the single file wave of points 
down my back ten times or more before I felt the exhaustion of the day 
creep in. 

I reached for a towel to dry off, but didn’t need to. I’d been standing in 
front of the mirror for so long that the air dried me. I pulled on a pair of 
boxers and a t-shirt. 

I couldn’t seem to remember what my parents had wanted to talk to me 
about before I came upstairs so I flicked off all the lights in my room and 
the lights in the bathroom. 

I pasted my toothbrush and started brushing, not even thinking that it 
was weird that everything appeared to be bathed in a dim sheen of light, my 
brain too tired to handle more abnormalities that night. 

Brushing, I walked over to the window and looked out at Lucie’s 
window. The flickering glow was still there, flowing and moving and 
somehow feeling alive to me. That light still reminded me of Lucie’s hips 
beneath a flowing peasant skirt. I wanted her. With all of the bizarre stuff 
surrounding me, it was nice to know that I fully understood my feelings for 
Lucie. 

Brushing, I stood there for some time, thinking about the events of the 
day.  

My feelings for Lucie needed to be dealt with. 
This thing that was going on with me that I didn’t understand needed to 

be dealt with. 
And let’s not forget, Kenneth and Randy Molina needed to be dealt 

with. 
I smiled. 
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BELOW VIII 
 
 

You know, that moment in the shower was the turning point for 
everything. I could dismiss Lucie’s questions about what happened with the 
crowd in front of the lockers. Hell, I could even ignore my personal take on 
the matter, but this thing with my back... those black splotches with their 
moving, hidden points beneath the surface of my skin? That I couldn’t 
ignore. 

It was physical proof that something had changed. Whether within or 
just on the outside, I didn’t yet know. 

“You knew,” Natalie said. 
Her voice sounded like it was falling down on me. 
I really didn’t though. I had a fairly strong idea, but I never really knew for sure. 
“You did.” 
Right. I forgot. You know everything about me. 
“Most.” Natalie said it like it was just that simple, just that easy to say 

that you knew everything about a person. I could tell she believed it as well. 
Of course you do. You were mine for a whole day, if that. How could you not know 

everything about me? 
She didn’t say anything to this. 
“What’s your plan?” Natalie asked. 
My plan? My plan? How can I have a plan? I’m completely immobile, you won’t 

help me, and I’m trapped in hell. 
“You can though.” 
I’m getting tired of this. I can what? Move? Listen to you be super helpful? What? 
“You’ll figure it out, Bal. I know you will. Just make sure you do it 

before He gets here.” 
Yeah, like I said, super helpful. 
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I woke up the next morning believing that the whole stupid thing—the 
ripples of points down my spine, the scalding water that felt lukewarm, 
everything—had been another nightmare. Escaping the morning light 
streaming in through my window, I burrowed beneath my pillow to think.  

I figured the stress that came in dealing with the scene in front of 
Lucie’s locker the day before made me hallucinate the whole black spots 
episode. 

That had to be it, right? 
I mean how could I run a temperature hotter than scalding water? 
And let’s not forget that the same scalding water only felt lukewarm. 
I laughed as I reached my hand over my head to scratch my back. 
As soon as my fingertips touched the spot where you always get an itch 

you can’t reach unless you really stretch, a rod of fire hammered down my 
back again. 

This time it felt different though. It felt foreign, both the pain and the 
top vertebra. 

I bit down on my tongue to keep from screaming and bringing my 
parents upstairs.  

It felt like the point on the top vertebra had broken the surface of my 
skin, like a teething baby’s brand new canine. It felt like it might be a tooth 
as well which is why I felt the need to scream. Can you imagine a tooth 
growing at the top of your spine? Growing out through the skin? 

There was no way I could’ve felt that so I let my arm creep around to 
the spot again and oh-so-slowly let my pointer finger fall. I cringed as the 
finger impacted the foreign point with the most delicate touch possible. 

Surreal is the only way I can describe it. 
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If you’ve ever broken a bone and run your finger over the bumpy 
surface, you might have some idea what I’m talking about. 

See, that bump beneath the skin is completely foreign to you, but it’s 
you nonetheless. It’s your bone and your body, but the shape is wrong. 
Unfamiliar. Changed. 

That’s what this was like, only I got the bump and something else. 
The point stuck out of my skin and I traced my finger around the 

perimeter. It felt like it had the diameter of a small pinkie finger, but came 
to a point. 

I rubbed my finger around the point, feeling a sensitive throbbing right 
at the top of my back. The point stuck out maybe one-third of an inch 
above the skin of my back. 

It wasn’t smooth. 
It wasn’t smooth at all. 
The whole thing felt coarse, with tiny channels of empty space from top 

to bottom. 
I rolled over and sat up, holding my head in my hands for a moment. 
I summoned up a little bit of resolve, got out of bed, and headed for the 

bathroom. 
Opening up the medicine cabinet again so that it angled my seated 

reflection to the mirror above the sink, I sucked in a breath. 
The black umbrellas on my back had grown in diameter, not by much, 

but enough that I could tell. What had been a bump the size of a half-dollar 
the evening before now had what looked like a small horn sticking out of it. 
The horn looked like a charred stick that had been crumbled to a fine point 
and seemed to curve a tiny bit toward the back of my head. 

“Oh, Christ,” I said, and felt the palm of my right hand begin to burn. 
Opening my hand and looking into my palm, I sucked in my breath 

again.  
When I was born, my mother checked me over like every mother before 

her had checked over their newborn. She found only one thing abnormal 
about me, a smooth flesh colored bump in the middle of my right palm, 
sandwiched perfectly in the center of those two lines that arc horizontally 
across your palm. 

“What is this bump on him?” She asked the attending nurse as she held 
out my open palm for the nurse to squint at. 

“I’m not sure,” the nurse said. “It just looks like a colorless freckle. Or 
maybe a mole.” 

The way mom tells the story; she just forgot about the whole thing and 
brought me home. 

Dad tells it different. He says that she made the nurse go and ask a 
doctor and when the nurse came back with the doctor’s answer, mom made 
her leave again and bring the doctor back to tell her himself. 
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Dad’s version always sounded more like my mom. 
I stared at the colorless bump the nurse had said was just a freckle. 
It wasn’t colorless anymore. 
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The freckle, usually the same color as the skin surrounding it, stood out 
against the rest of my hand because of its smooth black sheen and the ring 
of red that edged around the blackness. 

“Jesus Christ, what’s go-” I started, interrupted by the heat that 
immediately extended from my palm up through my arm as I stared at the 
black freckle first dent in, and then with an unexpected deepness seem to 
press through the other side of my hand in a narrow, but deep pit. 

It didn’t go through though. I flipped my hand over to check and then 
looked at the freckle again as it came back up to the surface like a high diver 
resurfacing after diving into the water. 

I touched the freckle with my left thumb. It felt exactly like it always did, 
only a little bit warmer. 

“Bal,” my mom called from downstairs. “Are you up yet?” 
I pressed down on the freckle with the thumb that covered it, falling to 

my knees as the breath was knocked out of me. My shoulders blades 
retreated from each other as every vertebra tried to push out of the skin on 
my back and the muscles on the fronts of my shoulders tried to touch each 
other.  

“Bal? Are you up?” She called up the stairs again. 
My head thrown back, I felt the point of something touch the back of 

my scalp. I could hear everything downstairs; the scrawl of my dad’s pen on 
the crossword puzzle, the sizzling of bacon in the cast iron skillet mom had 
inherited last year when grandma passed, the carpet catching on the hidden 
cracks of mom’s heel as she began to climb the stairs. 

“Bal, wake up,” she said in that annoying sing-song voice that every 
parent gets. Her voice screamed in my ears. 

She kept climbing the stairs. 
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I ground my teeth and clenched my hands until I could feel the skin 
breaking beneath my throbbing nails. 

“You up, Bal?” She asked. Her knuckles rapped against the door and 
made my head feel like it was splitting in half. 

I wanted to tell her what was happening, about all the horrible changes I 
was going through, about the shit coming out of my back and the thing on 
my palm. I wanted her to make it all go away. 

She opened the door to my bedroom and stood outside of my 
bathroom. 

“Bal?” 
Images of my parents sending me off to a lab for tests and needles and 

cultures and blood samples kicked me into action. 
“I’m hopping in the shower, ma,” I said through gritted teeth, strings of 

drool running from both corners of my mouth as my muscles continued to 
seize and the bones continued to shift. 

“Are you okay, honey?” She only used the word honey when she was 
worried. 

I took a couple of seconds to try and relax my jaw. It jutted out way too 
far in front of my upper row of teeth.  

“I’m fine,” I managed to get out, hoping I sounded that way even 
though I felt anything but. 

I scrambled across the floor, my face pressing into the deep pile of the 
mat in front of the sink, trying to turn on the faucet mounted above the 
bathtub. I could hear my mother pulling in a deep breath from the other 
side of the door and the air from my fan rustling the baby fine hairs on her 
arms. 

I reached for the knob marked hot and tried to twist it on, but my balled 
up fists couldn’t find purchase. One fist on either side of the knob, they 
kept sliding off the clear plastic, but I eventually got the hot water roaring 
in the bathroom. 

I fell back down to the floor and lay there in a ball until my muscles 
relaxed and the bones housed beneath them quit shifting against each other. 
My mother walked away. It sounded like she was stomping, and then 
gradually her steps faded away into nothing. 

When I felt like I could stand, I did so, only to promptly fall back down 
to the ground, those black spots with glittering edges floating in front of my 
eyes again. I lay there for a bit, flexing my fingers open and shut, and rolling 
my shoulders, trying to loosen everything up. 

I caught a glimpse of my hand and relaxed a little. The freckle there was 
only a little more red than the rest of my palm. No blackness whatsoever. 
There was something else below the freckle though. On both hands. 
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Four perfect holes, each looking like an ice pick had punched them into 
my palm in a jagged line beneath the freckle on my right hand and beneath 
the two creases on my left. 

I was a constant fingernail chewer. Where had these holes come from? 
As I stared at them, each began to weep a little droplet of blood. 
Without thinking I touched one of the droplets with my tongue. 
“FUCK!”  
I spat the blood onto the pristine white tile. 
Scalding hot coffee burned less. 
Something bothered me though. Why had it burnt my tongue when I 

could only slightly feel the heat from it on my palm? 
I touched one of the droplets with the tip of my left pointer finger. 
Nothing. 
Well, there was a tiny amount of heat, but no more than you would 

usually feel when touching a cooling cup of coffee. 
Taking a deep breath in, I slowly sat up and when that seemed to be 

working, I tried to stand again. I looked at the water pouring into the tub 
with its accompanying chimney of steam, shook my head, and stepped in. 

Nothing. 
Lukewarm. 
I pulled the curtain closed and let the water pouring out of the faucet 

clean the blood from my hands. Flipping the water up to the showerhead, I 
dodged the first colder bit of spray out of habit before standing up and 
relaxing in the steaming water even though it only felt lukewarm. 

Thinking of something, I opened my mouth and took in a mouthful of 
water. It was hot, but not as hot as my blood had been. 

I twisted the cold knob a full turn, making the shower head spit out 
what should have felt like lukewarm water. I stood there for a couple of 
minutes, but nothing happened. The temperature felt the same as the 
temperature from the steaming water even though there was no longer any 
steam coming off the spray. 

I opened my mouth, taking in another mouthful, and spit it back out. It 
felt lukewarm. 

What the hell? 
I soaped up, avoiding the spike sticking out of my back which was 

beginning to remind me more of a horn than a tooth. Even though I 
avoided touching it, I could feel that it was still there. 

I shut the water off, toweled dry, and got dressed for school. I headed 
downstairs to the kitchen when I finished. I made sure to fill the tiny holes 
on my hands with antibiotic ointment before I did though. 

Heaven forbid I get an infection. 
“Morning, son,” my father said as I poured a bowl of cereal, trying to 

angle my back away from him. 
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I felt the horn on my back pointing out like an accusing finger against 
my t-shirt. 

“Morning,” I mumbled, feeling the dead skin on the tip of my tongue 
flick across the roof of my mouth. 

I sat down across from him at the scratched up table in the breakfast 
nook. I usually sat beside him, but didn’t want to chance him seeing the 
bump I was hiding under my shirt. 

We sat in silence for a couple of minutes. He worked on the crossword, 
and I thought about how my life had so completely changed.  

My father interrupted. “We never got a chance to talk last night, son.” 
“I was tired, dad. Sorry.” 
“That’s fine. So what do you think?” 
“What?” 
“What do you think?” 
“No, I heard you just fine. What do you mean what do I think?” 
“For punishment, Bal. What do you think is fair?” 
He used Bal. Here we go. 
“I’m not sure. I mean I was only five minutes late.” I said this, hoping it 

would work, but knowing that it could only fail. 
“Bal, try that again. You were thirty minutes late.” 
I was really only twenty-eight minutes late, but I didn’t think that letting 

him know would help my cause at all. 
“Oh. Sorry,” I said. 
“So what’s fair?” He asked. 
“I don’t know, dad. You tell me.” 
“Don’t talk to me like that, Bal. I’m trying to have a man to man talk 

with you about what happened last night.” 
I saw my mom slip into the kitchen out of the corner of my eye. She 

somehow always managed to appear when I was in trouble with my father. 
He did the opposite and always managed to disappear when my mom was 
mad. 

“I’m sorry,” I sighed. What I really wanted to do was scream at him and 
tear my shirt off to show him the thing on my back, to hold my hand out 
and show him the spot on my hand, the endless hole through my palm, 
only I was afraid that he wouldn’t be able to see either and they would both 
think that I was loony tunes. 

“I’m thinking that two days of grounding will be sufficient. Claire?” 
“Bal, do you know how worried I was about you?” My mother asked 

me. 
“I was next door though,” I said, confused about why she would worry. 
“I know, but still. I don’t like you wandering off like that.” 
“Sorry, mom,” I said and hung my head, hoping that it would have the 

desired effect and she would just leave it alone. 
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“It’s okay. Just come back by curfew next time,” she said. I could hear 
the forgiving smile in her voice. 

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, and scooped the last bit of cereal into my mouth. 
I stood up and took my bowl over to the sink, washing out the last dregs 

of cereal and the tiny pond of cereal milk. 
“We expect you home directly after school, son. Two days.” 
“Yessir,” I said as I grabbed my backpack and headed out the back 

door. 
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“What happened?” Lucie asked as I walked up to where she sat alone on 
the curb. 

During my walk to the corner, I thought about telling her what had 
happened last night, weighing the pros and cons of such an action. 

“Nothing, I’m just running late,” I said. 
I decided that in this case, honesty was not the best policy. I couldn’t risk 

losing her. 
“Are you sure?” She asked me, head tilting to one side and brow 

furrowing in that severely cute way of hers. 
She knew that I was lying. I could see it in her eyes. 
“No, but I don’t really want to talk about it,” I said, hoping that this 

would be enough to get her off my back. 
“Okay,” she said. “But when you do, we’re going to have a long talk 

about this.” 
She didn’t even know how scary last night had been and she already 

wanted to have a round table discussion about it. I couldn’t wait to see how 
that played out. 

“So, Bal, I hear you have a horn growing out of your back,” she would 
say. 

“That’s right, Lucie,” I could imagine myself saying right back at her. 
“I’m a fucking monster, but I was thinking, how ‘bout prom?” 

Jesus Christ. 
At this I flinched, worried as I remembered what happened the last time 

I said that out loud, and scared the same thing would happen just for 
thinking the name in my head. 

Nothing did. 
I opened my hand and looked into my palm, bracing myself for what 

might be there, what might be waiting for me. 
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Again, nothing happened. 
“Bal? You okay? You just went dead pale,” Lucie broke in. 
“Yeah,” I said. “Bad night.” 
“Nightmares again?” 
“Something like that,” I said as the bus rolled up to a stop in front of us. 
“Well what happened to you last night? Where were you?” She yelled 

out of nowhere, startling the hell out of me. 
“I was at home. Sleeping. Where were you?” 
“Waiting on you to come over.” 
“What are yo-” and then I remembered her invitation. Then I 

remembered her asking me to come over after her dad left for Chicago. 
Business trip. Sex. 

Fuck. 
“Omigod I’m sorry, I completely forgot about that.” 
She stared at me through those smudged eyes that I found so 

enchanting and walked away from me onto the bus. 
I followed her. 
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I always followed her, but sometimes I think she was leading me around 
by my nose for the sheer fun of it. 

“She wasn’t,” Natalie said. 
Yeah? And how would you know? 
“We talked.” 
We. 
“Yes.” 
We meaning you and her? 
“Yes.” 
When? 
“Before you got here, Bal.” 
You know where she is? 
“Yes.” 
Do you ever plan on filling in any of those wide, open blanks or are you just going to 

keep dropping those yes’s like they’re breadcrumbs to the pearly gates of heaven? 
“We can’t reach Heaven from here.” 
I know. We’re in Hell. 
“There’s a path. We just can’t get to it from this room.” 
How do you know so much about Hell? 
“I’ve been here since the fall.” 
What are you talking about? You died seven years ago in the summer. 
“Lucifer’s fall.” 
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“Don’t bother sitting down,” Lucie said. 
She sat on the aisle, looking straight ahead, alone. 
“Why?” I asked. 
“Because you won’t tell me the truth.” 
“I told you the truth. I don’t want to talk about it.” 
“That’s not good enough. I want the truth now.” 
Everyone on the bus stared at us; the kids in the back were even craning 

their heads and shifting in their seats to get a better view of the action. 
“Lucie, c’mon...” 
“No.” 
“Balthazar,” the old man who drove the bus—Stark I think his name 

was—yelled back at me, looking at my reflection in the big mirror mounted 
above the steering wheel that lets the bus driver see what sorts of 
shenanigans the kids are getting up to as he’s driving. “Hurry up and find a 
seat.” 

“Lucie, please, just-” 
“I said no.” 
I looked at her and looked at all the kids staring at us. Once again, we 

were the car wreck. 
“Fine,” I said. 
What the hell else could I do? 
She slid over against the window seat, but kept her eyes straight ahead. 
Silence rolled over us as the bus lurched forward. 
“Bal, you can’t just-” she began, but I cut her off.  
She interpreted my silence as an admission of guilt. That was a mistake. 
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“You can’t seem to let me sort things out for myself, can you?” I spat at 
her. 

She flinched at this and I’m sad to say that it made me happy. She was 
finally on the retreat. She finally knew how it felt. 

“I didn’t mean to-” 
But I cut her off again. “Why is that every time I have something come 

up, you have to know about it? Why do you expect me to tell you 
everything going on in my life and you can’t even tell me where you’re 
from?”  

It felt good. It felt so good. 
“I told you, I’m from down-” 
I cut her off a third time. “South,” I finished. “Last I checked that’s not 

a city or a state. You can’t type that into Google maps and get directions, 
can you?” 

“No.” She looked down at her hands as they folded and refolded the 
pleats of the aqua peasant skirt she wore. She didn’t try to say anything 
more this time. 

In truth, I was disappointed by this response. I didn’t really want to 
show her my back and palm, but it looked like I was going to be forced to.  

“So here, this is what was going on with me,” I said as I turned away 
from her and pulled the collar of my shirt down so that she could see the 
horn growing there. 

Her breath caught in her throat as she looked at my back. Lucie pulled 
the collar down further. 

“Jesus, Balthazar. What-” 
“Don’t say that!” I hissed through my teeth as I turned around. The 

collar of my shirt popped out of her hands. 
“Don’t say what?” She asked. She wore a heavy look of concern on her 

face, and just for a moment, I almost felt bad for lashing out at her earlier. 
“What you said before my name a couple of seconds ago.” 
“Je-” 
I pressed my finger against her lips to quiet her, then held out my right 

hand so that she could look at my palm. 
“Balthazar, what was that on your back?” 
“I don’t know, but look at this,” I said. It was time to open the 

floodgates; consequences be damned. It felt great to let someone else know 
about it. “You see that bump in the middle? This morning when I said the 
name I told you not to say earlier, it turned completely black, my knees got 
all weak, and it felt like the wind got knocked out of me.” 

“Bal?” She asked with a face even heavier with concern. “That doesn’t 
make any sense.” 

“I know, but there’s something else. I can only feel temperature with my 
mouth now.” 
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“Are you feeling okay? I mean-” 
“I’m fine, minus the horn and the bump and the temperature thing. I 

can take burning hot showers and not feel a thing. I wonder about fire. My 
temperature last night was one-hundred and fifty-nine point three.” 

“Horn?” 
“The temperature of the hot water coming out of the faucet in my 

bathroom? One-hundred fifteen point seven.” 
“Bal, tell me what happened to your back.” 
“I don’t even know. I came in last night from the rain and there it was.” 
“That doesn’t make any sense.” 
“Well, how could a black horn growing out of someone’s back make 

sense?” 
“Is that how you got those scars?” 
I stared at her, my jaw hanging. 
“Scars?” I asked. The bus turned into a tilt-o-whirl as I asked this. Scars? 

What did she mean? She had to mean bruises. She was just confused. 
“You have a big scar at the top of your neck and then several smaller 

ones in a line below the top one. Did you have surgery there when you were 
a kid?” She asked.  

Ever have someone worried about you, but so scared that they couldn’t 
tell you what they really thought was wrong?  

If you haven’t, I’m sure you’ve at least seen it in a movie. It’s a staple in 
contemporary war cinema. You know what I’m talking about: the medic 
crouching over the private blown apart from the waist down, smoke 
drifting up from the cooked lower intestines that spilled out onto the dust 
of the battlefield like ropes of mesquite sausage. 

The medic looks down at the kid, who’s bravely holding back tears, and 
says... 

You know this part, don’t you? Say it with me. 
“You’re gonna make it, kid. Just hang in there.”  
That’s how Lucie looked at me. 
I reached back and snaked my hand under the collar of my shirt. I took 

a deep breath and grimaced as I brought my fingers down. 
Nothing. 
Actually there was something, but it wasn’t what I expected. 
Emptiness. Just a whole bunch of emptiness and what felt like a spot so 

smooth it must be shiny where the horn was that morning. 
I’d touched it though. I wasn’t going crazy, because I’d even checked it 

out in the mirror. It was there. The bruised spots going down my spine 
were there and bigger for that matter. 

I pushed down on the smooth spot, thinking I could will the horn back 
into being, thinking I could make it erupt out of my back like a horn goring 
into a matador’s chest and erupting out of his back in a volcanic red spray. 
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I could do this.  
I pressed harder. 
“Bal?” Lucie asked. Her voice wavered a little. I’d never heard it do that 

before. 
Nothing was happening with the horn. I pushed and prodded. I rubbed 

and massaged. I even scratched at the scar, hoping to feel a point. Hell, I 
would’ve settled for anything more than a bump. 

“Balthazar?” Lucie asked again. 
I ignored her, pulling my hand out from my shirt, giving up on the horn. 

Opening my right hand and spreading all my fingers, I looked at the freckle 
wedged between my palm’s fleshy version of the Tigris and Euphrates. 

“Jesus Christ,” I whispered, bracing myself for that pit to open up and 
that weakening rush to whip through my body. 

“What?” Lucie asked. 
“Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior,” I said louder. 
“Balthazar.” She tried the tone that usually calmed me. I could tell she 

was faking and didn’t mean it.  
I was scaring her. I was scaring myself. 
“Jesus Christ, my Lord and Savior, Only begotten Son of God,” I cried 

out, eyes screwed closed, ready for the pain that was sure to come. 
My whole body lurched forward and then backward without warning, 

and my feet began to vibrate. 
“Yes,” I mumbled, then I looked over to Lucie. “See? Look.” 
I held my hand up, palm facing her. 
Her face pale, she said, “Balthazar, there’s nothing there.” 
“What?” I asked. Surely she was making it up. She was just scared about 

the black spot on my- 
When I saw my palm, thoughts froze in mid-process. 
My head jerked forward as a palm connected with the back of it. 
“We’re here, you fucking freak. Maybe Jesus is hanging out at your 

locker,” Joe Ellis, football jock extraordinaire, said as he walked past Lucie 
and me. 

We were stopped in the bus parking lot. The lurch that went through 
my body was the bus stopping. The vibration I felt in my feet was people 
getting up and ambling off the bus, making sure to stare at me as I stared at 
my palm, wondering what the hell had gone so wrong. 

I didn’t blame them.  
They were just rubbernecking at the site of another car wreck. 
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“Lucie, come back,” I called across the parking lot. 
As soon as I’d given her enough room, she took off. She turned when 

she heard my voice and stood there looking at me. I jogged up to her. 
“Lucie, I’m sorry.” 
I was. I never should’ve told her about the thing I saw on my hand or 

the horn on my back or my temperature. How could she not think that I 
was crazy? 

And all of that yelling about Jesus on the bus? 
Jesus.  
I could barely even believe that had been me. Had I really sat there 

yelling that Jesus was my lord and savior? 
Jesus. 
“Bal,” Lucie started and paused. She chewed on her bottom lip for a 

moment before taking a deep breath. “I don’t think we should hang out 
anymore.” 

The parking lot fell out from under my feet, and my heart dropped into 
my stomach where it sat like a wet loaf of bread. 

My worst fear realized. 
“Wait a second,” I said. 
“No, Bal. I won’t. Something’s wrong with you.” 
“C’mon, Lucie. I thought you said this was about us now. Didn’t you?” 
“I was wrong. It’s not about us. It’s about you. You give me that shitty 

excuse for a story on the way here to cover for you acting like a dick and 
I’m just supposed to accept it?” 

“I swear-” 
“Don’t. Don’t even think about telling me more of that crap. A horn? 

Are you serious? A horn growing out of your back? Jesus Christ, Bal, we’re 
not in kindergarten.” 
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“I know that, but-” 
“But nothing. Shut up, Balthazar. Shut up. I thought that there was 

something special about you. I thought you had some special gift, but now I 
see that you’re just another all talk, no walk desperate emotional wreck of a 
high schooler like all these other sheep we go to school with.” 

I stared down at the tops of my Jack Purcell’s.  
It was all over before it even began. Lucie was finished with me. 
She lifted my chin with her tiny hand and made me look at her flushed 

cheeks and hurt eyes. 
“Lucie...” 
“You disgust me,” she said. Her upper lip curled when she said disgust. 
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BELOW X 
 
 

So I’m supposed to believe that you’ve been in hell since Lucifer’s fall? 
“Yes,” Natalie answered. 
Just like that? Yes? No explanation? No, I was an angel and fell with him? No, he 

found me on earth and asked me if I wanted to join hell’s army or militia or whatever it’s 
called? 

“Yes.” 
Yes. Of course. How could I be so silly to ask such a question? Indulge me. Were 

you an angel? 
“Yes.” 
Good. Now we’re sort of getting somewhere. So you rebelled against God? 
“No.” 
No... but you fell to Hell with Lucifer. 
“Yes.” 
Goddamnit. Talk to me, Natalie. Throw me a bone for chrissakes. 
“You humans have always amused me with your obsessions about 

praying to God and Christ in hushed and respectful tones with one breath 
and then using those two names as foul curses with the next. Doesn’t seem 
like a good way to get answers to your prayers, now does it?” 

So if you didn’t fall with Lucifer-wait, is that even his name? 
“No, but it’s close enough.” 
Okay. So if you didn’t fall with Lucifer because he rebelled against God, why are you 

here? 
“I’m not really sure how to answer that.” 
Why not? 
“Because Lucifer never rebelled against God.” 
What do you mean? 
“Just what I said.” 
I don’t understand. 
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“It’s really quite simple.” 
Then explain it to me. 
“You can’t rebel against someone you’ve already killed.” 
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ABOVE X 
1 
 
 

I stood in that parking lot for a long time, watching Lucie storm away 
from me, head up and shoulders back. 

I couldn’t quit thinking that I’d made the whole thing up and ruined 
everything with the first girl I loved. 

Who does that? Who tells someone they have a horn growing out of 
their back? Or a temperature of one-hundred and fifty-nine degrees? 

Who does that and actually believes they’ll keep the girl? 
I felt betrayed by Lucie. She obviously saw that something weird 

happened with the crowd in front of our lockers the day before, so how 
could she not see this? 

I took a breath and walked toward the doors, making sure to keep my 
head up and my shoulders back. I might not be the conquering hero, but no 
one needed to know that. 

I walked through the halls and around the corner to my locker, hoping 
that Lucie would be there. 

She wasn’t; she was nowhere in sight.  
I popped open the door to my locker as the first period bell rang. 

Everyone hurried around me trying to make it to class on time. 
I was in no hurry. I took my time. 
A folded piece of paper fluttered down to the ground as I reached in to 

pull out my health book for first period. 
Looking down at the piece of paper, I held my breath. I guess I was 

trying to see through it or will it to be from Lucie. I picked it up, opened it, 
and read. 
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Balthazar, 
 
I’m sorry.  
That didn’t go as planned. I was hoping that you had some sort of 

valid excuse for standing me up. I guess I was wrong about you 
though. 

I really think that I deserve a reason for being ditched last night 
and I expect one. 

Just slip a note through my locker door. I don’t really want to talk 
to you. 

You understand, right? 
 
Lucie 
 
Yeah. That sounded just about right. Crush me, write me off, then 

demand some sort of explanation after the fact. 
No problem, Lucie. I’m just your slave, right? 
I scrawled out seven words beneath where she’d signed her name. 
 
Lucie, 
 
Fuck off. 
You understand, right? 
 
Bal 
 
I folded the note back up and slipped it through the top vent of her 

locker. Something about telling Lucie to fuck off felt liberating. Something 
about it made me feel lighter, like sandbags had fallen off my shoulders 
with each word I’d scribbled out.  

I smiled, shut my locker, and strolled off toward first period, feeling 
wonderful for the first time that morning. 

The trouble would come later that day. 
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Senior calculus. Last period. 
My least favorite class. Ms. Ralther, my constant irritant. 
“Abramson.” 
“Here.” 
“Bentmore.” 
“Here.” 
“Hell.” 
What? 
“Here.” 
What had Ralther just said?  
I looked up from where I was doodling underneath a peeled up corner 

of the inside cover of my calculus book. Looking up from the swirls, I saw 
that no one giggled or said anything. Lucie stared at her open calc book. 
Randy Molina looked back at me, sneering, his brother not sitting next to 
him for obvious reasons. I guess charred fingertips made it kind of difficult 
to attend school. 

I stifled a giggle at that thought, but not before Randy caught the 
corners of my mouth curl up. 

This must be what cracking up feels like. I looked back down at the 
swirling doodle and started working again. I thought Ralther had said Hell 
instead of Bell. 

Hell’s Bells. 
A giggle escaped from my lips, and as I looked up, I saw that everyone 

had turned around to look back at me. 
“Balthazar, do you have something to share with the class?” Ms. Ralther 

asked. 
“Uh. No, ma’am,” I answered.  
Everyone kept staring at me. 
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“What?” I asked them. 
No answer save for Ms. Ralther’s. 
“Are we going to have a problem, Balthazar?” She asked me. 
“No, ma’am.” 
“Good. Well, I guess I’ll go ahead and mark you down as present on the 

roll, although I’m not really sure that you are with us today,” Ms. Ralther 
said, and then continued with the roll. 

“Milton.” 
“Here,” Lucie said, flicking her eyes back at me then down again to her 

book. 
She must’ve read the note by now. 
“Hell,” I said. 
Everyone looked back at me again. 
“What?” Ms. Ralther asked. Her lips were so tight as she said this that 

they’d all but disappeared. 
“Hell,” I repeated. “I thought you said Hell instead of Bell. Hell’s bells.” 
“Balthazar.” Ms. Ralther raised her voice as she said this. “You are 

completely off task. If you can’t control yourself, I’ll have to send you down 
to Mr. Bradley. Do you understand?” 

“Bal, stop it,” Jenna whispered from beside me. 
Randy was turned around in his seat and glaring at me openly, inviting 

me to meet his gaze. 
I met it and then some. 
“Yes, ma’am,” I said as I stared into Randy’s hate filled eyes. 
Randy lifted his lip. He might be dumb, but he’d at least picked up on 

that. 
“Good,” Ms. Ralther went on, missing the exchange as teachers usually 

do. “Next outburst gets you a trip to Mr. Bradley. No more warnings, 
Balthazar. Molina, Kenneth?” 

“He’ll be out for a while, Ms. Ralther,” I said, glancing back down and 
continuing to work at the doodle, the three swirls overlapping in the center 
with the tails extending out from the mass there. 

It reminded me of something, but I couldn’t remember what that was. 
“What did you say, Balthazar?” Ms. Ralther asked with a sharpness that 

left zero hope of staying away from Mr. Bradley’s office that day. 
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“Balthazar. I asked you a question,” Ms. Ralther said.  
The swirling mass I etched into the back cover so hard that it looked 

like a series of canyons on miniature scale seemed to writhe on the page. To 
say it captivated me would be to speak false. I felt like that writhing mass 
was mine. One of my own. Me. 

Where had I seen it though?  
At that moment, figuring out the answer to that question was all that 

mattered to me, all that existed. I had to know where I’d seen it or what it 
was on or who... wait, Mr. Milton’s wingtips. That’s what it looked like, 
that’s what it was.  

“Balthazar,” Ms. Ralther spat. 
Maybe Mr. Milton had the answer to what was going on with me.  
“Answer her, Bal,” Jenna whispered out of the corner of her mouth. 
Maybe Lucie’s dad could help me.  
“Fingers,” I said, trying to tear my eyes away from the three whirls. 
He had to help, right? 
“Fingers? Balthazar, you are headed straight to-” Ms. Ralther began. I 

didn’t feel like hearing the rest of what she had to say. 
“Fingers,” I said, finally able to rip my gaze away from the spinning 

whirls to meet Ms. Ralther’s glare, Randy’s sneer, and Lucie’s look of 
unease at everything taking place. 

Good. I hoped all of it was making her uneasy. It was the least I could 
do. 

The room felt heavy around Ms. Ralther and me as the enormity of 
what I was doing sank into my classmate’s heads. The freckle in my right 
palm I’d tried so hard to show to Lucie began to tingle. I ignored it. 

“Charred fingers, actually,” I continued, enjoying Ms. Ralther’s dropped 
jaw that made her look like a fish thrown out of water onto land and 
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gulping at the air. “I hear that it’s hard to write when the thumb and pointer 
finger of your dominant hand are reduced to little more than nubby 
charcoal pencils.” 

“Get out,” Ms. Ralther said.  
She averted her eyes down to her roll sheet. She didn’t yell it, and I 

thought I could detect a faint trace of fear slip into her voice. She was afraid 
of me.  

“Get out of my classroom. Now.” 
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Out in the hall, I took a leisurely course to Mr. Bradley’s office as I 
examined my palm. The tingling was gone, but my hand still felt warm in 
some way. Warm on the inside, like your throat feels as hot coffee or 
chocolate slips down it.  

Pleasant. 
Ms. Ralther had scrawled out the write-up slip as quick as you please. It 

was pretty obvious that she just wanted me out of the classroom. It had 
been her classroom until today. 

I could imagine how she felt. Everything shifted like that for me earlier 
that morning with Lucie. I knew what it was like to have the one constant 
in your life, even if for only a few months, shift out of the picture. 

When it happens, you feel a shift like leaning too far to one side on a 
balance beam. One second, you’ve got it and you’re hot shit. The next 
moment you feel yourself leaning away from the safety of that stable beam, 
and the next? 

You know the answer to that one.  
The next moment finds you ass up in the grass wondering where it all 

went wrong, where it all went to crap. You want answers, but there are 
none. You want solutions that will let you get back up on the beam and 
never allow you to fall again. 

The problem is that you are the answer. 
I chuckled when I read the note about why I was being sent to the 

office. And I quote: 
 
Balthazar off task and rebelliously disruptive. Questions my 

authority. 
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That sounded like me all right. Rebelliously disruptive. I hoped that I 
would get to keep the slip; Lucie would get a kick out of reading that. 

My smile and the feeling that I was really clever fell like a curtain at the 
thought of Lucie. Lucie who’d been mine, but wasn’t anymore. Lucie who 
said that it was just us yet bailed on me the instant that I needed her. Lucie, 
who dropped me like I was a hot pan. 

That made me laugh again, not at the thought of Lucie burning her hand 
or dropping me, but at Kenneth’s cracked and charred fingertips, just burnt 
up wood leftover from a summer bonfire on the beach. 

I realized that I needed to use the restroom and altered my course. I 
walked in, greeted by the always familiar smell of missed targets and the 
sight of the bland, faded, blue-tiled wall with the white grout in between. 
Kids always wrote on the grout. I never understood that. 

You’re standing there, and all of a sudden, inspiration hits you. You just 
gotta write what’s whipping through your mind even though your dick is 
hanging down and squirting urine everywhere. You clamp off the flow, 
grimacing because who in the hell really likes interrupting their urine flow 
once started? You grab a pen out of your backpack and quickly write down 
this great, inspired piece of wisdom before it disappears, because everyone 
knows that inspiration is a slutty mistress that will leave you in a heartbeat 
for someone else that will pay more attention to her. 

You carefully scribble out your bit of inspiration for the world—the 
men at least—to gasp and be amazed at while they urinate. You write slowly. 
In all capitals. Chunky block letters so everyone can read your divine bit of 
scripture.  

And just what is that beautiful piece of wisdom that you chose to share 
with the world? That you’re sure they are much better for knowing? 

MATH SUCKS DICK! 
Genius, I know. 
I walked over to the closest urinal, unzipped, and slipped myself out as I 

heard the door open behind me. I was focusing on making myself pee, 
hoping that whoever walked in wouldn’t pull up to the urinal next to me 
like a prick. 

A sudden rush of wind behind me and my head was thrown forward 
into that blue tile with the words and scum side by side. I was looking down 
so my forehead took the brunt of the impact from the tile. I staggered back, 
slipping myself back into my boxers, hoping that there had been some 
mistake.  

Not mad, just confused. 
I turned and looked at Randy Molina. Brown steel-toed work boots 

peeking out from the hem of light blue lowriding Wranglers. 
He pushed me hard and I fell back, still hoping this was all a bad dream, 

but knowing that hopes for waking up were in the realm of movies and 
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fiction, not real life, not my life. My back hit a corner and I slid down 
between the urinal I’d been trying to use and the wall of the first stall where 
it was bolted into the grimy tile. 

Ms. Ralther must’ve let him take a bathroom break and he’d followed 
me here, where I’d walked right into the one place he wanted me. 

Away from prying eyes. 
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Sitting on the floor, eye level with the urinal I’d been trying to use, I felt 
a cool dampness begin to seep into the ass of my jeans from the wet tile I 
sat on. I looked up at Randy towering above me. He was breathing heavily, 
and that alone sparked a tiny ember of hope until I saw that it wasn’t 
because he was out of breath.  

He was excited. He was happy. This was something he knew and knew 
well. 

“Fuck,” I said as Randy smiled down at me. 
“That’s right, Bal. Fuck is right,” Randy replied, still towering and 

breathing heavily through his mouth like an old man ogling a small child. 
He stood between the door and my little corner of filth. My little corner 

of safety. I might be able to dart around- 
“Don’t think that’ll work,” Randy said, catching my eyes looking for an 

escape. 
“Oh?” I asked, stalling for time, stalling for anyone to come in and save 

me. “And why not?” 
“May be slow, but I ain’t that slow.” 
“Of course not.” My head pounded from the impact against the tile 

wall. “Will you at least tell me why you’re doing this?” 
“We ain’t doin’ nothin’ here yet, Bal.” 
“We’re talking, aren’t we?” 
“Not for long.” Randy took a step toward me, those boots looking 

enormous with their steel cap jutting out over the toe. 
Time. I needed time. I needed a witness. Anything. I needed anything. 
“Wait, just tell me why you’re doing this,” I said. 
My palm tingled at me and I rubbed it absently as I stared at him. As 

soon as my thumb hit the freckle, my whole body stiffened and my eyes 
rolled back into the sockets. I could feel my eyes trying to push their way 
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completely around and I cried out as I saw everything that happened in an 
elementary bathroom six years ago. 

Standing in the hall, both of the Molinas saw the petite, blonde, new 
twenty-four year old teacher walk into the single occupancy faculty 
bathroom. Kenneth leaned over to Randy as they waited to hear the flowing 
of Ms. Williams’ urine. 

Once they heard the flow begin, they both walked in. Randy pulled out 
the ball pein hammer and duct tape from his backpack while Kenneth 
flicked open a gleaming butterfly knife he pulled from his back pocket.  

This wasn’t a crime of opportunity. 
They had this thing planned for months and Randy made sure to bring 

the hammer to school every day along with the duct tape that Kenneth 
made him carry. There had been several opportunities before, but the dumb 
bitch had locked the door. That was okay though. Kenneth said that they 
could be patient.  

Kenneth was the smart one, and Kenneth had the butterfly knife. 
The butterfly knife. 
It was a knife inlaid with a mother of pearl handle, not one of those two 

dollar China Town shit jobs. This was quality. 
Randy wanted the knife more than anything. Kenneth had swiped it out 

of their old man’s dresser one night as he lie on the floor snoring in his own 
vomit. 

If Randy followed through with their plan, Kenneth would give him the 
butterfly knife. Kenneth had promised. 

“Get out! What are you two doing in here? Get out!” Ms. Williams said, 
squeezing her knees shut as she tried to cover her genitals from the sight of 
the leering boys. 

Shutting her eyes to scream when she saw the knife come out from 
behind Kenneth’s back, she never saw what Randy held. 

Randy slapped the duct tape across her mouth fast enough to compress 
Ms. Williams’ scream into nothing more than a small yelp. She flailed her 
arms at the two boys until Kenneth slid the knife against her throat, 
stopping all struggle and making the ragged breaths coming from her 
nostrils almost echo in the small restroom. 

Kenneth smiled at this. 
“Ms. Williams,” he began. His voice was soft, calm. “We are going to 

rape you now.” 
The breath started heaving from Ms. Williams’ nostrils again and a high 

pitched keening came from behind the duct tape. 
“Randy, go lock the door. Ms. Williams, settle down. We aren’t going to 

kill you. We aren’t going to cut you. And we definitely aren’t going to saw 
off tiny pieces of your cunt to keep as souvenirs... but we could.” 
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Ms. Williams’ ragged breathing sped up at this last bit. They were just 
little boys, right? How was this happening? 

Kenneth continued, “Ms. Williams, we know that you live at thirty-four 
fifty-one Mockingbird Lane. We know that you don’t have a security 
system. We know that you live alone.” 

These were the perks of having an abusive parent that didn’t give a shit 
where you were at any time. 

Kenneth went on, “Now, if you tell anyone what happened here today, 
we will come for you and we will finish this, doing all the nasty things and 
more that I just promised you we wouldn’t do. You will not escape. You 
will not live. Do you understand?” 

Ms. Williams nodded her head yes, praying that someone would knock 
on the door. Anyone. 

Randy stared at her with a dull gleam in his eye. Dragging the back of 
his hand across his moist lips, he realized that he was staring and looked 
away. He didn’t get why she was freaking out. They had watched their dad 
do this to their sister lots and she had never acted this way. Hell, they had 
even practiced on their sister and she hadn’t even batted an eyelash. 

“Good,” Kenneth said, breathing a faux sigh of relief. “I’m glad that we 
got that sorted out, Ms. Williams. I really am. Pull your dress over your 
head, take off your underwear, and I promise that we’ll do the rest.” 

 She did what he told her to, tears falling around her feet.  
“Lay down on your back now,” Kenneth said once Ms. Williams stood 

shivering, trying to cover herself as gooseflesh rolled in waves across her 
legs and arms. 

Ms. Williams lay down on the cold tile, and the gooseflesh covered her. 
Kenneth did what he’d promised. 
The seconds, filled with grunting, turned into minutes as first Kenneth 

and then Randy pumped their tiny hips from between her spread legs. She 
felt these… boys inside of her, raping her. 

When they’d both felt everything they’d never felt and fucked everything 
they’d never fucked, they told her to dress. Ms. Williams pulled her dress 
over her head and started to tug her panties up her legs. 

“Wait a sec,” Kenneth said. “Take your panties back off and hand them 
to me. If you ever say a word, the first thing we’ll do is claim that you 
molested us and gave us your panties as a trophy. If the cops don’t believe 
that, then we’ll do everything else we promised.” 

She handed the cotton panties to Kenneth, watching him put them into 
his backpack. Blackmail. 

Crying, Ms. Williams felt their mixed semen dribble down the inside of 
her thigh. 

Kenneth turned away from her. 
“Put the hammer back in your backpack, Randy,” Kenneth said. 
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“Do I get the knife?” Randy asked. 
“When we get home.” 
Randy smiled. 
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Kenneth knew that he and Randy would be most vulnerable when they 
exited the bathroom. Inside, they had no sightlines and would be blindsided 
by any teacher passing by.  

Cracking the door, he peeked out. The coast looked clear. 
“Remember what I said, Ms. Williams. We’ll ruin you first, and then 

we’ll torture and kill you,” Kenneth said, looking back one last time. “Do 
you understand?” 

She nodded yes. 
“Good.” 
He peeked out one last time and walked out of the bathroom, dragging 

Randy with him. 
Kenneth and Randy exited the bathroom and began to walk down the 

hall just as Coach Ingram came around the corner from the cafeteria.  
Had Coach Ingram turned one minute earlier or later, he would’ve 

missed the boys, and I never would’ve met them in the alley. 
They wouldn’t have burned Natalie alive. 
Fate’s a fucking whore though. 
As it happened, Coach Ingram confronted the boys and Kenneth, oh-

so-smart Kenneth, told the coach that they had been in the faculty 
bathroom trying to convince Ms. Williams to give them a higher grade in 
music. 

Coach Ingram opened the door to the bathroom and told Ms. Williams 
what the boys had said. She looked at them over Coach Ingram’s massive 
shoulder, and as she shook, she saw something within Kenneth’s eyes. A 
promise.  

She nodded her assent that yes, this was true. The boys both got a week 
of suspension. Their father took it out on their sister. The boys took it out 
on their sister. Ms. Williams retired that year and I heard rumors that she 
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became a hermit. I also heard that she mumbles about evil little boys when 
she’s sober enough to be understood. 

I guess Ms. Williams saw the same thing in Kenneth’s eyes that I saw on 
my eighteenth birthday. 
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“Ms. Williams,” I said. I was back in the bathroom with Randy, head 
throbbing from being slammed against the tile, tears creeping down my 
face. “We are going to rape you now.” 

“Huh?” Randy asked.  
If I could’ve seen him, I imagine the look of stupor on his face would’ve 

been priceless. 
I saw Ms. Williams crying and scared. I saw Randy standing next to 

Kenneth, wanting so badly to be the owner of the shiny butterfly knife. I 
saw Kenneth staring at Ms. Williams, hoping that she would scream or try 
to run away so he could bury the knife down to the hilt in her stomach. 
Make her a nice little cunt there. After he finished with her real one, if he 
felt like it, he might fuck the new one that he made for her. 

Besides, dad said that’s all bitches were good for. Cooking, if you could 
make ‘em, and cunts, if you could get ‘em to spread their legs. 

“Randy, go lock the door. Ms. Williams, settle down. We aren’t going to 
kill you, we aren’t going to cut you and we definitely aren’t going to saw off 
pieces of your cunt to keep as souvenirs... but we could. Right, Randy?” I 
asked. Kenneth’s words flowed through my mouth, tasting as filthy as I 
imagined the puddle I sat in tasted. 

“What are you doing?” Randy asked. He took a step back. “Stop it.”  
I squeezed my hand into a fist, feeling the power there as the show went 

on in my head. 
“Don’t you fucking move, Randy,” I hissed. He stopped moving. 
“Good,” I said, breathing a faux sigh of relief. “I’m glad we got that 

sorted out, Ms. Williams. I really am. Pull your dress over your head, take 
off your underwear, and I promise that we’ll do the rest.” 

“What the fuck?” Randy whispered. Each word was a solitary question. 
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“What the fuck indeed, Randy Molina,” I whispered. My voice dropped 
several octaves when I uttered his name. 

“How do you know what happened in that bathroom? How do you 
know what Ken said?” Randy asked as I watched the boys take turns raping 
Ms. Williams on the clean tile of the faculty restroom.  

Thank heaven for small miracles. 
It stopped when they took her panties as blackmail, but more as a 

trophy than anything else. One more thing to make that whore accept what 
she truly was. 

My eyes rolled forward, throbbing from the strain of trying to roll one-
hundred and eighty degrees in the wrong direction, and Randy moaned as 
my eyes focused on him. 

“Wh-wh-what’s wrong with your eyes?” Randy stuttered. 
“You tell me,” I said. 
“I... I can’t move, Bal,” he said, like I was his friend, like he thought I 

was going to help him. 
It’s funny. He found whatever he saw in my eyes to be more perplexing 

than his loss of movement. I would think that not being able to move 
would rank a little higher than what someone else’s eyes looked like. 

Then again, I wasn’t in Randy’s situation. 
Why couldn’t he move? 
I looked down at my clenched fist, feeling the pulsing heat within, and 

looked back into his face. His neanderthal brow was furrowed as he 
strained to move. At least that’s what I imagined he was doing, it sure as 
hell was what I would be doing. 

I loosened my fist just a tiny bit, watching his face. His brow smoothed 
and he shifted his right boot against the tile. 

I clenched my fist harder than before, terrified that he would spring 
back to life if I relaxed. 

“I can’t move,” he repeated. This time his voice came out scared. 
“That’s too bad,” I said, that low voice that didn’t belong to me coming 

out again. “I was really hoping you’d kick my ass.” 
“Yeah.” Randy looked at me like he was concentrating on something 

and I was bothering him. “Me, too.” 
I had to chuckle at this, and when I did, it filled the bathroom, echoing 

loud. Randy focused on me real quick when those large, foreign laughs 
started leaping out from my chest. I felt like I was screaming out laughter as 
tears began to work their way down Randy’s face. 

The light blue of his jeans turned dark in a fast moving wave as Randy 
lost control of his bowels. The smell of shit also filled the air. In a room 
that already fairly reeked of it, you could still make out the fresh stuff. I 
actually enjoyed the smell. It was laced with fear and power. 



CHRISTOPHER BLOODWORTH 

136 

I rocked forward so I could stand up and face this asshole, careful not to 
let go of my clenched fist. I was afraid that if I did, he would come back to 
life, my frozen marionette no longer, back in control of his own strings. 

“Sorry,” I said. My own voice came out of my throat this time. “You 
just cracked me up there for a second.” 

I took in a deep breath and exhaled. 
“Now... what are we going to do with you?” I asked Randy. “What’s 

fair?” 
“Fair? What do you mean?” he asked, and then as if just realizing it. “I 

shat myself, Bal.” 
He said it like you might say there’s a bird in the sky or today’s gonna be a hot 

one. Just a random little fact with little to no meaning. 
“I can see that, and smell it as well. I’m gonna ask you a couple of 

questions now. Is that okay with you?” 
“I shat myself, Bal.” This time it seemed to impact him. He seemed to 

understand what it meant. 
“Randy. Focus.” 
“I-I-I SHAT myself.” Randy spit everywhere when he said shat. 
“I know, but you have something more important to focus on right 

now. Me.” 
“I’ll try,” he said, and sounded like he meant it. Gotta love what The 

Little Engine That Could has taught a whole generation of children. 
I think I can, I think I can.  
“Good,” I said, “We’ll start easy. You want to tell me why you raped 

Ms. Williams?” 
“No.” Randy answered the question like I’d only asked if he wanted 

creamer in his coffee. 
“Let’s try that again. Why did you rape Ms. Williams?” 
“I wanted Ken’s butterfly knife. He got it from pop’s dresser.” 
“Why did Kenneth rape her?” 
“He wanted to break her. She was too pretty he said. She needed to be 

taught a lesson. Life is hard he said. Better to learn it from us than a 
horsedick nigger with AIDS.” 

I saw this much when I watched the whole thing earlier. 
“Good,” I said. “Let’s try another.” 
“I know.” 
“What?” 
“It was good.” 
“The rape?” 
Asking that question stirred something inside of me, a deep sort of 

loathing. I’d just reduced a lifetime of pain and suffering coupled with a sick 
shithead’s love of that suffering into a two word question. I asked it like 
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he’d answered me before, like I was asking him if he wanted creamer in his 
coffee. 

“Yes,” Randy said.  
“Moving along,” I said. 
I wanted him dead. At that moment I wanted nothing else. I wanted him 

to go home and commit suicide in some horribly fucked-up and painful 
way. I wanted him to really feel his death as Ms. Williams had felt the rape. 
In essence, I wanted Randy Molina to rape himself to death. 

“I’m ready,” Randy said. 
“Of course you are. Next question: Why Lucie?” 
“Because Ken said it would be fun to watch. It would be like that shitty 

little puppy of yours we roasted. Remember that, Bal?” 
“Yeah. I remember that. Why not my parents though? Why did he try 

for Lucie?” 
“I asked the same thing and he laughed at me. Trim’s always more 

important than parents, he said. Then he asked me if I’d rather dad die or 
some girlfriend I’d just met. I told him the truth. I’d rather watch dad burn. 
Yup, he said back. That’s why we’re lighting that witch up.” 

“Why does he call her a witch?” I asked. That was one of the things I 
couldn’t figure out about that day in front of the lockers. 

Randy just looked at me, breathing slowly through his mouth, the tears 
coming back again. 

“Randy. Why does he call her that?” 
“I don’t know,” Randy said.  
I had to strain to hear him. 
“Tell me, Randy.” 
“I don’t know. I don’t know. I don’t know.” 
“Fine. Why did you two burn Natalie?” 
“Who?” he asked. 
“My puppy. Why her? Why did this start?” I was getting pissed off. 
“Ken said we had to.” 
“Why though? I wasn’t in any of your classes. I never crossed you two. 

Why burn her?” 
“We had to.” 
“What do you mean you had to?” 
“Ken said we-” 
“I’ve got that part, Randy. Why did you have to?” 
“Ken told me to.” 
“Fine. Why did Kenneth have to?” 
“He was told to.” 
My stomach dropped to my ankles. Randy had to be making this up. 
“What do you mean he was told to?” I asked, trying not to let how 

important this question was show in my speech. 
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“He was told to, so we did.” 
“Who told him to, Randy?” 
Randy’s brow furrowed at this like he was trying to think of something 

and needed to use all two of his brain cells to do so. 
“Randy. Tell me who the person was that told him to burn Natalie. 

Now.” 
“I. I can’t. I can’t remem-remember,” he stuttered. 
“Remember who told him to,” I said.  
My clenched fist was starting to cramp. I loosened it a little. 
“Bal,” he stated. 
“Yes, that’s me. Try to remember. You have to tell me who told him to 

do that. Who told him to burn my dog?” 
It was all that I could focus on. Some piece of shit had sent them to kill 

my dog. Why? What type of person would do something like that? Who 
would send little kids to set some other little kid’s puppy on fire? 

I couldn’t believe it. 
“No, it’s not you,” Randy said. 
“Whatever. Just answer my question.” This whole thing was beginning 

to frustrate me. 
“You’re not Balthazar.” 
“Right.” I rolled my eyes. “Then who am I?” 
“Not who.” 
“What?” 
“Yes.” 
“What?” 
“Yes.” 
I sighed. “Who am I then, Randy, if I’m not Bal?” 
“Not who. What.” 
“Okay, I’ll bite. What am I?” 
Randy paused for a few moments, staring at me the whole time. I took 

one step back and then another. His eyes were shaking, vibrating from left 
to right rapidly. Buzzing almost. 

And they turned green. 
I took another step back, and when my back hit the tile of the wall with 

its grimy words written on the grout between, a blast of sound ripped out 
across the bathroom. It sounded like eight throaty, disjointed naval 
foghorns blowing in various minor keys. 

 
I cried out as my ears rang, watching his shaking eyes flood with black. 

It was like he blinked his eyes shut with a pair of black eyelids and kept 
them closed. Terrified, I unclenched my fist. 

Randy dropped to one knee and brought the thumb knuckle of his right 
fist to his right temple. He held it there, extending first the pointer finger 
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and then pinkie finger to the ceiling as he looked at me with those depthless 
eyes of black.  

The trumpeting horns stopped. 
“Ask,” Randy said. His voice was higher than usual, almost cultured if 

that was possible. There was a rustling, whispering sound that flowed 
beneath his words when he spoke. 

I felt like I was drowning. His eyes didn’t look black so much as they 
looked like empty pools of limitless depth. They looked like larger versions 
of the pit I saw in my palm that morning. 

“What am I?” I asked. 
“Little Horn.” 
“What is that?” 
“You.” 
“What does that mean though?” I clenched my fist again, but it did no 

good.  
Randy smiled as he stood up and walked over to face me. He stood 

staring at me for several moments. Randy Molina. What had been Randy 
Molina was gone. 

“Wha-” I started to ask. Randy, or whatever he’d become, cut me off, 
hissing out a whisper in that cultured, high pitched voice. The rustling 
sound that flowed beneath became whole words. Secrets. 

“Expectations, Little Horn.” 
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“Who,” I began. Randy shook his head. I didn’t understand at first, but 
then I did. 

“What-” I tried again. He nodded. “What are you?” 
“A loyal vassal here to deliver you,” he said. That high, refined voice 

sounded so strange coming out of Randy’s mouth. Whispers beneath 
echoed each word. 

“Vassal? Deliver me where?” I couldn’t think of anything else to ask. 
“They teach you nothing. A vassal. I get territory in exchange for loyalty 

to Him, which brings me to the second question you asked. I’m delivering 
you to Him. He has quite an interest in you.” 

“Who is He?” I asked. I was thinking the president, the police, maybe 
God. 

“Definitely not him,” the voice said through Randy. “Think the opposite 
of that last thought. You may call me Murmur. Please don’t refer to me as 
Randy or the thing.” 

What the hell? Hadn’t this thing- 
“Ahem,” Murmur said. The side of his fist was still pressed to his 

temple. The two extended fingers began to stretch and lengthen, turning 
black and growing narrow at the tips until each ended in a pitch black spike. 

I stared at this and before I could say anything Murmur dropped his 
hand down to his side, the points growing longer still. He pulled it back like 
he was a boxer preparing to deliver an uppercut and then he whipped his 
fist forward, points extended. 

“Fu-” I said as I tried to hurl myself to the side. My hip hit the urinal 
and then the points slipped right through my shirt, piercing into the soft 
flesh of my belly, right below my naval. I heard my blood splatter across the 
tile floor of the bathroom as the points speared my stomach and he pushed 
them straight up into my lungs. 
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Hearing your blood splatter against the urine wet floor of a bathroom is 
depressing. How can it not be? You’re not really sure if it’s just blood or if 
you’re actually spilling your guts into some guy’s leftover puddle of piss. 

I panicked as I felt my lungs both slowly deflate. I pounded his 
shoulders with my fists. I tried to breathe in, but all I felt was a great, empty 
cavity in my chest. It was like blowing all the air out of your lungs and being 
unable to get air back into them, like they’d quit on the job. 

I clawed at Randy’s face as he lifted me up on the two spears like I was 
nothing more than a child, my feet kicking in the air. I brought both hands 
together on his head like I was banging cymbals, trying to box his ears and 
blow out his eardrums. 

“What makes you think that would work?” Murmur asked. “What 
makes you think I have ears under this?” 

I clenched my fists together and hammered his face, hearing his nose 
crunch beneath the blows. I couldn’t breathe and my vision swam red with 
black dancing dots. 

I looked down to see bumps appear on both of my shoulders, behind 
my collar bone, close to my neck, and in front of my shoulder blades. My 
eyes hurt from the horrible strain of watching the bumps grow larger until 
the black points of his fingers popped through the skin and then my t-shirt, 
easy as pie, and kept extending upward. 

As I lost consciousness I saw him smiling and felt the points push their 
way into the skin of my jaw, felt them spear my tongue into place. 

“Time to live up to expectations, Little Horn,” Murmur whispered. 
I blacked out. 
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When I woke up, my face was pressed against a hard, sandy surface. 
It was pitch black, and I could hear stirring all around me. Where I was 

smelled old, and tired somehow. It smelled like I’d imagine an old lady 
living alone would.  

I sat up quickly, regretting it the moment I did. Hot pain lanced from 
my stomach to my tongue. 

Murmur’s voice came from somewhere to my right. “It will hurt like 
that for a while. It’s a necessary part of the process to bring you here. Focus 
on it though. It will bring you back to yourself, and we wouldn’t want you 
to get separated from yourself in this place. Oh no, that would be tragic.”  

The shifting and stirring that accompanied his voice drew up around me 
in the darkness. It was above me and beside me at the same time. 

I opened my mouth to scream, and felt part of my lower lip rip apart. 
Something sliced through it. 

“Careful,” Murmur’s voice whispered in the darkness, surrounding me 
once again. 

My fingertips warmed with blood when I brought my hand up to feel 
my mouth. Something warm and hard and- 

“Sharp,” I tried to say as I felt the razor separate the muscle in my 
middle finger. 

“Do try and be careful, Little Horn. That’s razor wire threading your lips 
shut.” Murmur’s voice, the other voices. “You wouldn’t want to come all 
this way just to nick an artery and bleed out, would you?” 

How was I supposed to speak if I couldn’t open my mouth? 
“Just like that,” the voice in the darkness said. More stirring around me. 

More movement. 
Why can I breathe now? Am I dead? 



HANDBOOK FOR A TEENAGE ANTICHRIST 

143 

“Not yet,” Murmur answered. “But soon enough I suppose. You’re not 
dead. My hands never entered your body. That would be absolutely foul. I 
merely let you run with what you thought might happen and gave you the 
illusion that it was happening.” 

Where am I? 
“You are in my manse. My castle. My home sweet home. Do you like 

it?” 
Let me go. 
“Oh dear, that would be no fun though.” 
Fine. I’ll leave on my own. 
“Good luck,” Murmur said with a chuckle. 
I leaned forward on all fours, breathing deeply through my nose and 

feeling that phantom—according to this thing—pain burn in my lungs. 
“Tsk-tsk-tsk,” Murmur said, playful. “I warned you about that.” 
A stirring noise, dusty and ancient, filled the room. 
Room? Hall? Castle?  
Room. 
I kept my injured hand out in front of me, not wanting any of the sandy 

crap on the floor to get into that deep cut on my middle finger. My hand 
brushed something hard and hairy, and I had to do everything in my power 
not to cry out again, not to- 

“Pop another stitch?” Murmur giggled and the stirring sounds around 
me intensified as his giggles filled the room. “Careful, care-ful,” he sang, 
and then whispered, “It might bite.” 

Murmur didn’t want me to die quickly so I doubted that anything would 
bite me hard enough to kill me. 

“Man and his logic.” Murmur sounded disappointed. 
I reached my hand out to the right of where I last felt the hairy, hard 

thing. This time my knuckles bumped into something that felt the same, 
only this one was bumpy—no, braided. I shook my head as Murmur 
giggled again, sounding too pleased with himself. 

 
“Boo,” Murmur said. “Hiss.” 
The hiss filled the room as the stirring kicked up in intensity. I waited 

for it to die down again, not having a reason to do so besides the fact that it 
was severely creeping me the fuck out. 

Sighing through my nose while pursing my lips, I wrapped my right 
hand around what felt like a decaying rope and extended my left hand in 
sweeping motions trying to find the rope I brushed the first time. I found it, 
grabbed a hold of it, and pulled myself forward on my knees. Both ropes 
had a small amount of give in them. When I was finally between them and 
no longer pulling, the give disappeared as the rope stretched back. 
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I felt my way down the rope’s rough surface. They were anchored into 
the floor, almost as if they’d sprouted from there. I tried pulling one of 
them out of the ground. The top of the rope swayed, lethargic and heavy, 
like it had one of those large Thanksgiving Day parade floats attached to 
the top. 

“I wouldn’t do that,” Murmur’s voice filled the room again; the 
whispering voices his constant companions. The ropes hummed with each 
syllable he spoke. 

My heart pounded as the ropes kept creaking back and forth. The 
stirring, shuffling sound grew louder. The voices kept whispering. 

I sat there thinking for some time, not sure of what to do next, where to 
go. I swept my right hand back and forth as I tried to work my way toward 
Murmur’s voice. 

Is this what I’m supposed to do? 
Murmur didn’t respond. 
More ropes anchored to the ground, all swaying. 
I kept moving forward albeit very slowly moving forward. My injured, 

bleeding hand swept the air for obstacles in my path. 
More and more of those strange swaying and creaking ropes. They were 

getting as thick as bamboo the closer I moved toward Murmur’s voice. At 
first they seemed to be separated by several feet, but now I ran into them 
with more frequency and less distance between. 

Out of breath, I rested with my head on my forearm, crouched down 
like a man praying to Mohammed after the calls of his Imam. 

“Resting so soon?” Murmur’s voice, the whispering voices almost 
blotting his out, all around me. I could hear the ropes vibrating. 

I lifted my head, and felt something tickle then crawl into my nose. I 
tried to scream as I batted at it, shifting the scream into a kind of growl as 
the razor wire tugged at my bottom lip, slicing through it. 

The thing in my nose wasn’t moving anymore and I dug my pinkie into 
the offending nostril, hoping to pull the crawling thing out rather than push 
it further in. 

“Careful of the illusion, Bal. You’re on the verge of shattering it,” 
Murmur’s voice warned. The whispers sounded like screams as they filled 
my ears, making me cringe. 

I rubbed the finger from my nose together with my other fingers. They 
felt oily and a little warm. I brought the fingers back up to my nose, sniffing 
in the dark, terrified as the stirring and shuffling continued around me.  

The smell was hot and earthy. Coppery. 
It smelled like blood. 
“Almost there,” Murmur whispered, the voices overwhelming me in a 

flowing current of screams, yells, and shrieks. 
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Almost—I took a sinus clearing breath and brought the fingers back 
again. I tapped my upper lip and felt blood—there. 

I touched my chin. It was dry. 
Why was my chin dry if my lower lip was split open? 
“You can only blame yourself.” I couldn’t even hear Murmur’s refined 

voice in the midst of the shrieking chorus. “Two more steps.”  
I didn’t understand. No blood on my chin, but blood flowing up into 

my nose from my lower lip? 
I shuffled forward what I approximated two steps would be if I was 

crunching along the sandy floor in a standing and upright position. I 
couldn’t stand though. I didn’t know where the ceiling was or what was on 
it. The floor felt safe. 

Hold on.  
I paused. I’d felt something other than the rotting caress of the ropes. 

Where had it gone? 
I searched the floor with my good hand. 
There it is.  
It felt rubbery, and just like the ropes, it swayed when I grabbed a hold 

of it, only this one felt... lighter. 
It felt like I could pull it in, but I didn’t. I was afraid of what might be 

floating from it up there above me. It felt like a trap. 
I ran my fingers down the... cord? Was it a cord? 
That’s exactly what it felt like. It was mounted to the floor with a 

circular fixture of some sort. Running my hands around the circular shape, 
feeling the screw heads that fastened it to the ground, I ran across 
something smooth and plastic, with a bump that was all too familiar.  

A switch. 
Taking a deep breath, I listened. All around me the ropes had stopped 

creaking and swaying. The stirring had stopped. Everything had stopped. 
You there? 
I wanted screams to fill my ears in answer to that question, but none 

did. It was silent. 
“Fugg tis,” I said from behind the razor wire. The mumbling from my 

throat died immediately. No echo. 
I took one more deep breath. 
Then I flipped the switch. 
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Soft light pressed out from a single bulb that floated in the darkness 
above.  

Ancient, rotting ropes stretched up from the ground all around me. I 
was surrounded by them, and beyond the ropes lay more darkness; 
oppressive darkness that leaned into the tiny perimeter of light that was 
thrown from the bulb. I couldn’t see any walls and I didn’t see Murmur. All 
I saw were the ropes.  

There were so many ropes that it looked like I was in the middle of a 
bamboo field, except the plant life had been exchanged for ropes extending 
up about fifteen feet to the ceiling. 

The ceiling. 
Jesus Christ, the ceiling was something else. It was bumpy and furry. It 

looked like a random and unlevel shag carpeting job with thousands upon 
thousands of stringy yellow, silvery white, flowing black, and mousey brown 
spots dotting its surface. It was bizarre, really.  

I had to stare at it. I’d never seen a ceiling that looked anything like this 
one. The ropes extended up and disappeared between the bunched spots. 
They were knotted up at the top to stop the sway I guessed, to keep the 
ropes anchored into that weird ceiling. 

The cord next to the switch extended up to the ceiling as well. At the 
top, a single, bare light bulb nestled between a yellow-red patch of longer 
shag and a bare spot. There were bare spots interspersed with all the 
colored spots, like something had rubbed against those spots and rubbed 
away the carpeting. I didn’t want to think about what could be large enough 
to rub against that ceiling. 

The bulb had to be mounted to the ceiling with some sort of wire, and 
the cord was just hanging down to the ground. Maybe the only way to 
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access the power was through the floor. Murmur did say that this was a 
castle. 

The floor was a yellowish-white color. I rubbed at it and saw that it was 
chalky. It stained my fingers, and when I saw my fingers, I saw the blood. I 
inspected the cut on my middle finger first. It was nowhere near as bad as 
I’d originally thought.  

I brought my fingers to my upper and lower lips, tracing the outline of 
the razor wire and feeling the warm, wet blood. My fingers were covered in 
blood when I brought them away from my lower lip.  

I stared at the coating of blood, then my hand started to shake as I saw 
something else. Three bumps were lifting up and away from my skin toward 
that weird ceiling. Something was trying to crawl out from inside the skin of 
my fingers. I felt no pain, but knew that this must be what was happening. 

That slow, crawling feeling in my nose had to be an insect laying eggs 
there. The eggs must’ve promptly hatched and the larva had crawled to my 
extremities to burst forth from beneath my skin. That had to be it, yet I felt 
no pain as those three bumps got larger and more pointed. I couldn’t do 
anything but stare, feeling that I would scream out into the dimly lit forest 
of ropes at any moment. 

Then one bump disappeared. It just went away. No feeling, no nothing. 
Just gone. 

I watched the other two bumps and my breath hitched in my chest. I 
felt my eyes widen as I saw what had actually happened to that first bump. 
It hadn’t just disappeared.  

The second and third bump grew larger and larger until they just... fell 
up. 

That’s right, they fell up.  
The drops of blood both stretched away from my skin until they finally 

could hold on no longer and let go. I watched them float up and hit the 
ceiling. 

One splatted on a yellowing grey bump and another plopped onto one 
of the rubbed away spots. One of the bald spots. 

For a moment, I felt like Alice in Wonderland as I gazed up at the tiny 
splatter of my blood on the yellowing grey spot.  

I was crawling around on the ceiling. 
Up was down and down was up.  
I was on the ceiling. That bumpy carpet was the floor. 
I wondered if Murmur had tiny, ornate glass vials filled with growing 

and shrinking potions in another room covered with singing flowers.  
A muffled giggle escaped from my throat, but the rest was choked off. 
The yellowing grey spot had moved. At least, I thought it had moved. It 

was a faint, little motion, but it seemed like motion nonetheless. 
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My eyes burned from staying open for so long, staring at the same spot. 
I was about to look away when the spot seemed to turn, to almost rotate to 
the side. The dry, rustling sound came to my ears again. 

I let out a deep breath. I’d been holding it; for how long I didn’t know. 
At the sound of my empty sigh, the yellowish grey spot rolled. All breath 

left me.  
I was looking at a face—a human face. It was old and withered, 

toothless. An eye hung from its right socket. The eye still remaining in its 
left socket slowly rolled and fixed on me. 

No. 
The rubbed spot with the bright red splatter of blood on it rolled and 

fixed its gaze on me as well. Another face, another set of eyes. 
No. 
A black haired man with a graying mustache. Blue eyes. 
No. 
A silver haired woman with blue eye shadow and bright pink lipstick. 

Green eyes. 
No. 
A blonde co-ed with full and decaying lips smiled at me. Hazel eyes. 
No. 
I started scrambling back in the direction I’d come from, my legs 

hooking and bumping against ropes. All those spots, all those heads started 
turning to look down at me, to look up at me. The heads turned in a slow 
moving, faces upraised wave that reminded me of the wet spot that spread 
across Randy’s crotch. 

The heads were connected to the ropes. The heads were hanging from 
the ceiling. I was on the ceiling and those were hanging bodies below me. 

No. 
“Yes,” Murmur hissed in the darkness and all the mouths on the faces 

looking at me screamed the very same. 
I scrambled back faster, but got tangled in the ropes. I was in a spider 

web of hanging bodies, but I kept thrashing. I looked up at all the faces of 
the young and old swaying alongside each other. Dimpled chins colliding 
into pallid cheeks, lined foreheads smashing into gaping, broken-toothed 
mouths.  

I thrashed harder, trying to free myself from the tangle, unable to take 
my eyes away from the violently swaying bodies above me. Then, when a 
break in the heads formed I saw through to the ground. I saw through to 
what was below the bodies, below their feet.  

“I warned you.” Murmur’s voice came to me, and the swaying faces 
voiced his words right along with him, screaming at me, shrieking at me. 

What I saw below the hanging bodies made vomit start to slide up my 
throat. I swallowed it back hard, afraid of drowning in it. 
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Surrounded by thousands of hanging bodies and I was worried about 
drowning in vomit. 

Looking back at me from below the swaying feet of the bodies were 
more faces, their eyes alert and moving as they followed my progress on the 
ceiling.  

Grey hair. 
Long grey hair extending down past hips. Crow’s feet at the corners of 

every pair of eyes. Wrinkled mouths. 
The bodies below the hanging mass of people were all ancient. 
These bodies, gnarled with age, stood upright and motionless, their 

mouths open wide. Their mouths open so wide that their jaws must’ve 
creaked at first, and then finally cracked open wide and unhinged as their 
cheeks tore.  

Shiny, black, and gore-streaked spikes extended out of those gaping 
mouths, their teeth digging into the rotting wood, some buried deep within 
it and others snapped off at awkward angles. Accusing me, the spikes 
pointed up as did all of the eyes. They all said the same thing. 

I was a trespasser, I did not belong. 
I kept trying to crawl back to get away from all the eyes, all the faces. 
Murmur. 
He said nothing as I kept scrambling backwards. 
Murmur, where are you? 
A long and joy-filled laugh boomed out across the room. 
“Murmur,” I tried to say as I kept struggling to back up and get away 

from all the bodies. The razor wire sliced through my lips in several places 
and I could feel the warmth of fresh blood begin to work its way up my 
face. 

Why had my lips been razor-wired shut to begin with? 
“Murmur,” I tried again and felt more cold slivers of pain tear across my 

lips. 
The spikes in my stomach hadn’t been real, so why would this be? 
“Because you’re along the border of hell,” Murmur hissed at me, the joy 

no longer in his voice. Something was off. His voice didn’t have its original 
power. 

I took a deep breath, knowing what came next would be the worst pain 
I’d ever faced. I knew what had to be done, but didn’t know what I was 
supposed to say. I opened my mouth wide, knowing the consequences. 

“MURMUR!” I screamed the word. The voice didn’t feel like my own as 
the razor wire slipped through my lips like a knife through butter. 

“You summon me, Little Horn?” Murmur’s hiss coupled with the voices 
of thousands of people crammed into that room came back to me. All the 
mouths moved at the same time. Pale grey lips, black worm eaten tongues 
all moving as one. 
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“Why am I here?” I asked. 
“You tell me.” The bodies began rocking to the left and right, voices 

dropping low. “The utter gall of it all. You summoned me, did you not?” 
Murmur sounded like a pouting child told to put away his toys. 
“I don’t know where that came from, I-” 
“You do, Little Horn,” Murmur interrupted, the voices moaning 

underneath his words. “How could you not?”  
“Why do you keep calling me Little Horn? What does that even mean?” 
“How can he not know?” Murmur whispered. I couldn’t tell if he was 

talking to himself or someone else. “He doesn’t know.” 
I sat in silence. I was screwed. I was on his turf. I was at his beck and 

call, yet he sounded like I was the one that made him talk, like I was the one 
in charge. 

“Murmur,” I said in a voice I hoped sounded as commanding as the one 
I had used when I summoned him. “I command you to answer me.”  

His laughter came back, grating on my ears as the living dead in the 
room laughed with him. 

“I call you Little Horn, because it’s who you are.”  
The screaming voices of the hanging took on a deep note of despair at 

the word Horn. 
“Fine, but what-” 
The sharp crack of dead fingers snapping echoed through the room and 

all the heads hanging from the nooses of all the ropes relaxed at once. He 
may have laughed at me, but he still answered my question. 

“You were saying?” The voices dropped to a dull, low hum beneath 
Murmur’s words. 

“This place. Where is it?” I asked. I quit moving when the faces turned 
away from me, afraid that if I upset a single rope the room would come 
squirming back to sick life. I kept my eyes on the floor my hands were 
touching; the ceiling. 

“Where my manse is located is of no importance or interest to you, 
dearest one. I expected that you of all people would know that.” 

I thought for a moment. “What is this place?” 
“I’ve already told you that. It’s my manse, my little getaway from the 

dreary day to day work that I do.” 
“And what is it that you do?” I asked. I really didn’t want to know. I was 

stalling, trying to figure some way out of this place. 
“That’s unimportant, as well,” Murmur said. His educated lilt slapping 

me with its scorn. “All that should matter to you is mi collecione.” 
“Your collection... are you talking about-” I left it hanging. I wasn’t sure 

what to fill in. 
“Them?” Murmur asked. From his voice I could tell he was pointing at 

the bodies. Their heads made up that unmoving, colorful ceiling again. 
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“Yes,” I answered. 
“Of course they are.” 
“What are they?” I asked. 
“What, or who?” Murmur asked, playful again. 
“Whichever,” I said. 
“They,” Murmur said, the voices sighing softly as he did. “They are the 

bodies and souls of those who felt a need or want to barter said souls for 
earthly goods or services.” 

“Souls and bodies,” I said, blood dripping up into my eyes from the 
tears in my lips.  

I kept telling myself that the razor wire wasn’t real, but when I brought 
my fingertips up to my lips I felt hanging strips of hamburger, and those 
strips with their accompanying bursts of red flaring pain felt all too real. 

What had I done? 
“Yes. Souls and bodies. We’ll take one case as an example,” Murmur 

said to me, then he said, “Charlie Reynolds, please look up.” 
I heard rustling above me and looked up, seeing a dirty blonde mop of 

hair shift and then look right back at me. The dirty blonde hair belonged to 
a young-looking man with sharp features on his beaten face, a gaping, 
ragged smile cut across his throat, and a deep, black cut under his left eye.  

His eyes.  
His eyes looked so tired. 
“You’re looking at Charlie Reynolds’ soul, divorced from his body of 

course, but nonetheless his mortal soul.” 
Charlie’s mouth moved as the words from Murmur rang out. I could 

hear Murmur’s voice and Charlie’s voice both at the same time. A two part 
harmony. 

“That’s what a soul looks like?” I asked.  
“Your soul looks just like you do, only it’s more important than your 

body will ever be. You see, your soul can survive without your body, but 
your body cannot endure without a soul. Sell your soul and you’ve just 
signed your own death warrant.” 

“Then why do people do it?” 
“Greed, lust, gluttony, wrath, et cetera, et cetera,” Murmur sighed. “The 

reasons for a human to sell their soul are without limit, and yet the reward 
carries a subtle finality that those who complete the transaction will never 
grasp. 

“You see, they trade their soul for something, let’s say for the love of 
another. And how do they feel after? Why they feel just the same except 
now they have what they wanted, the love of that person. They think 
they’ve already traded their soul away at the time of barter, but it doesn’t 
work like that. They feel the same, because their soul is still inside of them. 
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They don’t understand that they’re renting something that they no longer 
own.” 

“If the hanging bodies are souls, what lies below them on the stakes?” I 
asked. 

“Ah,” Murmur hissed back, and Charlie smiled up at me, his eyes 
screaming, as Murmur continued. “That is the exchange these people sign 
into when they trade their soul for something. They always forget about 
their body. They think that their soul is just an inanimate object to barter 
with and once dead, someone else will own it. And their body? Well, they 
think that it will just rot in a cemetery somewhere. Let me show you 
something.” 

Another of those sharp, dry snaps echoed in the room. It sounded like it 
came from my right. Immediately a circle of space formed around where 
Charlie’s upraised face dangled from its noose as the bodies surrounding 
him pushed back in a ring. The rustling of dead flesh rubbing against 
rotting hair, broken teeth, and more dead flesh filled the air. 

It sounded like discarded newspaper blowing along the gutters. 
The elderly eyes of the staked bodies above Charlie’s hanging soul stared 

at me. They were packed together like cattle. 
Another snap echoed across the room. Like blown on blades of grass, 

the stakes began to lean away in a ring from a single staked body right 
below Charlie Reynolds’ hanging soul. A groaning noise came to me. I 
didn’t know if the sound was coming from the rotting stakes themselves or 
from the thousands of bodies staked around Charlie’s. 

One body stood upright. It never bent. Speared anus to mouth, I could 
finally see how the things stood up. I looked at the old man below Charlie, 
my heart hammering in my chest as I squinted at the face with that awful 
spear of wood exiting its mouth. 

There was a deep, black cut under its left eye. 
It looked like an older version of Charlie Reynolds’ soul. 
It looked like- 
“Charlie Reynolds’ body,” Murmur finished. Charlie’s hanging soul 

spoke at the same time, and the cracked teeth of Charlie’s body dug their 
way deeper into the wooden stake. 
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“How long?”  
It was all that I could manage to get out. 
“How long what?” Charlie and Murmur both asked. The rest of the 

hanging bodies provided a backdrop that sounded like a soft breeze below 
this. 

“How long has he been here?” I asked. “Why is his body old, but his 
soul young?” 

“So many questions, Little Horn. He’s been here for two earth years. 
Unfortunately, time works differently down here than it does where you’re 
from.” 

Reading my thoughts, Murmur answered the fear that had just popped 
into my head. “Relax. The time difference doesn’t affect those who aren’t 
inhabitants. Those who are though... well... their body’s age, but their souls 
look exactly the same as when they were bartered. I’ve been collecting 
Soulless for quite a time.” 

“Why do you stake their bodies below their soul?” I asked. 
“Good question.” 
A sound like snapping twigs echoed across the room as first the stakes 

around Charlie’s body bent back upright and then the ring of space closed 
around his hanging soul. 

I lost him almost immediately in the sea of decaying hair. 
“To your left, Little Horn,” Murmur said. 
My light flicked off as another of those dim bulbs crackled to life about 

twenty feet from where I was crouched. Beneath this bulb were several 
ropes and a spot of empty ceiling. 

“Now don’t move an inch or utter even a sigh,” Murmur whispered. 
“We wouldn’t want them to confuse you for one of the Soulless.” 
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Didn’t want who to confuse me for one of the Soulless, I wanted to ask, 
but I didn’t. I lay down on my stomach terrified, and for a good reason. 

After what felt like hours, I heard a noise. It sounded like someone or 
something was sobbing and sliding along the ceiling. The sobbing kept 
getting louder and I watched as a brunette teenaged girl in a peasant skirt 
and thrift store t-shirt burst through the far edge of the darkness and 
scrambled into the dim light on all fours. 

It was Lucie.  
My heart jumped to my chest where it pounded as I caught the gleam 

off of her nose ring. 
The loop was pierced through the wrong nostril though, and I felt guilty 

relief as I realized that this was someone else.  
This girl had a bright shock of magenta hair in a hectic sort of braid. I 

guess the light just made it seem brown, or maybe that illusion had been 
Murmur’s doing. The girl was pregnant. I hadn’t noticed that either in my 
shock. 

She sat down directly under the bulb, hugging her knees to her chest 
and looking around for a while. She fixed her gaze on me several times, but 
she couldn’t see me in the darkness. Her mascara, as well as mucus from 
her nose, ran up her face as she blinked away the tears pouring from her 
eyes. 

Lucie or not, I couldn’t just leave her there; I had to at least try and help 
her. 

I took in a deep breath and tensed my arms to lift myself up off the 
ceiling as a large, pale, and hairless hand pressed down in front of my face, 
less than an inch from my nose. It was followed by a length of thick wood 
that lowered down a few inches in front of the hand.  
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I bit down to keep from screaming and almost passed out as pain lanced 
through my shredded lips.  

Two pale feet hopped over my body following the hands. The feet were 
attached to long, hairless legs. The legs seemed to have no muscle on them. 
They looked like bones covered in tight, pale skin. The legs connected to 
pale, naked hips and an ashen torso. I couldn’t see a head, but the thing 
carried an oblong sphere mounted on top of a staff. The arms, torso, and 
legs gave the creature the appearance of a crouched over skeleton that had 
only grown skin.  

I shuddered at this thought, and the creature whipped around towards 
me. Crouching dead still, it didn’t move and I felt like it was looking for me, 
searching for me. 

The girl beneath the solitary light bulb screamed as she brought her 
hand up to her head and felt the mucus from her nose hanging above her in 
long, shiny ropes. She had figured it out faster than I had. The creature 
whipped back toward the girl, and started slinking closer to the ring of light, 
staying in the darkness. 

Once it got just outside the ring of light, it started to sneak counter-
clockwise around the light’s perimeter. That’s when another of the creatures 
came into view from the left. This one had darker skin, but the same staff 
with the same oblong sphere on top. I couldn’t see a head on this one 
either. 

The darker one followed the pale one. 
Several of them circled the girl, like hyenas before a kill. The newest one 

slammed its staff against the ceiling with a loud thock—a small cloud of dust 
falling up from the impact—and continued to circle. 

Her ass dragging across the ceiling as she clutched at her belly, the girl 
screamed at the sound and started scrambling backwards away from where 
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she’d heard the noise come from. She got to the far edge of the light when 
another thock sounded from right behind her.  

She wheeled around screaming and stood up. She walked backwards 
towards me, and tripped on a bump that I didn’t think had been there when 
the light had turned on. She went down hard, clutching her pregnant belly 
and crying out in pain as her hip connected with the ceiling, dust falling up 
around her in a small cloud. 

The creatures continued to circle; only they seemed to be coming from 
the left in faster and faster intervals, like there were more of them joining 
the circle. They all crouched and scampered like skeletal monkeys holding 
staffs in their right hands. 

“They’re my Chosen,” Murmur whispered. 
I almost shuddered again, but never got the chance. The creatures 

started hitting their staffs against the floor in faster and faster intervals, like 
a hippy drum circle, until the girl sat balled in the center of the light, 
clutching her knees to her chest again. 

They also started breathing in a synchronized rhythm. It sounded like 
the breathing class that pregnant women go to for childbirth. It was just like 
that, only deeper and full of threatening malice.  

Short-short-long. 
The short breaths sounded like laughing wheezes. 
Short-short-long. 
The long breaths came out as snarling growls. 
Short-short-long. 
At this point the girl lost it and started screaming. 
How could she not? She was surrounded by things she couldn’t see in 

the darkness, but that could see her and were synchronizing their breathing 
and banging something against the floor in rhythm. 

I wanted to scream and I wasn’t even in the center of their circle. 
The creatures stopped moving and crouched facing the girl, silent once 

more as the girl kept screaming and screaming. She clawed at her throat as 
the screams tore through her. She kept screaming until her voice 
abandoned her, and then she started breathing out these high-pitched sighs.  

She finally stopped and took in several deep and ragged breaths as she 
looked around at the darkness that surrounded her. She still sat with her 
knees pulled to her chest, protecting her unborn. 

The creatures still crouched motionless. 
The girl closed her eyes, filled her lungs, and breathed out a deep sigh. It 

sounded like a sigh of relief. 
Unheard, the creatures crawled into the light. 



157 

 
 
 
 
 
 

13 
 
 

Crouched shoulder to shoulder, the creatures formed a perfect circle 
around the girl. They had no heads. There was just empty space on their 
shoulders like nothing had ever been there.  

None of the creatures were clothed. Gazing upon their naked bodies, I 
wish they had been. 

Their genitals had been removed and angry, pink scar tissue occupied 
the space where a penis or a pair of breasts had once hung, and what had 
originally been a vagina was now just a fold of flesh sewn shut with razor 
wire. 

And the staffs. Jesus, the staffs. 
The oblong sphere atop each staff was a human head. The creatures 

looked as though they had once been human as well, although how long 
ago that was, I couldn’t tell you.  

Every single one of the heads on the staffs was shaved and all of the 
ears were clipped off. Each left eye was sewn shut with razor wire, a slow-
flowing drip of blood working its way across the forehead of each face. The 
mouths were sewn shut with razor wire as well. 

The right eye on each head worked though. All the right eyes looked 
down at the girl. She sat balled in the middle of the circle, breathing deep, 
cooling breaths into her scream sore throat. 

Flexing its sharp, brown fingernails, the palest creature, and the only one 
with a pale leather strap across its chest, lifted its staff. This creature stood 
directly behind the girl, and the pale, wrinkled head mounted atop the staff 
looked around the circle at each of the other heads. Without a sound, all the 
other creatures lifted their staffs in unison. The pale creature’s human head 
fixed its right eye upon the balled up girl and blinked once. 
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The creature slammed the staff down, burying the bottom three inches 
into the ceiling. The girl’s eyes opened wide as she took in all the creatures 
surrounding her with their staffs raised. 

She took in a breath to scream again, but was drowned out by the rest of 
the staffs slamming deep into the ceiling. 
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I watched as little plumes of the white dust from the ceiling fell up to 
the bumpy, carpet of human hair. The girl screamed that breathy half-
scream as the creatures closed the circle in tighter. They left their staffs 
buried in the ceiling, the right eyes on all the heads following every bit of 
movement. 

“Wait. Stop,” the girl choked out through those half screams and deep, 
rasping breaths of air. “I had a deal in place.”  

If the creatures could hear or understand what she’d said, they didn’t 
respond. They just kept moving in on her. 

“Wait, I had a deeeeeeeal,” she whined. 
I guess she thought that she could reason with the creatures. I didn’t 

understand how she could think that was possible, but I thought if I was in 
her position I would have tried the exact same thing.  

When you’re breathing your last, everything is on the table. 
“Where are you?” She cried out in that scratchy voice of hers. “You said 

that he and I could be together, and he would provide for the baby if I gave 
you my soul.”  

The closing circle of pale, headless creatures stopped moving. 
“Answer me,” she pouted. 
I could hear a sound like a rustling fall wind flow through the room. I 

knew why I couldn’t feel a breeze to accompany it though. It was the 
sighing of hanging souls above me, and I had to wonder if she knew what 
the ropes attached to. 

She answered my curiosity when she grabbed hold of the closest rope 
and hauled herself up. I could see that she was far along, or had been 
before she came here. The creatures surrounding her stood still although 
the eyes in the heads followed every movement. 
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“Show yourse-,” she began, looking up at what she couldn’t know were 
hanging souls.  

“No,” Murmur interrupted with a whisper that shot out like a shout. 
The voices of lost souls filled the underside of the word. 

“But-” she tried again. 
“But nothing. We made a deal,” Murmur whispered, and the voices of 

those forfeit whispered along with him. 
Again, sounding like it came from my right, his snap rang out in the 

room, spurring the creatures into motion and silencing the hanging 
Soulless. 

“But you promised,” she screamed. “You promised!” 
One of the creatures leapt forward and grabbed onto her right arm, 

sinking sharp, dirty fingernails deep into her flesh. Not thinking, she jerked 
her arm away from the creature’s grasp, clutching at her pregnant belly with 
her other hand. The nails slid along her arm like a hot knife through soft 
cheese. Blood began to pour up her bicep, dripping up onto the heads of 
the Soulless. 

Whether they felt the splatters of blood or smelled it, I’ll never know, 
but the reaction was complete. The whole mass of them came to life, 
moving and swaying together, moaning and crying out at her to join their 
ranks, to become one with them. 

She screamed when she looked up and saw what was above her. More 
of the headless creatures fell upon her, pinning her arms to the ceiling, 
straddling her, sitting on her big belly, holding her head, neck, and limbs 
down. 

“NOOOOO! YOU PROMISED THAT HE WOULD BE TAKEN 
CARE OF!” 

Murmur didn’t respond. He didn’t have to. The creature’s actions were 
speaking with more force than he could ever have hoped to speak with. 

The palest creature, the one who had slammed his staff into the ceiling 
first, walked over to the bump on the ceiling the girl had tripped over. He 
extended his pinkie, the nail on this finger longer than the others, and sliced 
across the bump. It split open, and he reached his hand deep into the slit. 
Pulling his arm out, I saw that he held the end of a rope in his fist. His 
hands moved with delicate sureness, the sureness that comes with practice, 
as he tied the hangman’s noose. 

I wondered how many of the souls above us he’d hung and shuddered 
as he coiled loop after deft loop to make that signature coil that so easily 
identifies a hangman’s noose.  

You never mistake a hangman’s noose for a lasso. 
With the noose completed, the creature pulled plenty of slack out of the 

slit in the ceiling, piling it in neat, little heaps beside the crying girl. 
She began to beg. 
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“I’ll do anything, just let my son live,” she said in between body rocking 
sobs. 

The creature holding the noose scampered over to her head, and the 
other creatures holding that section of the body down loosened their grip. 
The girl tried to struggle away, but it was no use. You could see the despair 
in her eyes, the knowledge of her impending fate etched on her face, and in 
her token struggle. 

“Please,” she whimpered. “Just let him live.” 
The creature slid the noose around her neck, and pulled the loop tight. 

It hopped back over to slit in the ceiling and reached in again. I could see its 
shoulder muscles working like it was trying to turn something. 

The creature pulled its arm back out, and ran its pinkie nail along the 
edge of the slit on the ceiling. The slit closed around the rope and the bump 
recessed back into the ceiling. 

“Please. I’m sorry. Just let him live. That’s all I ask. Just let him live. 
Please.” 

Another of Murmur’s snaps and one by one the creatures got up and 
dislodged their staffs from the ceiling, making sure that only one of their 
number was off the girl at any time. 

Only one staff remained.  
I looked up and my mouth dropped open. The girl started screaming 

again as she saw the same thing that I saw. An empty space was forming 
amongst the hanging bodies, and a stake pointed up in the middle of the 
speared bodies.  

An empty stake. 
The Soulless looked up and watched everything as did the eyes of the 

ancient bodies that the souls used to belong to. 
The pale creature crawled over to the only staff still planted in the 

ceiling. He wrapped both hands around the thick base of it and pulled it 
out. Bringing the staff above his head, he paused as if waiting for 
something. 

My breath caught in my throat as I waited with him, waited for what I 
knew came next. The eyes of all the decapitated and mutilated heads closed 
as one, including the eye of the head on the staff the pale creature held 
above his head. 

The eye popped back open and the pale creature slammed down its staff 
against the ceiling. This time the staff didn’t bury itself in the white, chalky 
ceiling. The sound of the impact echoed, and gravity reversed for the girl 
and the creatures. 

The creatures holding onto the girl fell with her as she screamed the 
whole way down. The ones around her arms and face clawed and scratched, 
bright ribbons of red blood and white ribbons of tissue opening up across 
her face, neck, and belly.  
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The snap of the girl’s neck sounded like a rifle shot from my section of 
darkness. She didn’t quit screaming though, if anything she got louder and 
louder until I thought that I would go mad with the sound of it in my ears. I 
clamped my eyes shut, and felt myself on the verge of screaming and trying 
to claw out my own throat when Murmur returned to me. 

“Watch,” he commanded as all the hanging glanced up at me, screaming 
the same at me. 

They refocused on the hanging pregnant girl as did I. The creatures 
dropped off of her and stood around the empty stake, their staffs planted 
into the ground, the eyes on the head’s looking up at the still screaming girl 
whose neck bent at an awkward angle. Two of the creatures hung from 
each of her feet, the roughhewn stake pointing up between her legs, and the 
rest held their hands up, palms facing her like they were trying to guide a 
piano being lowered from a crane. 

It was surreal how normal that simple body position looked on them. 
The girl’s screams transitioned into a choking noise. It was an all-

consuming retching noise. I thought it was just her trachea crushing. 
I was wrong. 
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What happened next is hard to explain, not because I can’t find the 
words, but because I can find the words so easily. 

If you’ve ever seen a snake unhinge its jaw and then squeeze something 
that’s eight times the size of its head down its throat, you’ll understand what 
happened next.  

If you haven’t... Well, you’ve bought the wrong ticket to the wrong 
show. 

The four creatures hanging from the girl’s feet began to get closer and 
closer to the ground. I thought they were just stretching their own feet 
down to meet the ground until I saw what was happening with the girl’s 
face. She kept retching and her jaw began to widen. 

I thought she was going to throw something up, maybe her windpipe, 
until she breathed out a bright shock of magenta hair.  

It was braided. 
The bright braid hung from the left corner of her mouth like a dead fish, 

heavy and wet with the girl’s saliva, swaying after being expelled with such 
force. The choking sounds continued as her mouth widened even further in 
size and more of that magenta hair spilled out. 

Tears ran from the corners of her eyes as she suffocated, choked, hung. 
She looked like she could feel everything. Her eyes kept darting around at 
the circle of hanging souls surrounding her as they whispered things. I 
couldn’t hear the words and seeing the impact they were making on her, I 
wasn’t sure if I wanted to hear them.  

Her mouth widened more as the top of a magenta haired head crowned 
in her mouth like a baby from a womb.  

Here was the crazy thing though: the head inside of her mouth wasn’t 
being pushed out, her body was sliding off of it like a slippery rubber glove 
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from a dishwater wet hand. Her chin kept getting closer and closer to the 
noose as more and more of the head came into view. 

Loud pops began to fill the room and I flinched, thinking it was 
Murmur snapping again. 

It wasn’t. 
It was the sound of the tendons and muscles connecting her lower jaw 

to her upper jaw snapping under the stress of being forced open so wide. A 
high pitched sound filtered in with the choking and popping noises as her 
cheeks began to split, leaving her lower jaw a hanging and red mess of 
useless muscle, teeth, and blood. Her eyes rolled up into the back of her 
head as she passed out. 

The headless creatures hanging from her feet kept pulling her down 
toward the stake. Her jaw opened wider as the head of her soul emerged. Its 
eyes were closed. 

The jaws of her body continued to slide down and the rope stretched to 
allow the extra width to pass through. The creatures positioned her body 
perfectly over the sharpened end of the stake. 

I couldn’t believe what I was seeing now. The head of her soul hung 
above the noose, the rope cutting into the fresh neck while the jaws of her 
body stretched wide and slid down the form of her soul as the four hanging 
creatures rocked back and forth. Her cheeks tore up to her ears on both 
sides, and those pops and cracks sounded out again as her soul’s shoulders 
emerged into view. 

The pale one approached the hanging and sliding body, extending his 
hand. He used the longer nail on his pinkie finger to cut away her skirt and 
the underlying underwear.  

The naked lower portion of the girl’s body kept dropping, almost close 
enough to be pierced by the stake. I hoped that both the soul and body 
would stay unconscious, knowing that they wouldn’t. Murmur wouldn’t 
allow a thing like that to happen. 

“You are correct, Little Horn,” Murmur said. The pregnant girl’s lips 
moved in time with his words, although her eyes never so much as 
fluttered. 

The creatures hanging from her feet let go. They could now stand and 
guide her sliding body with their arms bent. Her mouth widened again as it 
passed over her hips, a lighter pop sounding with it. All of the creatures 
grabbed a handhold on her legs and feet, and stood still. 

Her body was hardly moving as the pale one made tiny adjustments to 
her trajectory. The heads on the staffs shut their eyes. The girl’s jaws were 
sliding down her soul’s thighs when I saw the point of the stake press up 
between her buttocks. 
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Both sets of the girl’s eyes flew open and she screamed out into the 
room. Her soul screamed out with pure despair, and her body cried out a 
quiet scream of loss. 

The eyes of the heads on the staffs opened when both screams pierced 
the air. The creatures all jumped off the ground and clung to the pregnant 
girl as one, their weight driving her down the stake. The pale one crawled 
up to her face, where he crouched, leaning forward and backward to guide 
the stake up to her mouth, his feet pressing down on her nose and eyes. 

Couldn’t have the stake bursting from her ribcage or a shoulder, now 
could he? 

I started to laugh at that thought and almost began to vomit instead. 
The face of her soul looked down and watched as the stake drove up 

inch by painful inch. It emerged from her mouth, shiny and black, and the 
pale one began to jump up and down on her face, driving her further down 
onto the stake until her feet touched the ground. 

Her feet pushed up against the floor once she felt it. They kicked and 
slipped as she groaned around the stake in her mouth. 

The pale one hopped off her face and grabbed his staff. The other 
creatures had already grabbed theirs and they all disappeared off into the 
darkness, all in different directions. 

The pale one flipped open that strange little pouch and withdrew two 
black railroad spikes as he walked back to the struggling body. He swung 
the staff like a baseball bat, the wood of it connecting with the back of her 
staked head, and all of her struggling stopped. Her hanging soul looked 
down and watched, tears falling from its eyes onto the upturned face. 

The creature hammered one spike into each of her feet with the butt of 
his staff. The girl’s soul screamed with each impact. The creature grabbed 
hold of each spike and rocked back, testing to make sure they were firmly 
planted through her feet and fastened into the ground. 

They were. 
Satisfied, the pale one scampered off into the blackness. 
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The hanging souls fell back in and filled the empty space around their 
new member. I didn’t lose track of her like I did Charlie Reynolds; her 
bright magenta hair stood out easily against the backdrop of the other duller 
hair colors. I wondered if her hair would always be magenta in here. 

I thought that it might. 
“You would be correct,” Murmur said. The voices that flowed like water 

beneath his were now one voice stronger. “Do you now know the answer 
to the question you asked?” 

“Yes,” I said, resting my forehead on my arms, unable to look at the 
terrible, bumpy ceiling any longer. “You do it so they can see each other.” 

“Close. I do it so they can see each other for the rest of time. So they 
can see what they gave away. Forever.” 

“Yeah,” I said.  
I didn’t care. All the adrenaline had left my body. I felt used and 

sluggish. 
“Hmmm... maybe next time that will be Lucie? You thought that was 

her, did you not?” Murmur asked, the whispers flowing beneath. 
“No,” I said. As mad as I was at her, I didn’t want her involved in this. 

God, I had to quit thinking about her here. 
“No, no,” Murmur hissed. “Go on. I find human thoughts so 

interesting. Especially yours.” 
“Why me? Why bring me here? Why do you keep calling me Little 

Horn?” I tried to change directions. 
“Why, why, why, why?” He mocked as males and then females 

alternated whispering the word. “Lucie is what you really want to talk about, 
isn’t she?” 

“Leave her out of this,” I growled. The weariness was leaving my body 
as anger started to trickle in. 
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“If I wanted her down here, all I would have to do is shake something 
she wants badly enough in front of her stupid, human face.” 

“I said leave her out of this.” I ground my teeth. My palm felt hot. The 
bump felt like it was pulsing. 

“And I said that if I want her, I’ll simply take her from you,” Murmur 
shouted, the voices screaming right along with him. 

I arched the fingers of my right hand away from the pulsing, warmth of 
my palm, feeling the heat spread to the very tips of my fingers. 

“You won’t,” I said, my eyes drooping as the first wave of hot power 
flowed up my arm. “I won’t let you.” 

“You can’t touch me, prince. You can only affect humans,” Murmur 
said. Louder this time, but to me it sounded like a sliver of fear had slipped 
into his voice. 

Good. 
“Prince,” I said, “Is that what Little Horn means?” 
Silence at this. 
“Answer me,” I cried out, my throbbing hand still held open, fingers 

extended, feeling the flow of the power there echo through my other limbs. 
“Yes,” Murmur said.  
Oh yes. There was fear in his voice. A touch of sullenness flowed 

beneath that like the voices of the Soulless flowed beneath his speech. 
“Murmur,” I said as everything grew still around me and above me. “I 

have a secret.” 
“You hold no secrets from me,” Murmur hissed back. The voices filled 

the room with shouts of anger and cries of confusion. 
“I do though,” I whispered, “And you’ll never guess what it is.” 
“I won’t need to,” Murmur screamed and the room screamed with him.  
The hanging Soulless began thrashing in their nooses as his words rang 

in my ears. I could also hear the clicking of teeth against wood mingled with 
groans. It felt like the whole room was groaning, sighing, moving. 

The single light bulb that extended up to where the pregnant girl’s soul 
had just been hung blinked out. 
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A blackness, sudden and complete, fell over Murmur’s room. It made all 
the horrible things I’d seen thus far disappear. For that, I was grateful. 

I was also scared. I now sat on the ceiling of a manse whose owner 
collected souls, commanded creatures without heads, and could reverse 
gravity at will. 

I was terrified, but the anger still flowed through my veins along with 
the warmth that radiated out from my right palm. 

“Prince.” The room rustled as his voice came to me, full of confidence 
once more. “I can smell your fear. I can taste it, and it tastes divine.” 

I didn’t answer. 
“This is no way to hold a conversation. Did you still wish to tell me your 

secret?” Murmur asked. He sounded like he was indulging a small child’s 
repeated cries to be listened to. 

“You said that I held no secrets from you,” I responded, waiting. 
Without light, it was his move and he knew that. It still sounded like his 

voice was coming from my right. 
“I do not think that you do, dear prince, but the idea that you might 

intrigues me,” Murmur said. The voices of the Soulless danced with his 
voice. 

A smile, which felt foreign after all I’d seen, crept onto my face. 
“You’re worried that you can’t read all of my thoughts, aren’t you?” I 

asked, laughing with a smirk. 
“You laugh at me?” Murmur whispered. The voices of the Soulless were 

silent. Everything was silent. 
“You’re worried, aren’t you?” I asked again, letting out that same 

laughing smirk at the end. Being the asshole I knew I could be. My hand 
throbbed. 
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“YOU LAUGH AT ME?!” Murmur screamed. The Soulless screamed 
and shrieked with him. “YOU DARE TO LAUGH AT ME?!” 

“Yeah,” I said. I was no longer scared, no longer terrified. 
The room filled with rushing air as the hanging souls breathed in deep 

breaths and expelled rage filled sighs. 
Perfect. 
“I will kill you first, prince. Then I will take your Lucie’s soul and make 

her a part of my collection. Do you know what I will do next? Do you?” 
His voice wavered with the rage that must be burning in him. 

“Yes,” I said. Preparing, I flexed my fingers. 
“No. I don’t think you do. I will let my Chosen stalk her in this room 

for months, maybe years. I will let them toy with her until she loses her 
sanity, until she throws up because of the fear that has taken over every cell 
in her body, until she is screaming for them to kill her already. I will make 
sure that her neck doesn’t break when she is hung.  

“I will make sure that her stake is much wider than usual. I will let only 
her bodyweight bear her down this stake. It will take days for her body to 
reach the bottom of the stake and she will be aware of all of it. If she passes 
out as the pregnant one did, my Chosen will hold her up until she awakens. 
Only then will she be allowed to continue her torturous decent to the 
bottom. 

“And during all of this pain and suffering? I will let her know that you 
are the cause. I will let her know that you are the cause of every droplet of 
blood she spills, every groan she utters, and every scream that escapes her. I 
will let her know that all of this is because of you. 

“And when it ends, when all the intense, initial pain is finished and she 
is looking into that wide, open eternity of dull, draining pain, you will be the 
one she thinks of. You will be the one that occupies her every waking 
thought. Her all-consuming hate of you will round out her days. Her hate 
for you will wake her when she thinks she is about to fall asleep, her jaw 
aching, her insides rotting around the wooden stake thrust up through her 
bowels. Her hate for you will define her. 

“I am Great Duke and an Earl in His Kingdom. I command thirty 
legions of demons. I. Am. Murmur.” 

He screamed the last three words and my head spun from the force of 
his voice. 

Dim bulbs flickered on all around me, filling the room with light just as 
fast as it had been extinguished earlier. The bulbs glowed at hip height, 
head height, and further above. I looked up at the hanging Soulless above 
me. The faces and heads of the souls rolled in waves, the staked bodies 
appearing every so often.  

The eyes of the Soulless were filled with despair and hopelessness. 
Every pair of eyes save one. The pregnant girl’s eyes stared back at me with 
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accusation, hate, and terror. She knew I’d watched her struggle and done 
nothing to stop it. I closed my eyes and brought my head back level. 

I couldn’t see where the ropes sprouted from the ceiling any longer. 
Murmur’s Chosen surrounded me. 
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They stood as still as I did. 
I turned my head to the right, where Murmur’s voice had been coming 

from the whole time. 
My mouth dropped open as I took it all in. 
The hanging souls went on for as far as I could see. The “room” I 

thought I was in was actually a whole world filled with Murmur’s collection. 
Twenty feet to my right, a black, glistening stone pillar with deep 

carvings jutted up from the rolling mass of Soulless. Just as a torrid sea 
would break against the face of a cliff, so did the waves of hanging souls 
crash against that dark pillar. 

The pillar, its base surrounded on all sides by staked bodies you could 
just make out when the tide of hanging souls broke against one of its faces, 
rose up toward the ceiling. A throne was anchored to the top of the pillar, 
its high back almost touching the ceiling. 

It’s upside down, I thought. The high back almost touched the ceiling I 
stood on. 

The two posts that made up the backing of the throne were two staked 
bodies. These bodies had been staked upside down, head first, mouth to 
anus. More bodies were staked on either side. Their legs were fastened 
together, and the bodies bent at the hips, their legs extended perpendicular 
to their bodies, creating the throne’s armrests. The feet of these bodies lay 
on top of two staffs, one on either side of the throne.  

The staffs had heads mounted onto them and it looked like the feet 
from the bodies had railroad spikes driven through them to connect them 
to the heads. The eyes of the heads were closed as were the mouths. 

Atop this throne, blocking my view of the backing, sat Murmur. Just 
sitting, he looked to be twelve feet tall. I shuddered as I looked at him and 
he seemed to smile at this—only I couldn’t really tell if it was a smile or not. 
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From the shoulders down, Murmur appeared to have a human build. He 
was pale, and almost emaciated, but thrummed with hidden power. He 
wore a black breastplate made of a dull, black metal. Pale leather straps 
extended from the plate over his shoulders. 

He wore nothing else. 
Murmur had the same scar tissue between his legs that his Chosen did. 

His legs and feet were pale and skinny.  
His fingers were long, and they ended in black points. The same black 

points he had disemboweled me with in the bathroom. He clicked these 
points against the railroad spikes. 

Above the shoulders, Murmur ceased to be human. 
A thick neck, mottled with black splotches terminated at his head. He 

had the head of a vulture, only instead of the red, wrinkled flesh that most 
vultures have, his was black and firm minus the beak. The head was as wide 
as a human’s head and just as long. His terrible, white beak extended far out 
from his face, hooking down into a sharp ivory point. 

He had human eyes. That was the most disconcerting part. The eyes 
recessed into this horrible face were so very human. Sick and diseased, the 
irises were the color of pale jade. He blinked and human eyelids dropped 
and lifted back up. 

The corners of his beak turned up, just as the corners of your mouth 
would turn up to smile. He cocked his head to the side just a little and it 
looked like he was mocking me. 

“Well?” Murmur asked.  
That ivory beak of his opened and closed, the corners moving with each 

word and inflection. The eyes of the mounted heads fluttered open and the 
mouths moved with each word he spoke. The staked bodies that made up 
the back posts of his throne moved as their rotting teeth worked on the 
wooden stake held within. The hanging souls continued to crash against the 
pillar in waves. 
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The Chosen that surrounded me began to move forward, taking their 
time. 

“You forgot one thing,” I said. My hand throbbed as I felt that 
comforting heat and power baking off the palm. 

Murmur’s Chosen stopped their advance, and the roiling sea of hanging 
Soulless calmed for a moment. 

“Oh?” Murmur asked, sounding curious. 
“Yeah,” I said, thinking about anything but what was about to happen. 

My fingers went numb from the heat rolling in waves off of my palm. 
Those pale green eyes of his rolled and he asked, “And what did I 

forget?” 
“This,” I said. 
I clamped my eyes shut, gritted my teeth, and brought the fingers of my 

right hand into the palm to make a clenched fist. I screamed as the heat and 
power that had built up shot out from my body. The power consumed me 
and I felt it fly out across the whole room, warming his Chosen, the souls, 
the bodies, and Murmur himself. 

Behind my closed eyes I could feel them all dead. Like the shockwave 
from a bomb, I’d flattened everything in the room. I was completely alone. 
I breathed out a shuddering sigh. 

“Little Horn,” Murmur said, a laugh in his voice. 
I opened my eyes. 
Everything was the same. The hanging souls still rolled in waves. His 

Chosen still surrounded me. 
Shit. 
I didn’t know what would happen, but I thought it might be impressive 

or help me in some way. 
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“A nice parlor trick to be sure, prince, but not much more than that,” 
Murmur said, speaking like a grandparent indulging a child again. “Now let 
me show you something.” 

His ivory beak opened wide, and his jade, human eyes never left mine. 
He brought his hand, with those terrible black claws, up to his face and 
tapped his open beak once. That loud snapping noise went out across the 
room. 

Gravity reversed itself, but just for me. The feet of his Chosen stayed 
planted on the ceiling, but mine came out from under me and I fell toward 
the hanging souls of those who had bartered their one true possession in 
the world away. 

I watched as the mops of hair grew larger. Faces upturned and grinned 
at me with rotting teeth and decaying skin. As I was about to impact the 
heads, another snap echoed out and gravity changed again. This time I fell 
sideways. My face, arms, and legs hit ropes as I fell toward that stone pillar 
that Murmur’s terrible throne sat upon. 

The pillar rushed toward me and the ropes slowed my fall like elastic 
tree branches. When I impacted it, I cried out. I felt something snap on my 
side. It felt like I’d broken a rib, and as I sucked in the air that had been 
forced out of my lungs upon impact, I found out that this was the case. Fire 
lanced through my side. 

I felt my weight shift as I began to slip off the round pillar. I looked to 
my left at the rolling waves of Soulless and then to the right at Murmur’s 
throne. He sat there and looked down at me, his jade eyes taking me in, 
measuring me. 

Ignoring the fire in my side, I gripped a deep cut in the pillar and 
hoisted myself up. The inside of the carving I put my hand into was warm. 
It felt like it was crawling with life. The pillar breathed and I screamed, 
whether with fear, despair, or insanity, I couldn’t tell you. 

Murmur gazed down at me and I saw the corners of his ivory beak turn 
up in that close approximation of a smile. 

My mind raced. Why had nothing happened when I closed my fist? I 
was so sure something would, and I guess some small thing had happened 
although Murmur said it was nothing more than a parlor trick. 

I’d closed my eyes and hoped something would happen. I hadn’t closed 
my eyes and commanded something to happen. 

I didn’t get a chance to follow that line of thought, because Murmur 
interrupted it. 

“We’re not finished,” Murmur said.  
His words were repeated to my left from the moving wall of souls. To 

my right, above his head, his Chosen stood at attention and held their staffs 
above their shoulders so that the eyes on the heads could look at me. 
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Murmur tapped his beak with another of his claws and gravity changed 
again. I went rolling down the pillar toward his Chosen, his throne, and 
him.  

I screamed as I approached his throne. Murmur extended a single finger 
and hooked my stomach like a spear fisher lances a trout. I felt the claw exit 
my back and my head spun. 

He brought me to his face and I realized something. He could eat me if 
he wanted to. Sure it would take a few bites, but it could be accomplished. 
His eyes crinkled around the edges and his beak turned up at the corners. 

“I’m not going to eat you,” Murmur said. “That would be against the 
rules.” 

I tried to speak, but when blood has replaced saliva in your mouth, that 
becomes hard. 

“Take your time,” he said, jade eyes crinkling at the edges again. 
I coughed and dark blood sprayed across his pristine beak. He opened 

the beak slightly and a human arm snaked out.  
My mouth dropped open as the hand at the end of this arm put the 

fleshy side of its palm down against Murmur’s beak, thumb side up, and 
pulled itself across. The hand looked like it was routing the blood into 
Murmur’s maw like you would sweep water off a countertop next to a sink. 

The hand darted in and out, sweeping the blood from his beak, a human 
hand squeegee. It would collect the blood, return inside the beak, and come 
back out clean. 

I was so revolted that I couldn’t move. 
When it finished, Murmur spoke again. His jade eyes never left mine the 

entire time this cleaning process took place. 
“I really can’t believe that you’re revolted by me,” Murmur said, and the 

voices whispered along with him. Then he added, “You really tasted 
different than I imagined.” 

He waited as I tried to speak. My fist had long since opened, but it still 
throbbed. 

“Dis... disgusting,” I said. Thick ropes of blood dripped up my face 
toward the ceiling where his Chosen stood at attention. 

“You still don’t get it,” Murmur said, making no effort to conceal the 
contempt in his voice. 

“I’m dy-” I coughed again, making sure to turn my head, not wanting to 
see that efficient hand snake back out of Murmur’s beak. 

“You’re not dying. Nothing can die here. Suffer? Yes. Die? Not likely,” 
Murmur said. 

My palm throbbed at me, and something tugged at my thoughts.  
I didn’t command anything to happen.  
I just blindly hoped that something would happen. 
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“Still with that?” Murmur asked. “This is my world, Little Horn. You 
can’t do a thing to me here. I can’t do anything to you either though.” 

Every time I thought about that bump in my palm and commanding, he 
interrupted. 

“Because it’s a waste of time. And although I may not be able to do 
anything to you, who’s to say they can’t,” Murmur said, his unruffled and 
educated voice talking down to me as he nodded his head up, indicating his 
Chosen. 

My palm throbbed again. I thought about parting the crowd of students 
in front of Lucie’s locker. 

“Do you remember what I told you before I brought you here?” 
Murmur asked. 

I didn’t answer. I thought about Kenneth holding that match until it 
charred his fingertips away. 

“You seem to be preoccupied. Let me bring you back to focus.” 
He took my right arm in his claws and began to lift it up. His beak 

opened wide and he screamed into my face as he jerked his claws away just 
as soon as he touched my right hand.  

It was a scream of pain. 
Holding his claws up to his face, he and I both looked at the smoking 

tips. Him with glaring green eyes, and me with blood running into mine. 
The claw on his thumb, which had gotten close to touching my palm, but 
never actually touched it, looked wet and dull where the tip had once been.  

It looked melted. 
Murmur breathed rancid smelling breaths. 
It was melted. 
I could hurt him. 
Without thinking about it, I used my right hand to snatch hold of the 

base of the claw that entered my belly and exited my upper back. Murmur’s 
beak flew open and I saw why the hand wiping his beak had always 
returned clean.  

There were eight different arms in his throat and they all flailed out as 
he screamed at my touch. 

My hand closed around his claw and I made a fist. My hand passed right 
though his claw like it had been nothing more than a handful of wet bread. 
As I fell toward his Chosen, I watched the arms and hands deep within his 
throat flailing, I watched the smoke lifting away from the missing digit he 
now sported, I heard the Soulless screaming with his pain, I heard the 
staked groaning with the same. 

And I smiled. 
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The fall seemed to go on forever.  
I saw the pale creature with the pale leather pouch of railroad spikes 

scrambling through the crouching mass of Chosen. It was scrambling to 
where I would eventually hit if time ever decided to speed up. 

The creature loped across the ceiling like a pale, hairless ape, bent over 
and using its hand, staff, and feet to drive itself forward. When the creature 
was about five feet to my right and I was roughly the same distance away 
from hitting the ceiling, it started scrabbling over the other creatures to 
close the gap between us. 

“No,” Murmur moaned somewhere above me, below me. I didn’t know 
which direction was which anymore. I couldn’t keep track of the changes. 

The pale creature leapt and I watched as it flew headfirst at me. It held 
the staff above its head like someone splitting wood would hold an axe 
before the downswing. My guess was that I was the one that it wanted to 
split. 

Hope you didn’t like that one, Murmur. 
I felt the horn on my back burst out as it curved up toward the back of 

my skull. I felt that orgasm of rippling down my entire spine. 
“NOOOOOOOOOOOOOOOO!” The whole room screamed as one. 

High voices, low voices, men, women, children, and others as one. 
The pale creature began to bring the staff down and I shifted my weight 

to the left. I held my right hand toward Murmur’s flying Chosen, palm out 
like I expected the creature to give me a high-five. I could feel the bump in 
the center throbbing like it wanted to reach out and grab the creature. My 
freckle. 

The staff whooshed by me. 
I didn’t miss. 
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My palm connected right where the creature’s head would have been; 
right between its shoulders.  

Its body felt just as soft as Murmur’s claw had. The forward momentum 
pushed the creature right by me and my arm moved only a little. I turned to 
look at it as I hit the ground and everything stopped. 

Half of its pale body soared in one direction and the other half floated 
off in the opposite direction. The railroad spikes flew everywhere. I’d split 
the creature in half; right down the middle. 

I saw Murmur on his throne looking up at me with death in his pale 
green eyes. He clutched the hand with the missing claw to his chest. 

“I’m just getting started,” I said. 
“Go,” he shouted, and tapped his beak with one of his remaining claws. 
My head hit the ceiling and my eyes closed. 



179 

 
 
 
 
 
 

BELOW XI 
 
 

You can’t rebel against someone you’ve already killed. 
I repeated it again trying to get my brain to fit around what Natalie had 

just told me. 
You can’t rebel against someone you’ve already killed. 
For the first time I was grateful of being held there in the grip of the 

black hands and arms. I would have collapsed, maybe passed out. 
My mind reeled. 
I’d heard this phrase before about people reeling, but it didn’t mean 

anything to me until that moment. I just thought it was something people 
said or wrote to emphasize a point, but it wasn’t. 

My mind reeled. 
The Crusades. The Inquisition. Jihads. Israel-Palestine. 
All of it for nothing. 
God was dead before any of that even happened. All the bloodshed and 

hate and death for someone who wasn’t even alive, who hadn’t been alive 
since man had... 

Natalie. 
“Yes, Bal,” she answered in that soft voice of hers.  
I felt the hands holding my left ankle let go and then the scratchiness of 

Natalie’s burnt head and muzzle rubbing against the skin there. 
How is it that Adam and Eve were created in God’s image if God was dead? 
“You know the answer to that, I think,” she whispered. 
Because... 
I tried to work through it all. 
“Yes?” 
Because God didn’t create man. 
“Correct.” 
My stomach dropped. 
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Because Lucifer created man. 
“Correct.” 
I felt sick. 
Because Lucifer created man in his image. 
“What other reason for all of the horrors you humans visit upon one 

another, Little Horn?” 



181 

 
 
 
 
 
 

ABOVE XI 
1 
 
 

I opened my eyes and bright light flooded in. I couldn’t see. I tried to 
get up and banged the right side of my face. Hard. The room that went on 
forever with hanging soulless no longer smelled of dried blood.  

It smelt like urinal cakes.  
I blinked. 
Blue tile. 
Bright lights. 
That smell. 
Randy Molina stood in front of me in the men’s bathroom of Solo High 

School, a dark blue stain on the crotch of his jeans. His eyes were closed. 
I sat huddled between the urinal and the stall, my ears ringing and my 

head aching. 
“Be seeing you,” Randy whispered and opened his eyes. They were pale 

green. He blinked and they were brown again. 
Randy stood there for a while, just staring at me, a confused look on his 

face. 
“How did you know?” Randy asked. There was no color in his face. 
“How did I know what?” I imagined that there was no color in mine 

either. 
“How did you know about Ms. Williams?” Randy licked his lips. 
“Who?” I asked. I didn’t see any reason to let him know what I now 

knew. I prayed that Murmur wouldn’t come back. 
“You were,” he began, but trailed off as his eyes seemed to lose their 

focus. They focused back in. “I-I think I had an accident.” 
“Looks like it,” I said, indicating the dark stain on his jeans. 
Randy looked down. 
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“Oh. There, too. Must’ve gotten a concussion or something,” he said as 
he turned around and stumbled towards the door. 

He hit it with his shoulder and walked out. The door swung shut behind 
him. 

Flexing the fingers of my right hand, I stared at my freckle. It looked 
normal. There was no black spot and there was no burning. I made a hard 
fist and felt nothing. 

Standing up, I walked over to the door on shaky legs. I looked down at 
my shirt. There were no holes. I twisted the deadbolt and collapsed back to 
the ground, my head and shoulder leaning against the bright wood. 

I took in a shuddering breath and cried. 



183 

 
 
 
 
 
 
2 
 
 

When I felt able to stand, I did. I walked over to the mirror at the sink 
and looked at myself.  

I looked like crap.  
I was exhausted. My eyes were bloodshot. My hair was sticking up in 

random places. There were black circles that hadn’t been under my eyes 
before. My lower lip was split. 

I brought my hand up and touched the cut there. I jerked it away just as 
soon as my finger touched my lip, remembering the razor wire, 
remembering everything. 

I realized that I’d never finished peeing. 
I walked back across the bathroom, heading first for a urinal, and then 

thinking better of it, chose the stall. 
I sat there for a long time. 
I thought about Lucie. I thought about Murmur. I thought about the 

pregnant girl with the bright magenta braid. I thought about other things I 
still wish I could forget. 

I stayed like that for twenty minutes as I tried to convince myself that it 
had all been a hallucination. I sat there refusing to believe it had been real, 
yet knowing it had been. 

The door banged as someone tried to open it. It banged a couple more 
times. 

I ignored it. 
Then there was a soft knocking. 
I ignored that too. 
The knocking grew louder until I couldn’t block it out anymore. 
I stood from the toilet and pulled up my pants. I heard a key force itself 

into the lock and try to twist. More bangs followed that. 
Wrong key. 
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I giggled, but stopped right away as it echoed loud in the room, bringing 
me right back to what I’d been trying to forget. 

Another key jiggled into the lock and more banging came with it. I sat 
down on the floor in front of the door. When you’ve been to the edge of 
hell, things that might’ve mattered once just don’t seem to hold the same 
sway over you that they used to. 

I pulled the write-up slip from my pocket and held it out towards the 
door. I knew what would come next. 

Another key slipped into the lock. 
Quite the slut, this little lock of mine. 
I giggled, making sure not to be too loud. The echoing had scared the 

shit out of me last time. 
And that’s how Mr. Bradley and the custodian with his confused key 

ring found me. My hand extended to them both, thrusting out Ms. Ralther’s 
pink write-up slip. My other hand covered my face as I muffled my giggles. 

Mr. Bradley stared down at me. His nostrils flared and his face flooded 
with red. “What are you doing?”  

“Nothing,” I tried to say, a giggle escaping in the middle of the word. 
“Get up, son,” he said. He looked like he was doing his best to be 

authoritative and not lose his cool. 
“I’m not your son, dad,” I giggled again. I thought I was hilarious. 

Shock does that to you. 
“I said get up.” He spoke through clenched teeth. The custodian opened 

his mouth to interject something, but thought better of interrupting when 
he heard Mr. Bradley’s voice. 

I kept my hand extended with the write-up slip. Mr. Bradley grabbed at 
it and almost ripped it in two. I wasn’t going anywhere if I could help it. My 
legs felt numb beneath me. 

He read it and stuffed it into his pocket. 
“Do you know where Randy Molina is, Balthazar?” 
“Nope. Haven’t seen him.” 
“Ms. Ralther sent that Milton girl down to the office to tell me that 

Randy left for the bathroom shortly after you left for my office on a write-
up. He never came back. And surprise of all surprises, you never showed up 
in my office.” 

“I had to pee,” I giggled. 
“For forty minutes?” He grabbed my still outstretched hand and hoisted 

me to my feet. He held me straight by the shoulders. “Not flipping likely.” 
Not flipping likely. 
I swayed as I thought of the pregnant girl’s body sliding down around 

her soul. I thought about the fading trails of pressure as her body’s teeth 
scraped down her soul’s thighs. 

Not likely. 
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Die? I heard Murmur’s cultured voice ask. Not likely. 
My legs buckled and I went down, throwing up on the legs of Mr. 

Bradley’s suit and his crappy Shoes4Less wingtips. 
I lost consciousness. 
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A miniature Lucie hung from the inside of a plastic trash can. 
She screamed my name and I tried to move. I was too tired though. I 

could barely keep my eyes open enough to see her and she wanted me to 
help her? 

“Not likely,” I mumbled and looked down at my hand.  
My fingers were sharp black claws minus two. The thumb on my left 

hand was dull and the ring finger on my right hand was missing. A long 
white beak stood out from my face and I could feel things stirring around 
inside my throat. 

I heard the pop of a match and then I smelled the lighter fluid. The 
match flew by my head. Lucie caught fire in a popping explosion of flame 
and I had to turn away from the heat and her screams. 

Natalie, black with char, sat on her haunches beside me, a box of storm 
proof matches between her front paws. 

She breathed heavily and looked at me with pale, green eyes. 
Human eyes. 
I started to scream, but kicked my leg first. It pulled me out of the 

dream and I lay there panting. 
I opened my eyes to darkness. 
Darkness and heavy breathing coming from my right. 
I reached out a hand and it brushed something that felt like a cord. 
I was back in Murmur’s manse. I was back on that ceiling. 
I moaned and heard a voice in the darkness. “It’s okay. I’m here with 

you.” 
“Lucie?” I asked with a rasp as Lucie placed her hand over mine. 

“You’re here, too?” 
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“Yes, Balthazar, I’m here with you. Your parents stepped out for a bit to 
go grab something to eat. You’ve been here all day,” she said. Just hearing 
her voice and feeling her soft touch calmed me. 

“Where am I?” I asked, sure that she would answer something about 
Murmur. 

“The hospital. Don’t you remember the ride here?” 
“No.” 
“You were talking the whole time, though no one could understand 

anything you were saying. You kept talking about murmurs and ropes.” 
“Why am I in the hospital? Is something wrong with me?” 
I couldn’t remember much of anything. I remembered talking to Mr. 

Bradley, but not much else. 
Lucie laughed. “You ruined Mr. Bradley’s suit.”  
“Why am I here?” I asked again, stronger this time. 
“You passed out in the bathroom at school. No one could wake you up. 

They thought you were in a coma. Don’t you remember?” She sounded 
scared. 

“I remember the bathroom, and I remember Mr. Bradley, but nothing 
after that.” 

“Do you remember what happened before that?” Lucie squeezed my 
hand. 

I stayed quiet for a bit. I remembered everything before that, but I 
wasn’t about to tell her about Murmur’s manse, the hanging souls, and the 
headless creatures. She thought I was crazy enough without all that. 

I couldn’t believe I even tried to tell her about the horn or the spot or 
the water. I remembered the look on her face after the bus lurched to a stop 
and I’d cried out triumph. 

Disgust. 
It had been a look of undisguised disgust. 
“No,” I said, letting go of her hand and closing my eyes. 
“I know when you lie to me, Balthazar.” 
“You do. But you can’t tell when I’m telling you the truth, can you?” I 

asked. It came out harsh. 
I heard a sudden rustle. She must’ve flinched. I hadn’t meant for it to 

come out like that, but that was how she made me feel. 
Honesty is the best policy, right? 
Share your feelings, right? 
Bullshit. All of it. 
The door to the room opened and a light flicked on. I threw my arm 

over my face to block out the sudden onslaught of brightness. 
“Turn it off,” I groaned. “My eyes, they’re melting.” 
A loud, breaking noise came from my right. I jumped. 
“What the fu-” I started. 
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“My baby, you’re okay,” my mom cried out. The corner of the bed sunk 
in and I felt something tackle me in a hug. My mother, I was guessing, but I 
still shuddered as the thought of one of those headless creatures tackling 
me came to mind. 

“Claire,” my dad’s voice said. “You’re smothering the boy. He can 
hardly breathe. Now where would I find a mop?” 

My father. 
His son comes out of a coma and he asks where he would find a mop. 
“Hush, David. Go be useful and find a nurse. Better, find a doctor,” my 

mother said. 
“Someone’s going to cut themself on the glass.” 
“David,” she said. The way she said it left no room for argument and he 

retreated into the hall to find a nurse, or better, a doctor. 
“Are you okay, honey?” My mom asked me.  
Sitting over me, her face was all lines as she brushed my hair back. 
“I could do with some water, mom,” I said, looking at the chair next to 

the bed where I thought Lucie had been sitting.  
It was empty. 
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The doctor wanted to keep me overnight for observation before 
releasing me. 

My parents made me stay the night, and through the end of the next 
day. 

Lucie came back to visit that afternoon. 
“Well?” Lucie asked. 
“The doctor said that every indication led to coma, but that it was just 

deep unconsciousness, which is funny because he says that he’s never seen 
such a case before,” I answered. 

Lucie sat in the chair next to my bed; her faded green peasant skirt 
tickled her pale ankles. The sun slanted between the vertical blinds and fell 
over my bed and across her face. The side-by-side shadows from the blinds 
made me think of a spotlight shining on ropes. Lots of ropes.  

I closed my eyes. 
“When are they letting you out of this joint?” Lucie asked. 
“Hmmm?” I asked, trying to shut out the image of a vast field of ropes. 

I succeeded, but only just. 
“When are they letting you out of this joint?”  
“Couple of hours at the most.” 
“Bal, I’m sorry I didn’t listen to you on the bus.” 
“It’s whatever, you know? What I was saying sounded crazy, but-” 
“I should’ve been paying attention though.” 
“I could tell you again.” 
“It wouldn’t be the same. How could I see the signs?” 
“The signs?” 
“Yeah. The signs that all this,” Lucie swept her hand above my bed. 

“Would happen.” 
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“Wait. What are we talking about? I thought you said you were sorry for 
not listening to me.” 

“I am. I was so focused on what you were saying that I couldn’t see that 
something was wrong with you.” 

“Lucie...” 
“I should have asked if you were feeling alright, checked your 

temperature, something.” 
“Lucie.” 
“I should never have done what I did when we got off the bus. I left 

you in your time of need.” 
“Lucie, stop.” 
“I left you in your fucking time of need, Balthazar. The moment you 

needed me to take care of you and I left you to fend for yourself. I hate 
myself for that. I hate that I did that to you.” 

“Lucie. Shut up for a second, would you?” I asked. I tried to be nice and 
polite when I said it, but when you’re trying to get someone to quit running 
their mouth, manners sometimes go by the wayside. 

Lucie bit her lip and looked at me. 
“What is it? I’m sorry. I was babbling. I just feel bad that...” 
I shut my eyes again and shut her out. She was going to do this until she 

ran out of air. 
“Lucie,” I said, squeezing her hand hard. 
“What? Oww, you’re hurting me.” 
“Do I have your attention?” 
“Yeah, but you didn’t have to crush my hand.” 
I’m pretty sure she still would’ve been yammering on about whatever 

right then if I hadn’t. 
“I need to talk to you and I need you to listen like you’ve never listened 

before. Do you understand? Don’t answer that; just let me talk, okay?” 
Lucie nodded her head, her eyes serious, and I think in that moment I 

loved her more than I’d ever loved her before. 
“I was serious about everything I told you on the bus.” 
Lucie started to open her mouth, but I cut her off. 
“Look at me,” I said. “You know when I lie to you. Watch me as I say 

this: everything I said on the bus was true. It all happened to me. It wasn’t 
an excuse.” 

Lucie sat there and stared at me for the next five minutes. She didn’t 
move a single muscle. She blinked and breathed, but that was it, and to tell 
you the truth, it was beginning to make me uncomfortable. 

I started to open my mouth, but she cut me off. 
“I believe you.” She looked at me long and hard again. “Okay, I believe 

you.” 
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She said she believed me and it looked like she really did, but I knew 
that I wouldn’t believe someone telling me that they had a black spot on 
their palm and a horn that likes to play hide and seek at the top of their 
back. 

I had to tell her about Murmur. She had to know everything. 
“There’s more,” I said. 
Her right eyebrow lifted, and I couldn’t really blame her. I was pushing 

the thresholds of anyone’s beliefs. 
“It’s just a dream,” I said. Her eyebrow relaxed. I knew it wasn’t just a 

dream, but I thought that she’d be more receptive if that was how I framed 
it. 

Lucie smiled at me. “Go for it.” 
She wasn’t smiling when I finished. 
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And what of the good, Natalie? What about all the good things that people do? 
“Are you insinuating that God is responsible for those good deeds?” 
Yes. How are those things happening if God is dead like you say he is, and all of 

man was created in Lucifer’s image? 
“You’re basing your logic on a false assumption that, through no fault of 

your own, you were told at a very young age.” 
And what assumption is that? 
“The assumption that the difference between God and Lucifer is black 

and white.” 
It’s not? 
“No. It’s closer to light grey and dark grey. Lucifer isn’t one hundred 

percent evil, just as God wasn’t one hundred percent good. That’s 
something else you humans got wrong. Was God a little more good than 
evil? Yes. And is Lucifer a little more evil than good? Of course. That’s why 
you still have people that lean toward good, but the majority lean toward 
sin.” 

How can you say that the majority lean toward sin more often than they lean toward- 
“Please be quiet, Bal.” 
I stopped. Natalie sounded scared. 
“Try not to think,” Natalie whispered. “What’s coming feeds on 

thoughts and decays ideas.” 
My black prison began to vibrate. 
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Lucie sat with her eyes shut for a long time after I finished telling her 
about Murmur’s final words to me. She was pale. I told her the whole thing 
from Randy’s possession in the bathroom to the staked bodies of the 
Soulless to Murmur saying, Be seeing you, through Randy’s mouth. 

“This is what happened when you left for Mr. Bradley’s office, isn’t it.” 
Lucie wasn’t asking, and I didn’t answer. She breathed out a heavy gust of 
air. 

“Jesus, Bal,” she said. 
“I know. 
“It’s hard to wrap your head around, you know?” 
I knew. 
“Just think of it as a dream I had then,” I said. 
“I think I will,” she said. “I think I’d go insane if I didn’t.”  
She looked over at the clock on the wall.  
“I’m gonna get going,” she said, avoiding eye contact with me. 
“Yeah,” I said, helpful. “It’s getting late.” 
It was three thirty in the afternoon. 
“Come over sometime,” she said. It didn’t sound like an invitation. 
“I will,” I responded, but knew I wouldn’t. 
Lucie walked out the door without another word as the on duty nurse 

came in holding a clipboard. I’d met this nurse the day before. 
Nurse Sneed was a frumpy white woman with brown hair. She had 

blotchy skin and wore those scrubs that looked like discount kids 
pajamas—vomit camouflage—and always lugged around that clipboard, 
staring at it rather than me the whole time. 
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Her eyes though. That’s what got me. Calculating and full of what’s-best-
for-me-is-best-for-you, her eyes scared the crap out of me. 

“You ready to check out, sweetheart?” Nurse Sneed asked. Her big, fake 
smile blinded me as her eyes scanned the clipboard. 

“Oh, yes.” I plastered on my own fake smile. “I can’t wait.” 
“Good, good.” She wasn’t listening. “The doctor just needs to talk to 

you and sign you out. Then you’ll be free to go.” 
“Great,” I said as she laid a bloated, wrinkled hand on my shoulder. 

Most of her fingers were strangled by rings. Looking at her suffocating 
fingers, my palm tingled with a sliver of warmth. 

Nurse Sneed hadn’t looked away from her clipboard once, but when she 
touched my shoulder, I saw her. I don’t mean that I saw her standing there; 
I mean I saw her for what she was. 

I saw her in Room 12-A, the room she’d just departed before coming 
into mine, shoving a plastic spoonful of apple sauce into an old man’s 
mouth. When she felt the spoon hit the back of his throat, she spun it 
around like the handle of a manual pencil sharpener. She pulled it out, 
smiling at the strands of dripping pink. 

Harold Raines, seventy-eight, was in the hospital because a bad spell of 
pneumonia had taken hold inside of him. He was the only Raines left. He’d 
never married nor had any kids, and his sister had died the year before. 

“You didn’t swallow it all, Harold,” Nurse Sneed said. Her voice was 
high and playful, but underneath she was anything but. 

Harold looked out from his dark, sunken eyes at the spoon, today’s 
object of torment, thankful it wasn’t the forced catheter from the night 
before. The apple sauce slid down his dry throat. She’d restricted him from 
eating for two days. He was so hungry, and he had to get out. 

“Oh, I don’t think you’re going anywhere,” she said, and he looked up 
at her, thinking her a demon that could read his mind. 

When you’ve been doing what Nurse Sneed had for the better part of 
three decades, you got to be pretty good at reading people’s faces. You 
could tell when the pain was too much or not enough. You could tell when 
they were faking. You could tell when they wanted more, though they 
usually couldn’t find the words to ask you, and you were so very happy to 
deliver on their unvoiced wishes. 

Nurse Sneed never could understand why they always thought about 
leaving her. She just wanted to take care of them, but then sometimes, 
taking care of a patient meant punishing them. 

The left corner of her mouth twitched up. Sometimes they wanted to be 
punished. 

“Open up for another bite, Mr. Raines,” Nurse Sneed said as she 
jammed the spoon with apple sauce into his mouth. A small amount of the 
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sweet stuff dribbled down his chin as she cranked the spoon against the 
back of his throat. 

He does want to be punished, she thought. 
Nurse Sneed took the spoon out and laid it on the tray next to the apple 

sauce. It was stained with a darker red now. Then she used the napkin on 
the tray to catch the stray dribble. She smiled at Harold as she did it. She 
took such good care of her charges. 

After she returned the now wet napkin to the tray, she picked up her 
clipboard, and without hesitating, backhanded him across the face with it. 
The whack of it hitting the side of his face made her ears ring. She would 
punish him for that indiscretion later. 

“Let’s try another bite, Mr. Raines,” she said, flashing her winning smile. 
A single tear slipped down the old man’s face. 
He loves me so, she thought. 
I could feel how Nurse Sneed thought she was doing the best thing by 

her patients and how her patients all felt like prisoners. All this from a 
single touch on my shoulder. 

My palm felt quite warm now and I stretched the fingers, testing the 
water. I thought about Murmur slipping into Randy, but that tear slipping 
down Mr. Raines’ cheek turned something inside of me. 

“Nurse Sneed?” I asked. 
“Yes, Mr. Video?” she answered. That single tear slipping down Harold 

Raines’ cheek came to mind. 
“How do you like your job?” 
“Pardon?” She still hadn’t looked up from her clipboard. 
“How do you like your job? You know, taking care of people?” 
“It’s fine. Why do you ask?” 
“Oh, I don’t know. My high school has a nursing program during school 

hours. I thought it might be worth trying, but I didn’t want to enroll until I 
actually talked to someone in the field.” 

“Well that is so responsible of you. What exactly did you want to 
know?” Nurse Sneed fixed me with her eyes and sat in the chair next to my 
bed. 

“Well, I guess the first thing I was curious about was if it’s any fun,” I 
said. 

“I’m not sure about how fun it would be for a teenager, but it most 
definitely is rewarding. To walk these halls and know that you’re taking care 
of your patients in the best way possible? Well, I suppose there’s no other 
feeling quite like it. God looks out for the caretakers.” 

“Cool. Is it hard work?” 
“Well, I’ll tell you this.” Nurse Sneed leaned forward like she was about 

to tell me the secret to life. “It is, at times, very taxing and very demanding. 
Take for example the patient I was checking in on before you. He won’t eat 
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so I have to try different methods to get him to eat. It’s tough because you 
and I know that they have to eat, but we can’t make them, can we?” 

“No. I guess not. Have you ever lost a patient?” 
“Yes,” she said, looking back down at her clipboard, her eyes darkening. 

“I have failed a few patients.” 
“Oh. I’m sorry.” 
“It’s alright. Sometimes it’s just their time to go.” 
“Yeah.” 
“But don’t let that dissuade you,” she said, looking back up at me and 

plastering on that big, fake smile. Something was off about it. “The 
successes you’ll have are just so rewarding.” 

“Sounds good. I only have one more question.” I looked down at my 
palm. The small bump was black and pulsing with its own heartbeat. I 
pushed thoughts of Murmur’s green eyes away. 

“Sure, Mr. Video. Ask away.” 
“Well, I don’t know how to put it.” 
“Just ask. You know, I’ve seen and heard just about everything around 

this place.” 
“Do you ever have to... punish patients?” I asked.  
Nurse Sneed stared at me for a moment longer than it should’ve taken 

to answer the question. Her smile looked more strained with each second 
that ticked by. “I must not have heard you correctly. What did you ask?” 
The pitch of her voice was higher. Much higher. 

“I asked if you ever have to punish patients?” 
“Well... You know... I-I don’t understand what you mean.” Her smile 

drooped a fraction at the corners and a bright spot of red flushed on each 
of her cheeks. 

“It’s not a difficult question, Nurse Sneed.” 
Her eyes flashed and she curled her upper lip into an ugly sneer. 
“I don’t like what you’re insinuating, Mr.-” She glanced down at the 

clipboard as she stood up. “-Mr. Video.” 
“How about some apple sauce? Feel like feeding me some? Maybe jam it 

all the way down my gullet?” 
Her mouth actually dropped open and I had to smile. 
“I know what you do,” I whispered. She pulled her clipboard back, but 

she never got the chance to hit me with it. She never got a chance to shut 
me up. 

I squeezed my fist closed, feeling my freckle nestle between the third 
and fourth fingers of my right hand. Warmth pulsed though my body as 
Nurse Sneed glared down at me. 

“Sit down,” I said. 
Nurse Sneed sat back down in the chair and looked at me with true hate. 
And fear. 



197 

 
 
 
 
 
 
2 
 
 

I didn’t really know what to do next. All I knew was that if I could help 
it, Harold Raines would never see Nurse Sneed’s face again. 

“What now?” I asked. 
“I can’t move,” Nurse Sneed said. The smile that used to live on her 

face was as dead as her voice was. 
“What would you like to do?” I asked. 
“Kill you.” 
I chuckled as her eyes got big. 
“Surprised you said that out loud, aren’t you?” I asked. 
“Yes,” she said. 
“How long have you been punishing your patients?” 
“Twenty-seven years.” 
“Have you killed any of them?” 
“Oh, yes,” she said, her eyes getting big again as the truth flowed from 

her lips. 
“Relax. I’m not going to tell anyone. Why did you smile so large when 

you were talking about how rewarding the successes are?” 
It was her turn to chuckle. 
“Mr. Video, the deaths are what I term my successes.” 
A chill crept up my spine, but I made sure to keep my fist closed tight. I 

wouldn’t allow Murmur to slip in again. 
“How many?” I asked. 
“Twenty-four, but soon I’ll have twenty-five,” Nurse Sneed said, and 

she smiled at that. 
“Harold Raines?” I asked, enjoying how the smile fell from her face. 

“You didn’t think I knew?” 
“No. How could you have? Did he tell you?” 
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“He didn’t tell me, and I don’t really understand it myself, but I’ll let you 
in on a little secret.” 

I leaned toward her like she had done when she told me that Harold was 
starving himself. 

“You will never touch Harold again,” I whispered. 
“I will never touch Harold again,” she repeated with a frown. 
“Good,” I said. “Now, what about the other patients?” 
“All mine.” 
“No. They’re mine now; you’re mine now.” 
“I’m yours,” she said, her frown dipping lower. 
I shut my eyes and remembered the sound her clipboard made when it 

whacked against the side of Harold’s face. 
“Good,” I whispered. “Here’s what you’re going to do...” 
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“Not a thought,” Natalie repeated. 
My prison shook as whatever it was got closer. 
“Son, it’s time. Are you ready to go?” My dad’s voice asked. 
The rumbling stopped. 
Dad? 
“Yes. I came back. How did we get down here?” 
You... I think you did something and that’s how we got here.  
I couldn’t really remember. I’d been here for so long. 
“Me?” My father asked. “I wasn’t the one who killed Lucie.” 
What? I didn’t kill her either. 
“Bal, you did though. Remember?” 
And I did.  
I saw Lucie on my bed next to me. We were studying for a calculus test. 

A strand of her hair fell across her face and I reached over to tuck it behind 
her ear. I loved doing that.  

She smiled at me. 
I remembered telling her that I was hungry and asking if she wanted 

anything to eat while I was up. 
She told me that she wanted a frozen fruit bar, but only if it was a 

strawberry one. 
She loved those. 
I trotted downstairs and grabbed a chocolate fudgesicle, along with my 

father’s slicer. 
Walking back up the stairs, I peeled off the sticky wrapper and dropped 

it on the white carpet. Where I was headed, a little stain surely wouldn’t 
matter. 

I walked back into my room and set the fudgesicle on my cabinet, then I 
walked over to where Lucie was studying on my bed, the strand of hair still 
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tucked behind her ear. She never even got a chance to look up as I plunged 
the knife through her back eighteen times.  

I left the slicer sticking out of the side of her ribcage and grabbed my 
fudgesicle. I took a bite. It tasted like blood. 

I sighed, dropping the fudgesicle and sliding the slicer out of Lucie’s 
side. Without thinking about it, I brought the knife up to my neck and slit 
my own throat, falling back against her and closing my eyes. 

“See?” My dad’s voice asked. “You killed her, Bal. You killed Lucie.” 
No. That wasn’t how it happened.  
The fudgesicle tasted like blood.  
“That was how it happened, son. You just don’t want to admit it. That’s 

why you’re down here, Bal. You know what hell is. This is yours. You’re 
going to murder Lucie for the rest of eternity.” 

The fudgesicle tasted like blood. Why? 
“That was just blood that splattered up onto your lips after you stabbed 

her eighteen times.” 
No. I wouldn’t kill Lucie. 
I felt something tickle my leg down by my ankle. 
“Of course not, but then why are you down here living through it all 

again?” 
The tickling feeling got stronger. It felt like... like pain. Was something 

biting me? 
The rumbling began again. 
“Balthazar,” Natalie screamed at me. “Quit talking to it.” 
The fudgesicle tasted like blood. It tasted like blood, because it wasn’t a 

fudgesicle. It was my father’s slicer stabbing me in the chest and poking out 
of my back. I was drowning as my deflated lungs filled with my own blood. 

My father brought the slicer up to his own throat and smirked down at 
me on the couch. I half expected his eyes to be green, but they weren’t. 

“Our time is here, son,” he said, pulling the slicer across his throat in a 
single fluid motion.  

He stood with that smirk on his face as the front of his ratty t-shirt 
turned a shiny wet black. 

“That’s it, Balthazar. It’s leaving,” Natalie said as the rumbling began to 
fade away. 

“Son.” The rumbling grew lighter. “Remember what hell is, and 
remember what your hell would be. And that dog ain’t really a dog.” 
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I didn’t get home until eight that night. After I sent Nurse Sneed on her 
way, the doctor came in and asked a lot of questions. He followed that up 
by drawing just as many vials of blood.  

My parents arrived twenty minutes after I was discharged. I spent that 
time sitting on a bench in front of the hospital thinking. My thoughts rolled 
all over the place. 

I thought about the field trip I’d sent Nurse Sneed on. I smiled at that as 
I remembered that single tear slipping down the side of Harold Raines’ 
cheek. Harold would never see that bitch again. 

No one would. 
That channeled my thoughts to my current predicament. I had power. I 

could bend people to my will. I’d made a point of not thinking about it, but 
now I was faced with it. 

I could affect people, how or why I didn’t know. No radioactive spiders. 
No toxic waste. 

All I had to go on was the stupid little colorless freckle in the palm of 
my hand that pulsed at me whenever the urge struck. 

Or did it? 
Was there any sort of pattern to the pulsing bump? 
And what about the spike on my back? I still didn’t know what that was 

about. 
When had the freckle first pulsed at me? 
It pulsed in the hospital, and it had pulsed in the bathroom with Randy. 

Had it pulsed when the lighter fluid spilled on Lucie?  
Maybe. I couldn’t remember. 
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It seemed to pulse when in the company of someone evil. That didn’t 
seem right though. Maybe it pulsed when harm was being done to someone 
for no reason. I didn’t think that was correct either. 

I remembered that it had also pulsed in Murmur’s manse. 
Murmur. 
I smiled as I remembered how those human green eyes of his widened 

as I cut through the claw that speared me gut to neck. 
Murmur compounded my problems. It seemed that my freckle could 

open a doorway inside of a person, allowing me to slip in to handle the 
controls, but assuming Murmur was telling the truth, how had a Great Duke 
and an Earl in His Kingdom slipped into Randy? 

 
His Kingdom. Capital “H”. I knew who He was and had to accept that. 
Also, if I could accept that He was Lucifer and that I could bend people 

to my will, I had to accept that bending people could also open doorways to 
hell within them if I wasn’t careful. I had a feeling that Murmur had caught 
a break when I loosened my grip on Randy. Next time I might end up with 
something much worse than Murmur.  

And what would that be? What could be worse than Murmur? 
I shuddered. How could anything could be worse than that ivory beak 

with those human arms hidden just out of sight? 
Finally, I thought about Lucie telling me to drop by sometime, but not 

really meaning it. How her eyes dulled as she said it all. How it meant 
nothing. It wasn’t even an invitation; it was just a cheap way of bailing. 
Again. 

I looked out into the black night, shaking my head.  
Lucie had abandoned me again. She’d sat there and apologized for 

leaving me in the school parking lot, which was my supposed time of need, 
and when I told her all the things, all the terrifying things I had been 
through, what did she say? 

Come over sometime. 
Like I was some little kid she’d taken pity on. Like she was doing me a 

fucking favor. 
As my parent’s Prius rolled to a stop in front of me with that silent hum 

they have, I made up my mind. 
Lucie’s father was in Chicago on business. 
I would take her up on her false offer. 
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“How are you doing, honey?”  
At home, my mom called this up the stairs to me. You would think that 

if she really cared, she would come up. I thought the same. 
“Fine,” I called down. 
I was anything but. I sat by the window in the chair I’d wheeled over 

from my desk. I looked across the yard at the dark house. At Lucie’s dark 
house with the one flickering source of light coming from her room. I got 
up and headed downstairs.  

I was going over there to talk to her. She couldn’t just leave and come 
back whenever she felt like it. I was a person too and would demand her to 
treat me as such. That much I deserved. 

I crept down the stairs. My toes only touched the outsides of each step 
where no creaking giveaways would call out across the silence. It would’ve 
been easier if my parents liked to watch television. 

They didn’t. 
They both read, and they didn’t even read with music on so creeping out 

of the house bordered on impossible, but doable if you knew just how to 
walk down the staircase. The staircase was the deal breaker.  

Most people think the door would be the problem, sending out a sharp 
crack as it dislodged itself from the jamb, but I was lucky in that. 

The door wouldn’t create a problem because my father oiled the shit out 
of the hinges and locks every winter and our door fit perfectly into the jamb 
so there was never any sticking. Winters in Solo might not be that cold to 
someone from up north, but they were very dry, and the wind cranked at a 
steady pace for months. 

At the bottom of the stairs, I peeked around the banister and into the 
living room. I saw two pairs of feet clad in white socks, the larger pair 
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crossed. That meant my father had settled into whatever it was he was 
reading and was dead to the world. 

I turned away and twisted the knob on the front door.  
The key is to go slow and steady, and once the knob is completely 

twisted, you pull the door open. Then you reach your other hand around to 
twist the knob on the other side. Slowly release the inside knob to neutral 
and step out into the night, pulling the door shut behind you. Let the 
tension on the outside knob twist it back to neutral and walk away. 

I walked away and headed across the lawn to Lucie’s. I felt like a fugitive 
as I stood before her front door. The door seemed to be almost looming on 
top of me before I mustered up the courage to ring the doorbell. 

I listened to it echo in the house, enjoying the cool breeze against my 
neck and the symphony of crickets and other assorted night life. The only 
thing I didn’t like was the moon. It glared down at me, nothing but milky 
iris.  

I stood at the door for what felt like five minutes. I rang the bell again, 
and as my eyes grew accustomed to the night, I could make out a flickering 
light falling from Lucie’s room down the stairs. 

I felt the urge to run, to just flee from the front door and talk to her at 
school the next day or to maybe never talk to her again because that 
flickering light had a sickness about it. It seemed to creep and crawl down 
her stairs and reach out to me, reach out for me. 

I took a step back and turned toward my house when the hairs on the 
back of my neck stood up. The night was silent. The crickets no longer 
sang; the frogs no longer chirped in their regular chorus. Clouds blocked 
the moon’s vision. 

An owl screamed, sending gooseflesh across my arms and shoulders. As 
I turned back to look into the house, I saw the magenta haired girl staring 
out at me from behind the glass of Lucie’s front door, pale and dead in the 
moonlight. 

I stepped back and my ankle rolled off the concrete walkway. I looked 
down to catch myself and when I looked up the door was opening. 

This thing with Murmur wasn’t over. How could I have been so stupid 
to think it was? 

I opened my mouth to yell out for help or maybe to scream out for 
mercy. The door opened wider and something inside Lucie’s house 
moaned. The girl stepped out onto the front porch and the moon lit her 
hair on fire. 

I realized the moaning was coming from me and clamped my mouth 
shut, thinking of the stake that could soon be exiting from my mouth, 
Murmur’s Chosen dragging me down it. 

The girl reached out her hand to me and I saw that it was open. 
“No.” 
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That was all I managed to get out before her cold, wet hand clamped 
around my wrist. 
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“Balthazar, are you okay?” Lucie asked. 
She was the one holding out her hand to me. It wasn’t the magenta 

haired girl at all. It was just Lucie, regular brunette Lucie. 
“Are you okay?” She repeated. 
“Fine,” I said, standing up straight. “I’m fine.” 
“What are you doing out here?” 
“I rang the doorbell. You said to come over sometime. Now seemed like 

a good time.” It felt all sorts of lame. 
“I must not have heard it,” she said, glancing over her shoulder before 

looking back at me. I thought she was looking up at the flickering light. 
“I rang it twice.” 
“Yeah. I didn’t hear it.” 
“But you came to the door?” 
“I heard the last one, I mean, but not the first one.” She glanced inside 

again. 
“Am I interrupting something?” I asked. 
“No.” 
“Is someone else in there?” 
The flickering went out and she flinched when it did, even though she 

was facing me. 
“No. No one is here. Why would you ask that?” 
“Because you’re acting weird.” 
“I’m acting weird?” 
“Yeah,” I said. “You’re acting weird. You keep glancing over shoulder 

like you’re afraid you’re going to get caught doing something wrong.” 
Lucie laughed at this. She laughed at this deeply. 
“You see dead people, Balthazar. No, you see hanging souls and the 

staked bodies below them, and I’m the one acting weird?” 
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It felt like she’d sucker punched me in the gut. My face burned. I told 
her all of those things in confidence.  

Why was she always a rollercoaster? I never knew which Lucie I would 
get. I never knew if it would be the caring, awesome Lucie or the mean, 
vindictive one. 

“Fuck you.” I clenched my fist and Lucie flinched. 
There was no heat in my palm, but I vaguely wished there was. I wanted 

to teach her a lesson. 
“Balthazar, I didn’t-” 
“Don’t ever call me that again. It’s Bal to you from now on,” I hissed as 

I felt my face flush a darker shade of red. A shade that lived down the block 
from embarrassment, but just before you turned the corner to rage. 

“Okay,” she said. A single tear slipped down her face, and in that 
instant, she reminded me of Harold. It was a tear of despair and I didn’t 
understand it, especially after what she said to me. 

“What the hell is wrong with you? You’re there for me and then you 
bail. You apologize, tell me you’re there for me from now on, and then you 
bail again. Why? Why lead me on? Why act like I’m some project you’re 
passionate about and then get bored of on a whim?” I felt like I could’ve 
asked more questions, but I was sick of even talking to her. I just wanted it 
all to be over, but I wanted my answers first. 

“I’m scared,” Lucie said, and she looked it. 
“You’re scared? I’m the one seeing pregnant girls slipping down poles 

like goddamned popsicles. I’m the one who was surrounded by headless 
things in the dark. I’m the one who got tossed around by something that 
used gravity like it was a fucking yo-yo. Tell me you’re scared. Tell me that 
you are scared one more time.” 

“I’m scared, Balthazar,” Lucie whispered.  
She didn’t look scared anymore; she looked terrified. 
And me? All I could think was that this was some sort of elaborate 

feminine trap. That I was supposed to rush to her aid like some conquering 
tough guy and make everything in her life OKAY while she continued to 
shit on everything in mine. 

“And I don’t want to hurt you anymore,” she finished. 
“Fuck you,” I said, and walked back to my house. 
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The moon glared down at me with its dead, milky iris as I stomped 
across her yard, and then mine. I couldn’t understand her. Why couldn’t she 
make up her mind? 

I stood in front of my door for a few moments, staring in through the 
narrow windows that edged the wood of the door. 

The lights in the living room were off. Good. 
I went through the same process entering the house as I had exiting; 

thanking whoever had forgotten to lock the front door. That would have 
caused too many problems. 

When I was back upstairs in my room, I looked out my window. 
The light winked at me from Lucie’s room and it felt like laughter. 
I snorted and headed to the bathroom. Dropping trough, I looked up at 

the ceiling, enjoying that blessed relief that comes with the first rush of 
urine exiting the body. 

When I looked down, the hand holding my cock twitched and I 
moaned, sending that blessed relief right onto the open lid and seat of the 
toilet. 

On my right hand, about half an inch behind the knuckle of my pointer 
finger, sat a mound. 

Spider bite? 
Clenching off the flow of urine, I looked at the back of my hand, fingers 

extended and splayed. That’s when the moan escaped from my lips. It 
wasn’t just one bump. 

Four shiny humps stood at attention in a straight line behind the regular 
peaks and valleys of my knuckles on the back of my right hand. 

“Why?” I asked. 
My hands didn’t answer. 
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I brought my left hand up in the same manner; palm facing down, 
fingers straight out. The four humps on the back of my left hand cast tiny 
shadows across the surrounding skin. 

The humps on both hands were grey around the edges, gradually 
growing darker until you got to the bruised black center of each. I knew 
that if I touched the peaks of the new knuckles, I would feel points of bone 
beneath the flesh there, just like on my back the night before. 

I closed both hands and fell to my knees as I did so, feeling a warm 
puddle spread beneath my legs. 

“No,” I whispered. 
My hands bent. They bent like normal at my regular knuckles, and then 

hinged over along the new line of knuckles. 
Looking at the foreign gobs of flesh and bone at the ends of my arms, 

my stomach revolted. Tuna casserole fell to the toilet in chunks. When I 
closed my hands, they looked like those deformed fetuses you always see 
floating in mason jars in horror movies. My hands. 

I turned my right hand over. The bump on my palm was black and 
stared back at me, a hole leading somewhere else. I reached over my 
shoulder and touched my back, shuddering as I felt firm and almost sharp 
points caress the horn that arced out from that top vertebra. 

I wasn’t surprised. The tips of my fingers had been tinged with the same 
shade of black as the knuckles. 

A small ripple of pleasure rolled down my spine when my fingers 
touched the horn. 

I eventually stood up and looked at myself in the mirror, half expecting 
to see horns growing out of my head. There were no horns on my head, 
just one growing out of my back. 

There were light lines of purple under both eyes, but I thought that was 
from too little sleep. 

“What’s happening to me?” I asked so quietly it looked like I only 
mouthed it. My reflection ignored me as I pressed my fingertips against the 
bruised-looking skin under my eyes. 

What am I becoming? 
When would it stop? 
Where would it stop? 
I had no one to ask these questions. The one person I thought I could 

trust now acted like I was a crazy nut job. Who do you go to with 
something like this? 

I couldn’t go to a doctor. If any of this stuff wasn’t in sight, and I had an 
idea that it wouldn’t be, the doctor would admit me to some psych ward 
with rubber home-sweet-homes and straight jacket doormats. 

And if it did show? If this shit did manifest itself visibly for a doctor? 
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Well, I imagined that there would be no end to the number of needles 
pushed in and out of me, the number of blood samples taken, the number 
of anal temperature readings. 

Nope. No sir. I would deal with this in my way; i.e. not at all. 
I lurched toward the shower, splashing into the puddle of urine next to 

it. I tossed a towel onto the puddle. I didn’t have time to worry about 
cleaning stuff like that up. 

I closed the shower curtain and my eyes as I turned the water to full hot 
and flipped on the shower. 

I felt the thumping of the water hitting my body and the wetness, but no 
temperature. I scrubbed myself hard, staying away from the horn and those 
extra knuckles.  

After my shower, I dried off, though not very well, forgot to brush my 
teeth and collapsed into bed, naked and clutching my poor hands to my 
chest. 

I worried myself to sleep as I felt the points on the tips of my fingers, 
already sharper since I touched my back, poking into my chest. 

I dreamed that night.. 
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I sat in a comfy chair, eating Ben and Jerry’s with a fork. The television 
was too loud and was playing an old episode of ER. One of the George 
Clooney seasons. I felt my body hanging in places I’d never felt it hang. My 
chest in particular. It felt heavy, and as I dug out another forkful of ice 
cream, cold and good, I saw two mounds of flesh pressing out from my 
chest. 

I had breasts? 
I looked at my hands and tried to scream. Too many rings strangled the 

fingers.  
I knew those hands. 
I was Nurse Sneed; I was in Nurse Sneed. 
I tried to wake up, tried to scream out, but couldn’t do either. 
I felt myself scrape the bottom of the ice cream carton, unable to get 

anything else out with the fork because it was all melted. 
“Pooey.” 
The word came out of my mouth in Nurse Sneed’s high voice. I felt a 

craving in my (her) belly for more ice cream. 
“That’s why you eat with a fork, Linda. So you don’t finish the whole 

thing,” her voice announced to the empty room. 
There was less than a spoonful of ice cream left. I felt her push this to 

the back of her mind and she stood. She groaned and I felt the deep ache in 
her feet that can only come from walking around all day on the hard, 
linoleum floors of a hospital. 

She walked into the kitchen, looking around. She spied the lid to the ice 
cream next to the sink, sitting in a small puddle of melted ice. Grabbing the 
lid off the top of the counter, she felt the sudden urge to bring it to her lips, 
to bury her nose in it and gobble up all the melted ice cream along the 
inside like the dirty little piggy she was. 
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“No, Linda,” she said, although her stomach said yes. “You mustn’t 
have anymore.” 

She nodded to herself and my vision jerked down and then up, making 
me nauseous. Without further speech, she popped the lid back onto the 
carton and tossed it into the freezer, feeling a little twinge of need to finish 
the whole thing. She deserved to be punished after all, didn’t she? 

She thought yes, but decided that she would punish herself more than 
enough after work the next day. She had the whole day off after tomorrow 
and would have the proper amount of time to punish herself that she 
deserved, that she craved. 

Nurse Sneed closed the door to the freezer and walked over to the 
kitchen table, picking up a generic white plastic shopping bag. It was the 
kind they give you at a gas station. It looked like it could hold any number 
of things and I felt a little uncertainty come into Nurse Sneed’s mind. 

I remembered what I’d whispered to her earlier and felt the same trickle 
of uncertainty. I told her that she was never to see another of her patients 
and that she would never work anywhere that required her to come into 
contact with people again. 

She trudged down the hall toward the—bedroom?  
No, the bathroom.  
It was clean and well lit. The toilet had a fluffy pink cover on it she’d 

knitted herself and the tank had a small wicker basket that looked like a 
bird’s nest filled with potpourri on top of another hand knit creation that 
matched the toilet cover. 

The tile on the counter top that edged the sink was pink as well. 
The whole room felt too neat though, like it was someone’s idea of what 

the perfect bathroom should look like. You know that feeling of falsity you 
get in those furniture stores that have whole rooms furnished and matching 
down to the last button and stitch? 

This was like that, but worse because someone actually used it.  
The uncertainty she felt about what she was doing transformed my own 

uncertainty into solid dread. 
What was she doing? 
Nurse Sneed placed the plastic bag in the sink and rooted around inside. 

The room filled with the loud shushing sound those bags always make. 
Her eyes widened as she looked down at the contents, like the cashier 

had given her someone else’s purchases. 
“That’s not right,” she said to the pile of replacement blades for a man’s 

shaving razor that she held in both hands. They were the three blades per 
head variety, five to a pack. “This must’ve cost a fortune.” 

I agreed. 
She left the bag in the sink and dumped the pile of razors onto the tile 

counter. 
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“I’ll just take these back tomo-” 
She quit talking as her hands opened the first pack and dropped the 

razors next to the pile of packages. She put the empty packaging into the 
bag that still sat in the sink. 

“Now why did you do that, Linda?” She asked, fear edging the corner of 
every word. 

She popped open another pack, and more razors clattered against the 
pink tile, the blades glinting in the bright light. I felt her heart ramp up a 
beat or two and sweat pop out on her upper lip. 

“Stop.” 
Her hands reached for another pack and panic flooded through her in a 

torrent as the razors clattered on top of the others. She tossed the trash into 
the bag. 

“Please,” she whispered. “Stop.” 
I wanted to be anywhere but where I was at that moment. 
I felt a tear slip down the right side of her face as she opened another 

package of razors, neatly depositing the trash into the sack. 
“What’s happening to me?” 
I thought of Harold Raines, alone back in his hospital bed, terrified of 

the next time Nurse Sneed would return to torment him again. I thought of 
that same tear he’d shed and the feeling of supreme power Nurse Sneed 
had felt upon seeing it. 

My heart hardened and I felt an inkling of enjoyment at her confusion 
about what was happening in her cookie cutter bathroom. 

She opened the last package of razors and dropped the trash into the 
plastic sack. She tied it shut at the top, that sudden shushing sound filling 
the bathroom and scaring her. She picked up the bag and headed to the 
kitchen where she opened the cabinet door beneath the sink. She dropped 
the bag filled with empty packages of razors into the trash bin. 

I felt relief wash over her for a moment as this was something she knew 
and understood. It was something she was used to doing, a bit of normalcy 
at the end of a long lapse into abnormality. 

She tried to sigh, but it caught in her throat before she could let it go. 
Her legs were taking her back down that hall to the bathroom and that pile 
of razors. 

If I could have smiled then, I would have as all the relief she’d felt 
crashed down around her, lying in heaps that her feet crushed away as she 
walked out of the kitchen like a robot. 

Nurse Sneed entered her tiny little Barbie’s Dream Bathroom. She stood 
before the pile of thirty razors, looking into her own eyes and seeing mine 
looking right back at her through her own face. 

Good girl, I mouthed and her lips made the shape of my words with small 
croaking noises beneath as her voice box tried to move with my words. 
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All the color drained from her face and she whispered to her reflection, 
the reflection that had my eyes. 

“I must be going mad,” she whispered. 
“You’re not,” I mouthed, and her voice box seemed to pick up the 

syllables this time. 
“No,” she said, a boring look of disbelief coming over her. 

“Something’s wrong. I’m not well.” 
“You’re not talking to yourself anymore, dearest Linda.” This came out 

in full and whole words though her voice box croaked a bit to compensate 
for the pitch difference. 

“What is this?” She asked. 
“This?” I croaked out to her. “This is the punishment you wanted so 

badly. This is the punishment you deserve.” 
“Punishment?” Panic edged the word. “Punishment for what? What 

have I done?” 
“Harold Raines.” 
I thought her face had drained of color earlier, but now it really did. Her 

eyes fluttered as her body attempted to pass out, but I refused its wish. 
“H-Harold?” She asked when her eyes quit fluttering around. 
“Oh yes. H-Harold R-Raines,” I mocked her, enjoying flipping the 

tables on this horrific woman. 
“I’m sorry, Harold. I thought you wanted me to treat you like a grown 

man instead of a child,” she said this like a little kid would pout that the 
bigger kid had won the race or that the smarter one had scored better on a 
test. You know, it’s just not fair, woe is me. 

People make me sick sometimes. 
“Well, now it’s time for you to eat your apple sauce,” I croaked through 

her mouth. 
“What apple sau-” She began, but her right hand flicked out and 

snatched a razor up from the pile. 
Her eyes grew wide with horror as her hands tossed the razor back and 

forth between each other. She started to say something else, but before she 
could get whatever it was out, her left hand popped the razor into her 
mouth like it was a piece of candy. 

Her mouth closed around it and wet crunches and pops filled the 
bathroom as she started chewing. A tiny runner of blood trailed down from 
the corner of her mouth. When she swallowed the shards of plastic and the 
sharp slivers of the blades, I raised her right hand up, and keeping the 
thumb extended, I opened and closed her other four fingers three times. A 
toddler’s wave goodbye. 

Tears began to fall as Nurse Sneed picked up a small handful of blades 
and tossed them into her dark, red mouth like M & M’s. 

Nurse Sneed chewed. 
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I awoke in the same ball I fell asleep in. I woke up with a smile. I looked 
at the red digits of my alarm clock as they changed. 

Two-oh-nine. 
I smiled, because I knew that everything I dreamed had really happened. 

I smiled, because I was the one who caused it. I smiled... hell, I smiled just 
because I could. 

This thing I had—this power—I could use it. It was the first time I’d 
thought of that. I could use this power to punish those who tried to punish 
the innocent. 

The thought made me feel heady. I could punish evil. 
I touched the back of my hands, knowing that the mounds of bone that 

had appeared earlier would be gone, knowing that if I bothered to touch my 
back, the horn would be gone. 

I got out of bed and walked to the bathroom, just to make sure. I 
couldn’t feel the extra set of knuckles, but wanted to make sure the horn 
had retracted. 

I flicked on the light, keeping my eyes scrunched closed against the 
brightness; gradually relaxing the lids until I finally cracked them open.  

Red eyes stared back at me from the reflection. 
The white parts of both of my eyes were completely red, and as I leaned 

forward until my nose was touching the mirror, I saw why. It looked like 
something had gotten into both of my eyes because the veins were standing 
out in harsh, red cords. 

My pupils looked dilated to the point where I could barely see my irises. 
Holes of black surrounded by a sea of red. 

I looked into the pupils and felt my legs start to shake. Both pupils 
looked like the hole from my palm, the hole that led to someplace else. My 
knee banged against the cabinet door beneath the sink and I jumped right 
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out of my body. I slammed my eyes shut and flicked off the light to the 
bathroom before heading back to my room. 

I fell back into bed, my eyelids suddenly heavy, and watched the 
moonlight dance on my ceiling for a bit. 

I watched it and fell back to sleep, almost remembering, for the second 
time, that I didn’t have a tree outside of my window. 



217 

 
 
 
 
 
 

BELOW XIV 
 
 

What was that? 
“It doesn’t matter,” Natalie said. 
Multiple hands around my ankle let go and I felt her lean away from me 

as they did. She licked me once, a dry sandpaper scrape against my calf. The 
hands closed around the vacated space immediately. 

What are you really, Natalie? That thing said that you weren’t a dog, so what are 
you? 

“It was lying to you. It lied about your murder, Lucie, and me.” 
No. It lied about Lucie and me, but it didn’t lie about you. What are you, if you’re 

not a dog? 
“Something else,” she said, and when she said it, it sounded like she 

thought that these two little words answered everything else I could 
possibly ask her. 

Something else. What does that mean? 
“I’m related to everything down here, Bal. You know that.” 
No. I didn’t know that. What are you? 
“The time has almost come. Your time is almost here.” 
Quit sidestepping. What are you? Why have you stood by me for so long? 
“I was created for you, Balthazar. I’m yours alone. I’m to be your guide 

in this world, and if you succeed, in others. There have been many before 
you and me. I can only hope that we fare better than those before us.” 

What happened to them? 
“They failed.” 
How? Why? 
“Too many reasons. Some weren’t ready, some weren’t right, some 

weren’t-” 
Too hot, too cold, just right. Is that where you’re going? 
“Elementary, but yes.” 
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Okay, so what do I have to do? 
“I don’t know. That’s for you to know, Balthazar.” 
And what happens if I fail? 
“Hell awaits.” 
And if I succeed? 
“Your salvation.” 
My salvation. 
“Yes, but many tests lie ahead. Fail one, and you progress no further.” 
What kind of tests? 
“I don’t know.” 
How many are there? 
“I don’t know.” 
Fine, but why me? Why was I the one chosen for these tests? 
“Because you’re to be the Antichrist. You were born on the proper date 

and at the proper time. Further, you bear the mark of the beast. The 
satisfaction of these three conditions ensures that you are the chosen, the 
possible Antichrist. You have the Dark, Bal. It grows inside of you even 
now.” 

The Dark? 
“Everyone has a small amount of the Dark within them. It’s that little 

piece of Lucifer within everyone. It’s like a gas tank that fills and empties 
over time. Some people fill their tank so full that it spills over the brim. 
That’s how you end up with people like John Wayne Gacy and Ed Gein. 
Some people empty their tank and never fill it again, giving you Gandhi’s 
and Mother Teresa’s. Most keep their tank somewhere between full and 
empty. You’re different though.” 

How am I different? 
“Well, continuing with the analogy of a gas tank, you have a tank within 

you as well, only your tank knows no end. It will never reach full, because 
its capacity is as infinite as your capacity for the Dark is.” 

So I’m going to be a serial killer? 
“Oh no. The people that fill themselves to their limit with the Dark go 

mad from it. It corrupts them to the core and leaves behind a husk of what 
they formerly were. Once they hit their limit, the Dark sloshes over the 
edge leaving them with the same amount no matter what they try. It’s like a 
heroin or oxycontin addict becoming resistant to the drug. No matter how 
much more they do, they never get any higher, and one day they just pop. 
The same thing happens with the Dark inside of you, only you can’t pop. 
You’re built to never pop.” 

What if I empty my tank? 
“You can’t. It lives in you. Other people drink it in through bloodshed, 

rape, and murder, but you? You produce it. You breathe it out into the 
world around you.” 
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What if I don’t want to? 
“Do you ever want to see Lucie again?” 
You know the answer to that, Natalie. 
“The only way out is through.” 
When do we start then? 
“When you’re ready.” 
I think I’m ready now. 
“You’re not. You’ll know when the time is right.” 
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ABOVE XIV 
1 
 
 

I got to the bus stop earlier than usual the next morning. I wanted to 
talk to Lucie. As often as she pissed me off and as flaky as she was, I still 
wanted to talk to the girl. 

When I woke up that morning, I remembered everything from the night 
before. I remembered the knuckles, the angry red veins standing out around 
the holes in my eyes, and the dream about Nurse Sneed. 

Sitting on the curb and feeling the morning sun warm my skin as I 
waited for Lucie more than the bus, it seemed to be just that.  

A dream.  
A simple and fantastic dream about a woman I would never see again, 

yet part of me, the part that fed all the changes going on within my body, 
told me that Nurse Sneed had eaten all of the razor blades on the counter 
and then taken a bath that she never rose from. 

I felt okay about this. Actually, I smiled at the thought. 
“Baltha-I mean, Bal, can we talk about what happened last night?” Lucie 

asked from behind me as she walked over to where I sat. 
“Sure. Why not? Knock yourself out, Luc,” I answered, the smile still 

ripping across my face as I thought of Nurse Sneed crying in a rapidly 
cooling bathtub, her stomach and intestines tossing the razors around, 
slitting her wrists from the inside. 

“That’s not fair,” she said. “And why are you smiling like that?” 
“No reason,” I said, ignoring her first statement as I knocked the smile 

off my face. “What did you want to talk about?” 
“Last night. Is everything okay with you this morning?” Lucie looked 

worried. 
Well that’s just too cute, an ugly voice whispered in my head. 
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“Yeah. I’m fine. Talk away, Lucie.” 
“I can’t talk to you when you’re acting like this.” 
“Acting like what? Like I don’t care? Like things don’t matter? Like you 

don’t matter?” 
This wasn’t going at all how I’d planned. 
“Don’t say that,” Lucie said as she sat on the curb to my right. She 

picked up a dried out leaf the size of her hand and started separating the 
brittle leaf material from the veins as she stared at the house across the 
street. 

Something about how deftly she was doing it while not looking gave me 
the creeps. “Don’t say what? That you don’t matter? Is that what I’m not 
supposed to say?” 

“You matter to me,” she said in a quiet voice. It came out as a statement 
instead of a response to what I was saying. “And I matter to you.” 

It felt like she needed me to care about her, like she depended on it. 
Why was she so hot and cold about our relationship then?  

I didn’t have an answer to that, but my heart thawed the smallest bit. 
“I do care, Lucie, otherwise I wouldn’t be so incredibly pissed off at you 

right now. What is your deal?” 
“I don’t know. I guess I’m just stressed out.” 
“Stressed out from what? School?” 
She snorted at this. “School? No, I’m stressed out about my dad.” 
“What’s wrong with your dad?” 
The swirls on the toes of his wingtips burst forth in my mind and all 

sorts of answers raced along with them, none of them good. Maybe he 
molested her. Maybe he beat her. Maybe he pimped her out some nights. 
Maybe she was with a John last night and I’d interrupted her father’s little 
moneymaking scheme, maybe she- 

“My mom died,” Lucie said. 
“What?”  
Her mom died? I’d never seen her mom though; I’d never even heard 

her voice. 
“My mother. She passed away. That’s why he moved us here. You 

know, to get a fresh start.” Lucie’s fingers kept working over the leaf, 
darting here and there. She was turning the symbol of fall into a skeleton’s 
hand of jagged veins as she stared across the street.  

Earlier that semester, my biology class had to watch a movie on insects. 
There was a small section on the praying mantis with a close-up video of its 
mandibles chewing off the head of a black beetle. One million tiny little 
motions all bent on the destruction of that small beetle’s head. Lucie’s 
hands reminded me of those mandibles as they ate away at the leaf. 
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“That sucks. I mean... you know... I’m sorry for your loss,” I said. I’ve 
never known how to respond to people bringing up the death of a loved 
one. Sometimes I wish they’d just keep it to themselves. 

“It’s fine. For that matter I’m fine. It’s my father I’m worried about. All 
he does now is work, like he’s trying to kill himself with fatigue so he can be 
back with her again.” 

“Oh,” I said. I kicked at a leaf and then put my foot on top of it, feeling 
it disintegrate beneath my foot as I ground it into the dark grey asphalt of 
the road. 

“Yeah, he walks through the house like a zombie and mumbles about 
numbers and shit.” 

My ears perked up at this. “What do you mean he mumbles about 
numbers?” 

“Just what I said,” Lucie answered. “He walks around not really seeing 
anything, talking about threes and sixes. Sometimes I hear him whisper 
about eighteens.” 

“Eighteens?” The hair on the back of my neck stood straight out from 
my skin and tiny sweat droplets poked their heads out from my upper lip. 
“What do you mean?” 

“Eighteens. He walks around saying stuff like six with three to eighteen 
or five and one with two and one to eighteen, but he’s not just saying it; 
he’s chanting it like it’s a nursery rhyme. Like he knows all the words and is 
practicing for a recital. I try to talk to him and he ignores me. I try to stand 
in his way sometimes, but he stumbles over me like he never saw me to 
begin with. Have you ever heard of anything like that?” 

“No,” I said. It was my turn to speak in a quiet voice. “No, Lucie, I’ve 
never heard of something like that.” 

“I’ve heard him say your name as well. Y’know, mixed in with the 
numbers.” 

Gooseflesh rose up across my shoulders. 
“Oh?” I tried my best to keep my voice calm although it sounded to me 

like it wavered. 
“Yeah. I’ve heard him say two things with your name: Demon East 

Balthazar Eighteen and Magi Balthazar King Seventeen. This stuff sounds 
different though. It sounds like he’s thinking something out, y’know? 
Working through something as opposed to just regurgitating words.” 

My stomach flipped when she told me about the seventeen and eighteen 
stuff. Her father was counting the letters in the preceding words and 
coming up with numbers. These numbers were based on words from the 
multiple definitions of my name. 

“That is strange,” I managed. My voice still sounded like it would betray 
my fear at any moment.  
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Her father knew. Somehow, he knew about me when I first met him, 
before I even really knew. That’s what worried me the most. He knew more 
about me than I did. He might even know what I was becoming. 

“Yeah,” she agreed. “Strange.” 
“When does he get back from Chicago?” I tried to sound cool about it. 

Just a random, innocent inquiry. 
“Why?” Lucie asked, and maybe it was just because I was on edge, but 

she seemed to ask her question before I’d even made it two words into 
mine. 

“Just curious,” I said as the bus rolled up. 
“Oh,” she said, raising her voice to be heard over the noise of the bus’ 

engine. “He gets back in tomorrow afternoon.” 
Lucie took the leaf, all veins now, and tore it in half with a grimace as 

the bus doors opened. 
She slipped her left hand into my right and I could feel some of the leaf 

still clinging to her palm. Then she looked up and smiled at me, and I was 
struck with another flash from that video in biology. 

After the male and female praying mantis mate, the female devours the 
male alive. 
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Sitting on the bus, Lucie laid her head against my shoulder. It was so 
loud on the bus that day that I almost missed what she said. 

“I believe you.” 
I was convinced that I’d heard her wrong. 
“What was that?” 
“I believe you, Balthazar,” she said, louder this time as she lifted her 

head and looked into my eyes. “I may not understand what’s happening 
with you, but I believe you.” 

It was exactly what I needed. I just needed someone to believe that 
these things were happening to me; I needed someone to believe in me. I 
also think it needed to be her. This strange girl did funny things to my 
emotions. 

“You believe me?” 
“I do,” Lucie said. “I couldn’t understand it at first, but that’s the thing. 

I don’t think I’m supposed to understand it. I’m supposed to understand 
you and help in any way that I can.” 

“I don’t know how you can help.” 
“I don’t either, but I have an idea. It’s Friday night. Can you convince 

your parents that you’re spending the night at a friend’s house?” She laid 
her head back against my shoulder. 

“I could try. Why? What did you have in mind?” I asked. I thought I 
knew what she had planned. 

“Nothing fancy. I just thought that we could try to figure out what it is 
that’s going on with you. Walk me home after school and we’ll figure out a 
plan.” 

That wasn’t what I thought she was going to say. She must’ve felt the 
disappointment when my shoulder slumped because she said, “Oh, I think 
we could do that as well.” 
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I smiled. “I don’t know how much you’ll like the changes going on with 
me though.” 

“There’ve been new ones?” She sat up, searching my face. “There’ve 
been new ones,” she said after taking a look at me. “What happened?” 

“Last night,” I said. 
“Yeah?” 
“Last night, something happened with my hands and my eyes.” 
“What happened?” 
“My eyes turned red and my hands kind of developed extra joints.” 
“Kind of?” 
“Yeah. An extra row of knuckles grew along here,” I said, picking up 

her hand and tracing my finger along the back where the knuckles had been 
on mine. 

“And they worked? They were... functioning?” 
“Oh yes. They worked, and my fingertips felt like they had points.” 
“Points like the fingertips of Murmur?” 
My blood ran cold when she uttered his name out loud. I’d been able to 

push him out of my mind for a while. I’d been able to push that whole 
thing out of my mind, but it came flooding back then.  

The pregnant girl. 
The hanging souls. 
The staked bodies. 
And Murmur’s claws? 
I hadn’t compared my fingers to his claws, but the comparison was apt 

in a way that chilled me. 
“Kind of, yes,” I answered. 
“Do you think that you’re becoming him? Becoming something... like 

him?” Lucie’s eyes were wide and she sounded breathless when she asked 
this. 

“I’m pretty sure that’s not what’s happening. He didn’t have a spike 
growing out from his back and his eyes were human eyes. Jade. Last night, 
mine were the eyes of something else entirely.” 

“Something else?” Lucie asked. 
“They weren’t human in the least, especially the centers. The centers 

were...” 
I trailed off, trying to find a word that would describe how horrible 

those black holes were, how inhuman they looked. 
“They were just what?” Lucie asked. 
“Abyss.” 
“What?” 
“That’s the only word that comes to mind. They were both an endless 

and depthless abyss.” 
“Oh.” 
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I could tell that she didn’t understand. I didn’t blame her. How do you 
describe a bottomless pit that seems to look back at you? How do you make 
someone understand that you were seeing that abyss in your eyes? In both 
eyes. 

“Okay,” I said. “Shut your eyes and imagine that you’re standing on the 
edge of a cliff.” 

“Really?” She sounded unsure. 
“Just give it a shot for me, okay?” 
“Alright.” Lucie shut her eyes. 
“You’re standing on the edge of a cliff. It’s night and there’s no moon 

and no stars. There’s no light of any sort. All you know is that your feet are 
on solid ground. Your eyes are wide open, but you can’t see anything. If 
you brought your hand up to your face and waved it there, you wouldn’t be 
able to see it. You’re looking out at nothing, only you realize that something 
is out there in the darkness.  

“You can’t see it, but you can feel it. You can feel it pressing against 
you, pulling you forward into its nothingness. That’s when you realize that 
the darkness is what’s out there. That’s what you feel looking at you. It’s all 
around you and every part of your body is touching it. Then you realize that 
you’re not actually standing on solid ground. You’ve been falling all along. 
Deeper and deeper into the belly of it and you weren’t even aware. You 
belong to it now and you taste fine.” 

I looked at her. A sheen of sweat stood out on the bridge of Lucie’s 
nose. She opened her eyes, blinking against the bright morning sun as her 
hair fluttered from the wind coming through the open window. 

“That’s what I felt in my eyes last night,” I said. “That’s what I saw.” 
Lucie didn’t say anything until the bus pulled into the school’s parking 

lot. I didn’t either. I felt that I’d maybe ruined something about the perfect 
morning by taking her to that place and making her feel what I felt. 

“Balthazar,” Lucie said as the other kids shuffled past us. “I’ll do 
anything I can to help you with this. Okay?” 

“Okay,” I said. 
That image of the female praying mantis eating the head off of the male 

came back to me as we got off the bus and headed to class. 
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“What’d you do to my brother, faggot?” 
The question was asked with an undercurrent of desperation. 
Lucie and I stood side by side at our lockers, talking to each other and 

ignoring everyone else around us as they scurried here and there, no more 
than ants as far as we were concerned. 

Kenneth Molina refused to be classified as a simple insect though. 
“What did you do to my brother, faggot?” Kenneth asked again. 
I took out a book from my locker that I didn’t really need and put it into 

my backpack, taking my time and making him wait. Once this was finished, 
I turned around to face him. 

Kenneth was smaller. Maybe it just looked like that because he didn’t 
have the hulk of Randy beside him. He didn’t have his overweight enforcer 
at the ready. 

Kenneth wore a faded t-shirt and worn jeans that were ripped at the 
knee. The rips there looked like they’d been earned; these weren’t the 
designer rips that everyone else in our class seemed to be sporting that year. 

Looking down at his right hand made me smile. I felt a little flush of 
pride seeing his hand bandaged up the way it was. That was my handiwork. 

“Hey there. We missed you yesterday. No hard feelings, right?” I held 
out my own right hand. “Oh man, Ken. I’m sorry. I forgot.” 

“What did you do to my brother?” Kenneth asked a third time as I slid 
my hand into my pocket and Lucie snaked hers around my arm. 

“What are you talking about?” Lucie asked. 
“He knows,” Kenneth said, not even bothering to look at her. 
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” I played with the straps on 

my backpack. 
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“He came home yesterday. Early. And said that you did something to 
him. He said that you did things to him. He went to bed and he’s been there 
since. I couldn’t even get him up for breakfast. He never misses breakfast.” 

“Gee,” I said. “Seems you have a real mystery on your hands then, 
doesn’t it?” 

And although I was enjoying it, this whole thing seemed a bit 
uninteresting in light of what Lucie and I were doing later that night. 

“He also said that you knew things that you couldn’t possibly know 
about.” 

Ms. Williams lying perfectly still on the bathroom floor as they both 
pumped inside her. 

Kenneth deciding to hold on to her panties. 
“Sure. I know a few things,” I said. “What I really want to know is who 

told you to burn Natalie?” 
Kenneth’s eyes lost focus for a second and he seemed to be going 

through a little flashback of his own.  
Lucie squeezed my arm. “Let’s get to class.” 
“In a sec, Luc. Well? Ken? I’ll show you mine if you show me yours.” 
This seemed to pull him out of it. 
“You first,” he sneered. 
“Fine.” I rolled my eyes as the first period bell rang. 
“Bal,” Lucie squeezed my arm again. “Don’t.” 
“I didn’t do much at all, but I wasn’t the only one there,” I said, 

enjoying the way he paled at that. 
“Who else was there? You tell me right now, Bal. Randy said something 

about whispering... no, he said someone was murmuring. You fucking tell 
me right now who else was there,” Kenneth said, spittle flying from his 
mouth. 

I blanched when he said the word murmuring and lost my taste for the 
little game we were playing.  

“I’m not too sure that you’d believe me,” I said, letting Lucie pull me 
away. 

Kenneth grabbed my backpack, pulling me back, and before I knew 
what I was doing, I whirled around and swung my fist at him. It connected 
dead on his nose with a beautiful crunch that thrilled me, but also made me 
sick as I knew that I couldn’t talk my way out of the consequences that 
would follow. 

Kenneth fell back on his ass, his eyes tearing up as the blood ran down 
his face, his nose mashed and pointing in a different direction than his eyes 
were. He didn’t seem to notice though. 

“Who else was there? Who was murmuring? Who was it?” Kenneth 
asked, that undercurrent of desperation rolling again. 

“No one,” I lied, and walked away from him. 



HANDBOOK FOR A TEENAGE ANTICHRIST 

229 

“This isn’t over,” I heard him mumble to himself. 
I shook my head. “It never is.” 
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The official Principal Bradley Summons came down as I was finishing 
up my Biology quiz. Ms. Baldwin tsked as she read the blue slip the student 
aide had delivered to her. 

“Balthazar?” Ms. Baldwin called from the front of the room. 
“Yes?” 
I felt a few eyes on me. 
“Please collect your things and head to the Principal’s Office.”  
I felt more eyes. 
“Can I finish my quiz first?” 
“No sir, you may not. Take all your belongings with you as you will not 

be returning.” 
I felt the whole class’s eyes on me then. 
I tossed everything into my backpack, trying not to flush as every sound 

seemed that much louder now that everyone was looking at me, a minor 
distraction in a day full of schedules and order. 

I could feel them staring, and in that moment, I hated all of them for it. 
I walked out of the class and headed to the office. 
The secretary sat me in a crappy blue plastic chair with deep cuts in the 

seat. It was next to Mr. Bradley’s closed door and I watched as the second 
hand on the cheap black and white plastic clock above the secretary’s desk 
spasmed around in a circle twenty-one times before I heard Mr. Bradley’s 
voice. 

“Balthazar Video,” it called out on the other side of the door. 
“That’s me,” I said to the secretary. “Wish me luck?” 
The secretary gave me a pert smile. 
“You can listen if you want to,” I said, smiling to myself as her face 

flushed like I imagined mine had in that Bio class. I grabbed my bag and 
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opened the door, closing it behind me before sitting in the chair opposite 
the desk from Mr. Bradley. 

“You’re suspended for a full week,” Mr. Bradley said, his voice quiet in 
victory. He stood in his accustomed principal stance, glaring at me from 
above his bifocals as he bent over his desk, his hairy knuckles pressed hard 
against the wood. As the fluorescents glowed off his head, making it look 
like he had a halo, I wondered to myself if there were knuckle indentations 
on the surface of his desk. 

I bet he’d never seen a hand with ten knuckles. 
“Yup,” I said. It wasn’t really a surprise. I’d known as soon as my fist 

connected with Kenneth’s face that I would be suspended. 
“Son, does your future even matter to you?” 
“Of course it does, but I don’t really see the point in getting bummed 

over this.” 
“You physically assaulted a fellow student, Balthazar. I fail to see how 

you can act so cavalier and nonchalant over something of that severity.” 
“And I fail to see how you allowed him to return to classes after 

dowsing my girlfriend in gasoline and then lighting a match.” 
Mr. Bradley’s skin color didn’t change, but a vein in his forehead stood 

out and pulsed at me. “He never admitted to doing that.” 
“And I never admitted to breaking his nose, yet I’m suspended and he 

walks these halls.” 
“The hospital, Balthazar. He once again walks the halls of a hospital. 

One that you put him in.” 
“I never admitted to hitting him.” 
“It doesn’t really matter at this point. There were witnesses that claim to 

have seen you punch him.” 
“Okay, then why are we still talking? If I’m suspended then why am I 

still sitting here talking to you?” 
“I know that you don’t want to believe this, Balthazar, but I truly want 

to help you. I truly do.” 
“Then let me go home. You’re doing nothing for me by keeping me 

here.” 
Now Mr. Bradley’s face filled with color and that vein on his forehead 

stood out even further. 
“Get out of my office,” he said with a snarl through grinding teeth. 
I picked up my bag and headed out. 
“We’ll call your parents with the details of your suspension,” he called to 

me as I walked from his office. 
It sounded like he’d saved that as a final sort of blow, like somehow the 

mention of my parents would break me in a place he hadn’t been able to 
reach. 
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I wasn’t really concerned about them though. Sure, they would probably 
gnash their teeth and maybe even pull their hair a bit at this, but in the end 
they would just put me in the back of their mind.  

Business as usual. 
I would just have to weather the initial storm, which I forecasted as 

something more than a drizzle, but much less than a thunderstorm. 
“Fun, huh?” I asked as I strolled past the secretary who tried to look like 

she had been doing anything but eavesdropping. She flushed again and I 
smiled again. She was kind of pretty when there was color in her cheeks.  

I headed out of the office and walked to my locker. I was in no hurry. I 
had a whole week of nothing ahead of me. I wouldn’t even have to keep up 
with homework as I would receive zeros for everything I missed. 

That was okay with me. I had other things to do. I mainly wanted to see 
if I could figure out how to control the things going on with me. I wanted 
to see if I could bring on the changes myself, whether I could bring on just 
the palm or if I had to undergo all the transformations before I could 
control a person. 

When you got right down to it, that’s what I was most interested in. I 
wouldn’t really let myself think about what I was becoming, but I’d been 
given the keys to everything anyone could ever want if I could only find a 
way to bring on the change or changes whenever I needed them. 

I twirled off the combo to my locker and opened it up, putting all my 
books in and tearing a page out of one of the notebooks to write Lucie a 
note. 

 
Lucie, 
 
Hey there. This letter promises to be loads better than the last 

one. Look! No cursing! 
Anyways, surprise, surprise, Bradley suspended me. I’m still 

walking you home from school though. I’ll meet you on the other side 
of the football stadium. 

 
I should have listened to you, 
Bal 
 
I took the scrap and folded it twice before slipping it through one of the 

upper vents on Lucie’s locker. With that finished, I headed out the side 
doors and started walking home. 

It was a beautiful morning. 
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I’m getting fed up with this shit. 
“Oh?” Natalie asked me. 
Yeah. Why am I not ready? How does being held here against my will prepare me for 

whatever’s ahead? 
“Only you can answer that.” 
That’s fantastic. I have the good fortune, and I use that phrase ever so lightly, of being 

born on some strange date with some strange mark, and then I get a burnt up puppy 
moonlighting as Buddha to be my guide. Really great. I’m telling you that I’m ready now. 
Let’s start this thing. 

Natalie didn’t respond. 
Natalie. I’m ready. 
No answer. 
I felt tired. No, I felt weary. I felt a weariness and fatigue that I’d never 

known before and all I wanted to do was rest. Had I been growing more 
and more tired since the hands took hold of me? 

I thought I had. The exhaustion was so deep that it seemed to seep 
through to my bones. 

All I wanted was blessed rest. Rest without all the hands clamped 
around me, holding me. 

Rest without fingertips pressed against the fleshy parts of my eyes. Rest 
without a fist jammed down my throat and a vague feeling of rape. 

Underneath it all, what I really wanted was Lucie. She made me want to 
live. If I had to stay down here for a whole lifetime in order to see her 
again, I would. 

“Would that be your choice?” Natalie asked. 
Yes. 
The hands holding both of my ankles let go. 
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The day stayed beautiful. 
By the time I made it back to the football stadium, a nice breeze had 

kicked up. In the east I saw some dark thunderheads, but it looked like they 
might strafe Solo altogether. 

I sat against one of the columns that held up the stadium, tearing at a 
leaf and wondering how many of those same columns would have to blow 
for the whole thing to come down.  

Lucie walked around the corner.  
“Hey, you,” she said when she saw me. 
“Hey you back. You got my note I take it?” 
“I’m here, aren’t I?” Lucie smiled, but it looked strained. I saw a red 

blotch on her right bicep and it looked like she was trying to cover it with 
her left hand. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
“What do you mean? Nothing’s wrong.” Her smile grew larger. 
“What happened to your arm?” 
“Nothing. I must’ve bumped it or something. You know that I’m 

clumsy.” 
“You’re nothing of the sort.”  
“Leave it alone.” Her eyes filled with tears. 
“No.” 
“It has nothing to do with you, Balthazar. Let it go.” 
“I won’t.” 
“Please?” 
“No.” 
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Her eyes spilled over and her face crumpled in on itself. I wrapped her 
up in my arms and she cried against my chest. Her back heaved as the sobs 
came out in waves. 

When the big, wracking sobs died down, I held her out at arm’s length 
after kissing her on the forehead. She pulled a tissue from her purse and 
dabbed at her eyes. 

“S-see what you m-made me do?” She asked. 
“I’m sorry. What happened?” 
“K-Kenneth.”  
My veins filled with acid when she said his name. 
“He did this?” I pointed to her arm. 
Kenneth. 
Lucie nodded. 
Kenneth fucking Molina. 
“How?” I asked. “Mr. Bradley said that he was in the hospital.” 
“I guess he came back, because he walked into calculus about halfway 

through with one of those bridge things covering his nose.” 
Why would he come back? 
“What did he do?” I asked. 
“He cornered me after class.” 
I nodded, encouraging her to go on even though all I could think about 

was hurting him. I could see him sneaking after her like the lowlife he was 
and pinning her up against a wall somewhere. I clenched my fist as I 
thought about how badly I wanted to watch him writhe in pain.  

“After class, he grabbed my arm and forced me into a faculty 
bathroom.” 

I must’ve lost all the color in my face. 
“Are you okay? What’s wrong?” Lucie asked. 
“Nothing. Just tired. Go on.” 
Lucie gave me a look that let me know that she didn’t believe a word of 

that, but continued anyway. “Then he told me that he was going to kill me. 
He told me that he would make sure that it was going to be slow and that 
he was going to destroy you.” 

“When?” I asked. It was all I trusted myself to say. 
“After class. I told you that.” 
“No. When does he plan on doing this? Did he tell you that?”  
Something told me that he had. It seemed like something Kenneth 

would do, something Kenneth would enjoy. 
Lucie thought for a moment. 
“He said, ‘By this time next week, you’ll be dead and I’m gonna do it 

slow, so that your boyfriend has to watch every little thing I’m gonna to do 
to your body first’.” 

Tears fell from her eyes and I took her back into my arms again. 
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“Shh,” I said into her hair. “He won’t ever get that chance.” 
“He won’t?” She asked, her voice muffled against my shoulder. 
“No. He’ll never get that chance. You have my word on that, 

sweetheart.” 
She nodded her head against my shoulder. 
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We walked for ten minutes before she said anything. 
I was fine with the silence; everything seemed to shine with extra clarity 

that day. Everything seemed to be good and full of life. 
“What are you going to do?” Lucie slipped her left into my right. 
“I haven’t decided yet,” I said. I had a few ideas and they all involved 

the abyss in my hand. 
“Don’t do anything stupid. I didn’t want to tell you, because I was afraid 

of losing you. Promise me.” 
“Promise you what?” 
“Promise you won’t do anything without talking it over with me first. 

Promise me that.” 
“Okay.”  
“No. Say the words.” 
I rolled my eyes. “I promise.” 
Lucie stomped to a halt and jerked on my hand. “I’m serious. Look me 

in the eye and say the words. All of them.” 
“Fine.” I looked into her eyes, not liking the sudden anger I saw there. It 

disappeared just as soon as I glimpsed it. “I promise that I won’t do 
anything stupid and that I’ll talk to you about anything that I might do.” 

“Good.” She started walking again. “Now what are the plans for 
tonight?” 

“Did you tell Bradley?” 
“About tonight?” She asked, trying to lighten the mood. 
I stared at her. 
“Yeah,” she said. “I told him everything that happened and he said that 

I was telling him that to get you out of trouble. He said it was a clear cut 
case of retaliation.” 

“Jesus Christ, that guy is useless.” 
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“I know.” 
“We should call the cops then. They’ll listen to us.” 
“You think so? You think they’ll listen to us after Kenneth tells them 

that you put him in the hospital twice?” 
“We have to try.” 
“I don’t want to.” Lucie’s eyes dropped down to the street. 
“Why? He threatened your life. I bet with his record that they’ll have to 

do something.” 
“I don’t want to get my dad involved. He’s already on shaky enough 

ground without this added into the mix. And don’t juvie records get 
destroyed when the kid turns eighteen or something?” 

“I don’t know. Is that something that really happens or is that just a plot 
device in cop shows?” 

“I think it really happens.” 
“Then what do we do? Wait for him to try and hurt you? Sit around and 

do nothing?” I couldn’t understand how she could be so blasé about her 
own life. 

“You’ll think of something.” She smiled at me. It was the first time I’d 
seen a real smile that afternoon. “You’re smart like that.” 

I stayed quiet for a long time. I wished I had the faith in myself that she 
did. 

“So what are the plans for tonight?” I asked. 
“Anything you want.” She squeezed my hand. 
I looked at her from the corner of my eye; she was staring down at the 

road again, blank. 
“What about the other thing?” I asked. 
“What other thing?” Lucie looked up from the road and finally saw me. 
“The thing with my palm, and you know, the changes?” 
“We can figure that out as we go. I do have a couple ideas though.” 
“Like what? What sorts of ideas?” 
“I’m smart, too,” she said. “I’m just smart in a different way than you.” 
I left her to her thoughts and we walked the rest of the way in silence. 
“I’ll see you tonight?” Lucie asked this after kissing me in front of her 

house. 
“I wouldn’t miss it.” 
“You better not. Come over around one, even if one of those changes is 

happening. You understand me?” 
Bringing my mouth down to hers, I kissed her hard. 
“I understand you just fine,” I whispered into her ear, and then gave her 

a quick nibble on the earlobe. 
Lucie giggled and pushed me away. 
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My mother and father sat across the table from me, my after dinner 
parental tribunal. Bored stiff already, I twiddled my thumbs beneath the 
table. 

“What do you have to say for yourself, Bal?” My father asked. He said 
Bal instead of son. He was pissed. 

“Nothing. I told Mr. Bradley what happened, but he wouldn’t listen.” I 
tried to stay calm.  

“That’s no reason to slug a boy in the nose,” my mother said. 
“He dowsed my girlfriend in lighter fluid and nothing happens to him. 

He grabs my backpack, I hit him, and I’m the one in trouble? Do you even 
hear how crazy that is?” I was back in Mr. Bradley’s office, only he’d been 
exchanged for a different model. A model related to me. 

“There is never a sufficient reason to strike someone,” my father said. 
Strike.  
People that use the word strike have never been in a fight. Once you’ve 

been punched, strike just doesn’t do the feeling justice anymore. I had a 
hunch that my dad had never been struck his entire life. 

“What would you do if someone threatened mom?” I asked him. 
He shifted in his seat. “I’m not sure what that has to do with anything.” 
“It has everything to do with it. Has anyone ever threatened mom’s 

life?” I still thought that I could make some sort of point, some sort of 
impression. 

“Well, no but-” 
I interrupted him. “Then you don’t know what you’re talking about. If 

someone threatened her life—as in told you that they planned to kill her—
I’m sure that there would be no limit to what you would do to ensure that 
they never carried out what they had planned.” 
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“Bal, there’s always another way.” He looked pleased with himself as if 
this sank everything I just said, as if that trite saying was how the world 
actually worked. 

I sighed and shook my head, disgusted. 
“Bal-honey, we just want what’s best for you,” my mother said. 
“She’s right, son. We have your best interests at heart,” my dad chimed 

in. 
They would never understand. Maybe they couldn’t. Maybe you hit a 

certain age and everything that everyone around you regards as intelligent 
becomes just that, without any sort of test or proof. Maybe the idiot can 
become the scholar just by plunking down a piece of prepackaged wisdom 
like there’s always another way. 

“I guess so,” I said. 
They both looked pleased. As if I’d seen the light shining from the 

Promised Land and was now walking faster to get there. They couldn’t see 
that it was all a mirage. If they did see it as an illusion, their whole world 
might come crashing down on their ears. 

“Good. Claire? What do you think?” My father asked. 
“I think that a solid month of grounding should be sufficient.” She 

looked to my father for agreement. 
“That’s about what I was thinking.” He turned back to me. “Now, son, I 

hope that you’ve learned your lesson here. I don’t want to be on the 
receiving end of another phone call informing me that my son has struck 
another boy in the face.” 

“Yessir,” I said, getting up.  
“And son?”  
“Yes?” 
Here it comes. More prepackaged wisdom for the huddled masses. 
My father smiled at me. “Remember that there’s always another way.” 
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I walked up the stairs, making sure that I didn’t stomp. I couldn’t afford 
more trouble and I didn’t want to have one of those same boards betraying 
my escape later that night in a fit of retribution. 

Up in my room, I read, albeit in a distracted sort of way as the sun fell. I 
just tried to relax and wait for the time to come for me to sneak out.  

Around eleven o’clock I heard my parents flipping off lights and the 
television going quiet downstairs.  

“We’re going to bed, Bal,” my mother called up. 
“Me, too,” I called back, flipping off my light and sitting on my bed. 
“We love you, son,” my father called up. 
“Love you, too,” I called back. 
Their door shut and I lay back, deciding if I should just sneak over there 

now, or wait until one in the morning like Lucie had told me to. 
The brain in my pants said go now so I sat up and walked over to the 

window. I stood there a long time watching the flickering that came from 
Lucie’s room. 

I made up my mind. 
“Now it is,” I said, and headed toward the stairs. 
I figured that now would be the best time anyway. The staircase ran 

right over my parent’s room, and if the stairs so much as creaked, my 
father, the lightest sleeper known to man, would wake up and feel like he 
needed to investigate. Now was the best time, because my mom would be 
talking to him, opening and closing drawers, and just being her loud pre-
bed self. 

Skirting the centers of the planks, I made my way down the stairs with 
my ears pricked and all my senses operating at ten times their normal levels. 
Sneaking out while the fear of being caught (and flayed alive) is burning 
through you makes every sense seem supercharged. 
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I made it out of the house and looked up, expecting to see the moon 
inspecting me with a squinted eye, but instead found only darkness. That 
cloud cover to the east had changed course and instead of strafing Solo, it 
had come barreling towards it. 

The night was still as I crossed the lawns, half expecting my parents to 
come bursting out the front door of our house at any second upon hearing 
my loud footsteps in the grass. 

Like I said, heightened senses are a hell of a thing. 
Standing in front of Lucie’s front door, a severe case of dèjá vu gripped 

me. The massive oaken door stood over me, seeming impossible in its 
height. The light from her room at the top of the stairs flickered down to 
me. 

I extended my finger to press her doorbell and saw a neon pink sticky 
note. 

The door is open, it read. 
Shrugging, I tried the knob and it turned without a sound in my hand. I 

guessed that her father oiled the knob as religiously as my father oiled the 
hinges to our front door. 

I pushed it open, hearing a rifle crack as it stuck against the jamb. I 
flinched, my shoulders up around my ears, and looked over at my house, 
sure that both my mother and father would come flying from the house 
screaming for my hide. 

They didn’t, and I closed the door behind me as I walked into Lucie’s 
house, toward the flickering light on the stairs. 

“Lucie, I’m early,” I called up the stairs. 
Silence. 
But there wasn’t silence. Something was there, something I couldn’t 

quite finger. It wasn’t a hum and it wasn’t a buzz, but there was an almost 
constant drone whining through the whole house. 

It wasn’t loud in the least. In fact, it was hardly noticeable, but when 
silence builds to the point of deafening you, small sounds make much more 
of an impact.  

It sounded like whispers, but it wasn’t. It was something else. 
I stepped up onto the first stair, watching as the light spilling from her 

room played on the carpet and retreated up two steps, that low drone 
starting and stopping, calling to me then rebuffing me. 

I took another step and the light pulled back on the step it flickered 
across. I stood still and looked down at it, realizing that it wasn’t flickering 
so much as it was moving in sinuous tendrils. The light moved in extended 
tendrils that danced with each other, played with each other, held hands 
with each other. 

I smiled as this last bit came to mind; it reminded me of Lucie’s 
persistent snake of a hand, always entwining itself with mine. 
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Moving slowly like you would around a skittish dog or cat you were 
afraid would turn tail and scamper away with a wrong move on your part, I 
took a slow motion step to the next stair. I kept my right foot on the stair 
below my left, afraid that two feet would be too many and the light would 
pull back again. 

I stayed in that position for a while. The light played at the back of the 
stair my left foot rested upon. I was ready to give up when a single tendril 
snaked out and touched the toe of my boot with its light. It reflected off the 
dull, oiled leather. 

I sucked in my breath, in expectation of feeling something solid touch 
me, and it retreated to the back of the step again. 

Another tendril snaked out and laid itself across my toes. More of the 
tendrils weaved out across the carpet and lay on my boot. 

I felt joy; pure, unbridled joy at this. I know that sounds cliché, but how 
else can you describe something that fills you with such unexpected 
happiness? 

I lifted my right foot and put it down on the stair next to my left. I 
placed it there like you would place a baby into a crib. The light only pulled 
back a little. Soon, curious tendrils intertwined over my right boot, the 
blackness of the house showing from between the rays of light. 

I stood like that for a while, feeling the tendrils fill me with a happiness 
I’d never known. 

I took another step, this one with confidence as the tendrils of flickering 
light intermingled with shards of deep shadow. I took another step and 
another. The feeling of joy never lessening until I was at the top of the 
stairs; hot, fat tears rolling down my face. 

I walked into Lucie’s room and fell to my knees as the flickering tendrils 
of light rolled across my chest and face. The tears came hard now and my 
body shook with sobs.  

I saw the source of the light to my right. It came from beneath the door 
to Lucie’s closet. 

Wailing with joy, I crawled on my belly toward the door. I wanted what 
was on the other side and choked out cries from the joy that flowed 
through every cell in my body. Heaven lay just on the other side of that 
door if I could only reach it. It was so close. I had to have what was there. I 
needed it. 

I rolled onto my back, taking a break, and saw an abstract face made up 
from the bumps of the ceiling. It smiled down at me, urging me to make it 
to the door, to make it beyond the door. 

My head began to spin as I rolled back onto my stomach and tried to 
take a breath. I couldn’t. The sobs made my chest convulse and every time I 
tried to get air into my lungs, I only expelled more. 
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I shook my pounding head and rubbed my wet eyes, fighting to breathe 
as I pressed my forehead against the carpet of Lucie’s room.  

Where the hell was she? 
I reached out to the door, the fingernail of my right index finger just 

touching. I stretched and watched, fascinated, as a sliver of paint wrinkled 
itself beneath my nail as I scratched at the door. 

The energy started to drain from my body and all of my muscles felt raw 
and stiff. I blinked the vision-blurring tears away, and when that was not 
enough, I jammed the backs of my closed fists against them to drive the 
rest of the tears out. 

I opened my mouth and tried to suck in a breath, my chest still hitching. 
I felt like a goldfish removed from its fishbowl, flopping around on the 
carpet and suffocating, surrounded by all the air it needs to survive, but 
lacking the proper equipment to save itself. 

I lifted my head to look at the door. One last look to remind myself how 
close I’d come to reaching true bliss before dying. 

What I saw made the tears quit flowing and my chest stop its hitching. 
What flowed from beneath the door of Lucie’s closet weren’t tendrils of 

light. The dark shards of shadow were what came from beneath her door. 
All the lights were on in the house, the shadows were what moved. They let 
light through where they wanted to and made slow, languorous movements 
that gave the light the illusion that it was flickering, that the light was what 
was moving when that couldn’t be further from the truth. 

Dread replaced joy.  
Rolling over onto my back again, I saw that same abstract face among 

the bumps of the ceiling. Now it leered down at me, mocking me for failing 
to make it to the door. Its face, smiling down and filled with malice, said 
that I deserved everything I got. 

I passed out as the black shards drowned me on the carpet of Lucie’s 
room. 
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“You would truly do anything for her?” Natalie asked. 
Yes. 
The hands wrapped back around my ankles again. 
“Why her?” 
I guess I just feel like she was the one I was always meant to be with. We found each 

other earlier than most. We found each other before either one of us could be marred by 
anyone else’s crap views on life. 

“What do you mean?” Natalie asked. It was the first time she’d seemed 
even a little interested in what I had to say. 

What do I mean about what? 
“What did you mean when you said that you found each other before 

either of you could be marred?” 
I’m not sure. It’s just a feeling that we were luckier than most people are. You see 

these couples walking around holding hands, but just doing it out of habit. Just doing it, 
because they think it’s expected of them. It’s depressing to see that. Holding hands is 
where it starts. There, or with goodbye kisses. Goodbye kisses that have more in common 
with a little sister kissing you on the cheek than with a woman you want to ravish on the 
floor of wherever you happen to be. Those sorts of kisses make me sick. Why bother if 
there’s no passion?  

I want a woman that will give me a hard-on the size of the Eiffel tower every time she 
touches me. I want a woman that will make me want to throw her against whatever solid 
object is nearest and bring her to fruition before she even knows what hit her. 

That woman for me was Lucie. She still is that woman to me. I belong to her and she 
belongs to me. We fit. The rest of the world can screw if they don’t understand us. 

The hands on my ankles relaxed their grip for five seconds before they 
tightened again. 

“But you were both so young.” 
Why do the hands on my ankles keep loosening their grip when we talk about Lucie? 
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Natalie didn’t answer me. 
Natalie, I asked you a question. 
“I know,” she said. 
You can’t answer it, can you? 
“No.” 
Because you don’t want to? 
“No.” 
Because it’s forbidden? 
“Yes.” 
If I could have smiled from within my prison, I would have. 
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“Bal?” 
Lucie’s voice. 
I heard a door creak open. It kind of sounded like the front door had 

earlier, but closer. It was reddish-orange where I was and my legs were 
floating. 

“Jesus. Balthazar, are you okay?” Lucie asked. 
I felt something shift my shoulder and I tried to open my eyes. They 

didn’t feel like obeying this command and decided to stay shut. I did 
manage to get my lips and tongue to work though. 

“Luzy?” 
“Yeah. I’m here,” Lucie answered. She sounded scared. “What 

happened?”  
“What d’you mean?” I licked my lips. They felt like sandpaper beneath 

my tongue. 
“Well, you’re hanging off the-” She shifted both of my shoulders this 

time. “Jesus, you’re heavy. Your legs are hanging over the edge.” 
“Edge of what?” I asked, pulling myself together and forcing my eyes 

open. 
I opened my eyes and shut them just as fast. The negative image of the 

single light bulb recessed in the ceiling burned against the insides of my 
eyelids. 

“Turn off the light, would you?” 
“Just a sec,” Lucie said as I felt her footsteps vibrate away. They made 

my head ache. “There.” 
I tested the waters again, careful this time as I opened my eyes only a 

slit.  
Much better. 
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I sat up and my head punished me for doing so, pounding and trying to 
escape out the back of my skull. I leaned forward, cradling my head. 

“No, Ba-” Lucie started. 
My forehead banged against something hard. 
“Fucking shit,” I said, opening my eyes to see what I hit. 
I stared at a wooden post that was bulbous at the top. 
“You’re upstairs,” Lucie said. 
The wooden post was a spindle that connected the banister to the 

second floor. My legs hung over the edge on either side of it. 
“I can see that.”  
Lucie cringed at the acid in my voice.  
“I’m sorry, Lucie. I’m just...” 
What was I though? Angry? Confused? Frustrated? 
“You’re just what?” Lucie asked, her voice small. 
“I don’t know. Why are my legs hanging off the second floor?”  
“I was hoping you could tell me. I thought you were just sleeping, but 

when I shook you, nothing happened. You didn’t even move until a little 
bit ago.” 

“I came over early.” 
Lucie’s brow wrinkled. “What do you mean?” 
“I left my house at eleven. I know you said one, but I thought I’d come 

a little bit early.” 
“What are you talking about?” 
“What do you mean what am I talking about? My parents went to sleep 

at eleven and I snuck out right after.” 
Her face stayed squinched up in that look of deep thought. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked. “I couldn’t have been out that long.” 
“It’s two in the morning.” 
“Right,” I laughed. “And I’m Rip Van Winkle.” 
She didn’t laugh with me, just held out her watch for me to see. 
It was one fifty-three. 
One fifty-three. 
Lucie’s eyes were saucers. 
“But I came over at eleven. How could I have been here for almost 

three hours?” I asked. 
It all came back to me in a flood. The tendrils of light that were really 

shards of darkness. 
“I’ve been home all night,” she said. “I thought you forgot again.” 
“You’ve been home all night? You never went out even once?” I asked 

her, grabbing her shoulders and trying not to shout.  
Lucie shook her head no. “I’ve been in bed doing homework and 

studying all night. The door to my room was open, too.” 
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I remembered the sobs and the suffocating of the false joy that had 
flowed through my veins. I even remembered the section of ceiling I stared 
at as I drowned in her room. The abstract notion of a face there that smiled 
down at me. 

And the chipped paint on the door to her closet? 
I looked down at my fingernails. Both pairs were clean. There was no 

paint. 
I felt like I was cracking up. 
How do you enter a house, crawl into a room, and drown all while the 

person is supposedly in bed next to you doing homework and studying? 
I pulled my legs back from the edge and tried to stand up. I sat right 

back down as specks of light floated across my vision and the lower 
portions filled with black. 

“Take it easy, Bal. Just relax for a bit.” Lucie laid her hand on my 
shoulder. 

I brushed it off and crawled towards her room, sobs straining to 
overtake me. I swallowed them back down, choking on them, feeling like I 
had already done this same thing minutes earlier. 

I crawled and crawled and when I got there, I collapsed on my side in 
front of the door to her closet. Victory sprang up in me. 

There was a dark brown scratch on the otherwise uniformly painted 
white exterior of the door. 

Triumph. 
I wasn’t the mad one; she was. 
I rolled onto my back, looking up at the same arrangement of splotches 

that made up my abstract friend in the ceiling. The face seemed to be 
smiling down at me with benevolence now. 

Lucie leaned against the door to her room, the darkness of the house 
framed behind her. 

“See,” I laughed, pointing up at the ceiling. 
She raised an eyebrow and looked up to where I pointed. 
“The face? You see it? It’s there,” I said, happy that I wasn’t crazy. “I 

saw that face right before I passed out. Right before the shards of darkness 
drowned me.” 

Concern lit upon her face as she turned her gaze back to me. 
“You can’t see it? Fine. But this you won’t be able to not see.” 

Frustrated, I rolled onto my stomach and traced my finger along the scratch 
at the bottom of the door to her closet. 

“That scratch?” Lucie asked. 
“Yeah. You see it, don’t you?” 
“Of course I see it.” 
“Well that proves it then.” 
“That proves what?” 
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I had to do everything to keep from snapping at her. How could she not 
understand what this meant? 

“This proves that I was in here. A little before I drowned, I reached out 
for the door and scratched it with my fingernail. That was before I 
understood what was really flowing from your closet.” 

Lucie stood silent. 
“Are you okay?” She asked. 
“Would you just look at it?” 
Holding her peasant skirt as she came down on her knees to inspect it, 

she frowned. 
“What? Why are you frowning?” I asked. 
Lucie got back up without a word and walked to the other side of her 

room. She stood by a black wooden dresser there and bent down, holding 
her skirt in the same way. 

“What’s wrong?” I asked. Why couldn’t she see what was directly in 
front of her face? 

“Come here,” she said. 
“Why? The proof is right here. If you would just-” 
“SHUT UP, BAL, AND COME HERE!” Lucie shouted, the 

exasperation clear in her voice. 
I crawled on all fours over to her. I didn’t really trust my legs yet. I 

didn’t understand why she wanted me to look at her dresser. 
“What? What am I looking at?” I asked. 
“This.” Lucie pointed to the back right corner of the dresser. The edge 

was flattened and there was a white smudge there. 
“What about it?” I asked. 
“That’s where the scratch came from,” she said. 
“No, I scratched it. That’s from somewhere else. The movers maybe.” 
I wasn’t crazy. 
“No.” Lucie pointed at the wall to the right of the closet door where the 

head of her bed was. “The movers put this against that wall. I moved it 
over to this side myself, and in doing so I clipped the back edge of it against 
the closet door.” 

I didn’t say a thing. 
I wasn’t crazy. 
“I made that scratch,” Lucie said. “Me. I did that, not you.” 
I wasn’t crazy. I wasn’t. 
“Fine,” I said. “Then let’s just see what’s in your closet. You don’t mind, 

do you?” 
“Of course, I mind,” she said, looking prim and proper all of a sudden 

as her face turned red. “A girl’s closet is private.” 
“Yeah?” I asked. 
“Yeah,” she answered. 
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Swaying a little and feeling almost drunk, I stood up and this time my 
legs held me. 

“Yeah?” I asked again. 
“Don’t.” She glared at me. 
“I think you’re hiding something in there,” I whispered. 
“I can see that.” 
“So what is it?” 
“There’s nothing in there.” 
“So you don’t mind me opening the door then?” 
“Of course, I mind. I’m telling you not to. What don’t you understand 

about that?” 
“Oh, I don’t know. I guess the part where you’re hiding something from 

me.” I turned and walked over to the closet door. 
I felt the vibration on the floor as she jumped into motion and leapt 

onto my back. 
“What’s wrong?” I asked, her left arm around my throat and her right 

fist pounding against my shoulder. “You afraid of what I’m going to see?” 
“FUCK YOU. GET OUT OF MY HOUSE!” Lucie screamed in my 

ear. 
“Not just yet,” I said, and surged forward to the door. 
My hand grasped the knob and the flurries of fists came faster and 

harder. They were actually beginning to hurt now. 
I turned around and picked her up as she continued to rain down blows 

on my shoulders, arms, and chest. Tossing her onto the bed, I turned back 
to the door and pulled the damned thing almost off its hinges as I opened 
it. 

Lucie screamed out in rage. 
I looked into the closet and my mouth fell open.  
The carpet came up to meet my falling knees. 
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“You’re not ready,” Natalie said. 
I think I am. 
I tried to squeeze my hand into a fist. The hand interlocked in my own 

didn’t budge. 
I squeezed as hard as I could. 
Nothing. 
“See?” Natalie asked me. “You’re not ready.” 
I don’t see a thing. I’m ready. 
I squeezed again and thought for a moment that the hand there budged. 

Maybe it was just a slight budge, but it felt more substantial than anything 
previous. 

I focused on Lucie. The hand around my ankle twitched. I thought 
more about Lucie. I thought about the smell of her hair, the feeling of her 
small body pressed against my own, the sound of her voice.  

More twitches and tinglings from the hands that held me prisoner. 
I thought about her hand always snaking into my own. I thought about 

her laugh and her forever smudged mascara. 
One of the hands around my throat squeezed and then let up. 
If I could have laughed at this I would have. How do you choke 

someone when they already have an arm shoved down their throat? 
I thought of every last memory of Lucie, but the movement from the 

hands slowed and then stopped altogether. 
Eventually I couldn’t even get them to budge the tiniest amount. 
“See?” Natalie asked. “Are you finished now?” 
I wasn’t. I could make the hands move, but only in small increments. I 

could control the hands if I could just figure out the right switch. 
“Ah,” Natalie said, and it sounded almost like an afterthought. 
I’m on the right track, aren’t I? 
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She didn’t say anything. 
Natalie? I’m on the right track, aren’t I? 
Silence, but not. There was a faint hum that I hadn’t heard before. 
What’s that hum? 
“I don’t know,” she said, and for the first time, I heard fear in Natalie’s 

voice. 
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On my knees, I stared into the closet. Lucie wailed into my ear from the 
bed. 

“What is this?” I asked. My voice wavered as I turned to her. 
Lucie crumpled into a ball, her chest rising and falling with deep breaths. 
“What is this, Lucie? What’s going on?” I asked again, confused as I 

looked back into the closet. 
It was a black maw. 
Standing up on shaky legs, I flipped on the switch beside the door and 

flinched. Then I walked in and had a good look around.  
Her closet was a large walk-in, much larger than my own. It had shelves 

for shoes nested against the back wall. Normal, right? 
I wish it had been. 
It was painted black. 
Big deal, it was painted black. Who cares, you’re saying. 
You don’t understand. 
The whole thing was painted black. The ceiling was black, the walls, the 

shelves, the inside of the closet door, everything. The carpet in her room was 
that creamy white you only see in the homes of the upper crust, but from 
the closet door in, the carpet was dyed black. It was like stepping into the 
mouth of a great beast. 

The single light bulb mounted to the ceiling shone with a furious red 
glare. 

Kinda weird, but still not crazy, right? 
Wrong. 
It was empty. 
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That’s right. The entire closet was empty. There was nothing in there at 
all. None of the peasant skirts I so adored. None of the thrift store t-shirts 
she so loved. No shoes. 

And the closet was spotless. There wasn’t a speck of dust in there. The 
shelves looked dusted and the carpet looked like it had never been tread 
upon. 

I turned around and walked out. It gave me the willies. 
“What’s the deal?” I sat down on the bed next to Lucie, putting a hand 

on her shaking shoulder. 
“H-he... he made me do it,” Lucie said when the shaking of her 

shoulders lessened. 
“Who made you do it?” I asked. 
“My dad.” 
“Your dad?” 
“For dreams.” 
“What do you mean for dreams?” 
“He said that-” Lucie surged up to a sitting position and grabbed hold 

of my arm with surprising force. Her crystal blue eyes were large porcelain 
plates. “I hear things in there at night if I wake up.” 

“Go on,” I said. 
“Dad calls it a Wish Room.” 
“A Wish Room.” 
She nodded her head. “He said that he’d been inspired to build it after 

having a dream about a king that had one commissioned for his castle. You 
know how I am about dreams? Well, my dad’s the one that raised me to 
appreciate them, but Bal, I hear things in there when I wake up at night.” 

“Did he tell you what it was for? What the purpose of it is or why it’s in 
your room?” 

“Not really,” Lucie said. “A month back on a Sunday, he came in here 
all sweaty and manic. His eyes were rimmed with red and he just walked in 
and announced, Pack up all your shit from this closet and move it into the wardrobes 
in the guest rooms. 

“I rolled away from him and kinda mumbled something about sleeping 
in. Next thing, I hear the door to the closet open and then I feel a sharp, 
shooting pain here.” 

She pulled down the neck of her t-shirt over her shoulder, and twisted 
so I could see her shoulder blade. There was a long band of discoloration 
on her skin there. It was that color of brown mustard that only healing 
bruises can achieve. 

I sucked in my breath at the sight of it and did what everyone does. I 
reached my hand out and ran my fingers along it, making certain not to 
push down. 

“He did this to you?” I asked. 
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“He beat me with a wooden hanger. One of those big bitches you use 
for overcoats.” Lucie’s eyes filled with tears. “And then he started 
screaming at me to get up and clear out my closet. Right then.” 

She shuddered and started crying. 
I put my arm around her and pulled her close. 
“It’s over now,” I said, having no clue what I meant. “I’m here.” 
“You don’t get it.” Lucie squirmed out from under my arm. “I sleep 

naked. He made me move everything from this closet into the wardrobes 
down the hall. He wouldn’t let me get dressed; I tried. He just hit me with 
the hanger again. He kept saying, No clothes for the wicked. No clothes for the 
wicked. My own father. He made me move everything naked and had this 
giant grin on his face like he was enjoying the ‘lesson’ he was teaching me. 

“After that, he told me to cover my wickedness and clothe myself. I got 
dressed and he gave me a list of things to buy at the hardware store. Cans 
of paint, brushes, and carpet dye. When I got back with all of the stuff he 
made me strip again.”  

“For the rooms have to be pure, Lucie,” she mimicked her father. 
“Goddamnit. Then what?” I asked. 
“Then he stripped as well, and father and daughter, naked, went closet 

to closet, painting them black, and dying the carpet. This house is filled with 
those rooms now.” 

My skin crawled at this as a thought dawned on me: we were 
surrounded by these Wish Rooms. 

“When we finished all the closets, he told me to clean up, dinner would 
be at seven. He said this naked, like it was the most normal thing in the 
world. At dinner not a word was spoken about what had happened that day, 
and we haven’t broached the subject since.” 

“God, Lucie. I’m so sorry,” I mumbled. I didn’t know what else to do; 
I’d never been in a situation like that before. 

I put my arm back around her shoulder and directed her to lay on the 
bed on her side, her back to me. Lying down behind her, I pulled her hips 
into mine. I wrapped my arm around her and brought her back against my 
chest. The steady thumping of her heart slowed and her spastic breaths 
relaxed into deep ones as I tucked her hair behind her ear. 

She sighed. “I’m scared.”  
“What are you scared of?” I asked. 
“I’m scared of my father, of what he’s becoming. I almost feel like he’s 

not even the same person anymore.” 
“What do you mean?” 
“I sometimes think to myself that he died when my mother did and that 

an imposter has been living in his body the last couple of months. I don’t 
even recognize him anymore.” 

“I’m sorry,” I said. It was all I could think of to say. 
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“Why? It’s not your fault.” 
“I know that but... I don’t know... I just wish there was something I 

could do to help.” 
“Me, too,” she said. “I think I have to deal with this on my own 

though.” 
“Why?” 
“I don’t know, but it just feels like the sort of thing you do on your 

own.” 
“Are you sure? I want to help if I can.” 
Lucie rolled over and looked into my eyes. 
“I know you do. I just can’t see any way for you to help.” 
We lay that way for a while, looking into each other’s eyes. Shifting, she 

reached out her hand and put it on my cheek. I put my hand over hers. 
“It means a lot that you care so much about me.” Lucie’s voice sounded 

husky. 
“Yeah,” I said. 
“Don’t yeah me.” She smirked. 
“Yeah.” I met her smile. 
Lucie brought her lips to mine and we kissed. Then she rolled back onto 

her side and scooted against me. 
“So what are you going to do?” I rubbed her shoulder. 
“What am I going to do about what?” 
“Your father.” 
“I don’t know. I don’t know what to do.” She rubbed her ass against my 

crotch and I tried to stay calm. I tried to stay relaxed. I tried to stay flaccid. 
“My parents barely even know I’m there at times,” I said. “I feel like I’m 

a mistake they learned to live with.” 
“You’re not a mistake, Balthazar. Don’t ever say that.” 
“I know. I was just trying to compare our situations.” 
Lucie rolled back over and faced me again. 
“You could always kiss me instead,” she whispered. “Among other 

things.” 
I kissed her and felt her hand snake between my legs. 
We lost our virginities to each other shortly after. 



259 

 
 
 
 
 
 
2 
 
 

“Oh! I almost forgot.” Lucie stood up and walked across the room to 
her book bag, after pulling on a pair of shorts and a tank top first. I 
watched her smooth body slide into the clothes, feeling a pang at the loss of 
her nakedness.  

“Almost forgot what?” I sat up on my elbows, watching her. 
“Just a sec,” she mumbled at me, shuffling things around inside the bag. 
“What are you-” 
“Found it!” She stood up, holding a thick rectangle wrapped in brown 

paper and tied with a length of twine. A smile teased at the corners of her 
mouth. 

“What’s that?” I asked, feeling a tiny prickle on the back of my neck. 
“Open it,” she said, sitting down on the bed and pulling her legs 

underneath her. 
I untied the twine and tore off the paper; it was heavy like the paper 

used for grocery bags. “Is it a book?” 
“Open it,” she repeated. 
I pulled the item out from its wrapper. It was a book. 
“Oh,” I said. Disappointed does not even begin to describe what I felt 

at that moment. 
“Don’t ‘oh’ me,” she said. “And sit up. I want to show you this.” 
Groaning, I sat up, pulled on my boxers, and looked at the book. It was 

old. The cover was made from leather dyed a green so dark that it almost 
looked black. The pages were an ancient dark brown and there was no 
writing on the cover or the binding.  

I reached out and touched the cover. That green-black leather felt soft 
and billowy, and when I pressed a finger against the cover, it gave ground. I 
also had the vague feeling of something squirming beneath my finger. 
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When I pulled my hand back, I saw an indentation filling itself as the leather 
returned to its previous state. 

“What is it?” I asked. 
“This is our answer, I think. Happy birthday?”  
My birthday. It had completely slipped my mind. It was my birthday. 
“Oh, thanks,” I said. “Answer to what though? Where did you get this 

thing?” 
“The answer to what’s going on with you, and I got it at that used 

bookstore down on Vine and Neches. You know the place.” 
I didn’t. “I don’t think I’ve ever been in there before. I’ll have to give it 

a shot sometime. What’s it called?” 
“The Book Muse.” 
“Seriously?” I raised an eyebrow. 
“Yeah. I’m surprised you haven’t heard of it before.” 
“So am I,” I said, frowning. 
I loved reading and I loved old bookstores. How had one opened and I 

hadn’t heard about it? More specifically, how had a used bookstore popped 
up with no fanfare in a small city like Solo and I hadn’t noticed? 

“Anyways, where I got it isn’t really important. What it is though, now 
that you might be interested in.” Lucie’s eyes shone. 

“Oh?” 
“Well, have a look for yourself if you don’t believe me.” Lucie pushed 

the book across the bed to me. It looked hateful sitting there, green-black 
and surrounded by the pastel vines and daises of Lucie’s bedspread. Deadly 
nightshade nestled amongst a field of daises. 

I reached out to open it, everything in my body telling me not to. 
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I opened the cover and looked at the first page. The paper was thick, 
but had the same consistency as the onion skin pages of a bible. This was 
no bible though. 

The page was completely black, and centered in a black a shade lighter 
than the rest of the page, was a key. It was an antique key that made my 
skin crawl. I could barely keep eye contact with it. 

And the page felt—what? 
Greasy? 
Waxy? 
I couldn’t really decide which. I removed my fingers from the page and 

rubbed them together. 
Oily, that’s how the pages felt. Like they’d been oiled before the book 

closed, like an engine being stored in a darkened room. 
“What is this?” I looked up at Lucie. She was looking at her closet. 
“Hmm? Oh, turn to the page I marked,” she said. 
I closed the book and looked at the top for a bookmark or a gap 

indicating a marked place. There was none. 
“Where?” I asked. 
“There’s a ribbon. Flip it over.” She took the book from my hands and 

flipped it over to where a black ribbon came out from the binding and 
marked a place near the end of the book. “See?” 

She handed the book back to me and I opened it to the page she 
marked. I dropped it to the bed upon seeing the drawing. 

It was an old woodcut image, black and white. The drawing showed the 
image of a man upside-down, standing on a ceiling with his arms held out, 
surrounded by ropes that hung down. At the end of the ropes were human 
bodies and down at the bottom of the page were staked bodies. 

I started sweating.  
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In the space between the ceiling and the heads of the hanging bodies, 
between the ropes, was a pair of human eyes. They were colored a shade of 
jade that I knew too well. 

I stared into those eyes for a long time, feeling sweat break out on my 
upper lip, my nose, and on my back. 

I slammed the book shut. 
“What is this?” I shouted. “What is this?” 
Lucie reacted like I’d slapped her. “I thought that it might help. See I 

knew that there must be some basis for you to believe that you’d been 
there, and I truly do believe that you think you were there. This proves that 
you’re not crazy. You’ve seen the picture before. Maybe your parents have a 
book with the same picture or maybe your grandparents do. I don’t know, 
but I know that you’ve seen this and that’s how you got it in your head that 
you went there.” 

Lucie had said that she believed me, but she really hadn’t ever believed 
me. She thought the whole thing was just a bad dream. I wanted to scream 
at her that it had happened. I had no proof at all besides my memories, but 
I remembered. I knew it had happened. I wanted to be furious at her, but I 
couldn’t. The whole thing was crazy and maybe I was too. 

“What is that book?” My hands were shaking. 
“The guy at the store said that it didn’t have a title. It was given to him a 

long time ago and he was told to give it to whoever asked about any of the 
pictures inside.” 

“I need to see him,” I said. This guy knew something about me. He had 
to. Why did everyone else seem to know what I was turning into but me? 

Lucie frowned. 
“What?” I asked. 
“Nothing. He just said that I should bring in whomever I was getting 

this book for. He said that they and he had business to discuss. Is he talking 
about these dreams you’ve been having about the horn and your hand and 
Murmur?” 

I’ll bet we do have business to discuss, I thought. 
“I don’t know,” I lied. “And don’t say that name out loud. It gives me 

the creeps. Did the guy say anything else?” 
“No.” Lucie dropped her eyes. 
“What else did he say?” 
“Nothing.” 
“What did else he say, Lucie?” 
“I don’t see how-” 
“And you don’t have to, but what else did he say?” 
“He wanted me to wish you a happy birthday.” 
She was right. He was right. It was June twelfth, my eighteenth birthday. 
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“How did he know that you would be asking for that book?” Lucie 
asked. 

I didn’t know. 
“Let me think for a second,” I said. 
“Do you know him?”  
“No, Lucie. Let me think.” 
“Did you give him that book?” 
“Lucie, shut up. I’m trying to think.” 
Dick move. 
Her forehead wrinkled and she broke into tears. 
“I was just trying to help,” she said. 
“I know you were, but I need to think this through, okay? I’m sorry. I 

shouldn’t have snapped at you like that. You didn’t deserve that.” 
I brought her into me for a hug, making sure to push the book away 

from us first, but all I wanted was to think. I didn’t want to comfort her. All 
I wanted at that moment was to think about that evil little book and the 
bookseller who’d given her that message about my birthday. 

“We’ll figure this out, right?” Her voice came from where her face 
pressed against my chest. 

“Yeah. We’ll figure this out.” 
“I worry about you.” 
“I know you do, Luc.” 
“I just wish I knew what was going on with you. You know, that way I 

could help you.” 
Yeah? You could’ve helped loads by believing me. I didn’t say this though. 
“Yeah,” I said. “Me, too.” 
“Well?” She asked, pulling her head out from where it had been buried. 
“Well what?” 
“Do you feel better knowing that you’ve seen the things in your head 

before?” 
“Lucie,” I said, and I had to talk slowly to keep the edge out of my 

voice. “Even if I saw the drawing before, how do you explain the horn that 
grows out of my back? Or how I made Kenneth hold onto that match? Can 
you explain any of those things?” 

“Well no, but I didn’t really leaf through any of the other pages. I saw 
the one and it was enough.” 

“The guy at the bookstore showed you that page?” 
“Yeah. He opened it up to that page like he knew what I needed to see. 

Let’s look through the rest to see if we can find anything about a horn, 
okay?” She reached out for the book, lying there in all of its ugliness. 

At the thought of her fingers touching those oiled pages, my left hand 
shot out and I grabbed her wrist. She looked up at me, startled. 

“Sorry,” I said. “I just don’t like that book.” 
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“But what if it has something that will tell us about what is going on 
with you? What if the answer is in there?” 

“So what if the answer is in there. I don’t feel right about it.” 
“About finding an answer?” Lucie laughed, and it had a bitter sound to 

it. 
“About the book,” I said. 
And I didn’t. Something was off about it. I couldn’t put my finger on 

what, but something about it was wrong. 
Lucie’s face darkened. “What’s wrong with it? It was supposed to be a 

gift for you, you know. It was supposed to be the answer to what’s been 
going on with you.” 

“Did the shopkeeper tell you that?” 
“Yes. He said, and I quote, ‘This is the answer to your problem,’ and 

then he handed the book to me.” 
“He said your?” 
“I don’t follow.” 
“He said your problem, not ya’lls problem or you guys’ problem?” 
“He said your.” 
“So maybe this is the answer to your problem and a message for me?” 
“What’s my problem?” Lucie asked. 
I didn’t know. It could really be anything, but the guy had pegged me 

dead on and maybe he had pegged Lucie as well. 
“Kenneth?” I said after a moment. 
“Kenneth?” She turned her nose up at me. “That doesn’t make any 

sense. I got this yesterday.” 
“How did he know exactly what you were looking for just by a 

description you gave him?” 
“He’s a shopkeeper, Bal. It’s his job to know his inventory. If he didn’t, 

nothing would ever sell.” 
“Yeah?” I asked. “How much did he charge you?” 
“Hm?” 
“You heard me just fine. How much did he charge you?” 
“It’s a gift. It’s rude to ask that.” 
“He didn’t charge you anything, did he?” I laughed. “He just gave it to 

you, didn’t he?” 
“I don’t see what that has to do with anything.” 
“How can you not? You walk into a store that just opened and the 

shopkeeper knows exactly what you need? C’mon, Luc, tell me that’s not 
strange. Tell me that’s not in the least bit weird.” 

She sighed and met my eyes. 
“I guess it is a bit strange,” she said, looking unhappy about it. 
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“Damn right it is. I’m going to go down there tomorrow and talk to the 
guy, see what he knows,” I said, feeling like I finally had some direction to 
follow instead of walking in blind circles. 

“I want to come with,” Lucie said. 
“Fine with me. You can show me where it is.” 
“That’s the only reason you want me to go?”  
“Of course not.” I smiled. “I want my sexy girlfriend there with me to 

unravel the mysterious mystery of the mysterious horn.” 
Lucie giggled and I wrestled her to her side on the bed. 
“Really?” She asked. “You really want me to come with?” 
“Yes, but...” I paused. 
“Yes, but what?” 
“Well,” I dragged along. “It’s going to be, you know...”  
“What?” 
“MYSTERIOUS!” I said in a spooky voice and tickled her as she giggled 

into my ear. 
That’s how I like to remember Lucie.  
I like to remember how her smile could brighten my own mood, even 

with all the changes happening to me that she didn’t believe were real. That 
didn’t matter when she smiled. At that point, everything sort of fell away 
and all that was left were the two of us, happy and clinging to our happiness 
like a raft floating down a slow and softly gurgling stream. 

Neither of us could have expected the rapids around the bend that 
ultimately led us to the edge of the world. 
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“I think you should stop, Bal,” Natalie said. “I really do.” 
That low, droning hum picked up. 
What is that? 
“I’m not sure. I think He’s coming.” 
Fuck. I had to get free before He came. There was no way I could fight 

Him if I was locked up. 
Hands parted around my ankle and I felt Natalie’s burnt head scratch 

against my calf. I thought hard about Lucie’s giggles and that raft of 
happiness we once had. The hands let go of my leg in a wave, but they 
stopped releasing at the hips and started fastening back, right down to my 
ankle where Natalie huddled against my skin, scratching me as she shook. 

“What are you doing?” Natalie asked. “He’s coming and you want to 
fight Him?” 

Not really. 
But I did. I wanted to fight the piece of shit that wanted me here. I 

wanted to kill Him. I wanted to make Him suffer as I had. I wanted Him to 
feel the loss that I had, to take something from Him that He could never 
get back. I wanted to make Him pay for the sins He’d visited upon me. 

The hum grew louder. 
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I woke up to the grey light of early morning leaking across Lucie’s bed. 
Rolling over, I saw nothing. Lucie wasn’t in bed anymore. I glanced at the 
time on my phone.  

7:25 AM and no missed calls. 
I was still safe from discovery until about eight-thirty. 
I rolled to my back and stared up at the ceiling, my hands behind my 

head, feeling that somehow I’d been taken advantage of. It felt almost like 
Lucie had come up with that Wish Room story to take the focus off what I 
saw coming from under her door. 

Why would she make something like that up though? 
No, I didn’t think she made it up. I thought she’d just used it at the 

moment most convenient for her. Annoying to be sure, but nothing was 
really wrong with that I guess. 

And the Wish Rooms... What were they? What were those things that 
she’d heard moving around in them? 

Those things? I didn’t like that my mind had made the assumption that 
there were things within all those black rooms, that something with eyes 
and teeth might be just on the other side of the door. 

And the stuff flowing from beneath the door? 
I knew that I saw it and I knew that I wasn’t crazy. I just couldn’t 

explain it. And what about the time loss? She couldn’t explain that to me 
either. 

I stared at the ceiling until it hazed out, remembering how the flickering 
light fell onto the stairs. No, I corrected myself, the flowing shadows.  

Something else clicked. Those shadows were the very same ones I kept 
seeing on the ceiling of my room at night. Every night. 
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What could they be though? 
I didn’t have the first idea. 
A thump sounded to my right. 
Where the closet was. 
My heart leapt into my throat and sweat broke out across my chest and 

face. I rolled my head toward the closet, expecting its creamy white paint to 
start melting from the door and for whatever lay inside to come bursting 
out in a shower of splinters with a throaty scream. 

Another thump. This one closer to the door. 
Whatever was in there was getting closer.  
Another thump. Closer. 
Another. 
Lucie came around the corner holding a tray filled with coffee cups and 

food. 
“Hey there, sunshine.”  
The smile on her face fell when she saw how serious I looked at her. So 

serious that I was almost angry she was making noise. 
“What’s wrong?” Lucie asked, her tone hushed. 
“I heard something,” I whispered, looking at and gesturing my head 

toward the closet. 
“Oh? What was it?” She asked, her voice now as low and quiet as my 

own. 
“It sounded almost like a thump. Then there was a pause. And then 

another thump.” 
Lucie brought her hand up to her mouth and took a step toward the 

door. “Oh dear.” 
She took another step toward it, reaching her hand out. 
“Lucie, stop,” I hissed. “What are you doing?” 
Lucie gripped the knob and twisted it open as I reached out for her arm, 

trying to stop her from letting loose whatever was inside. She screamed and 
fell back. I scrambled off the bed, covering her and squeezing my eyes shut 
as I waited to feel claws or teeth tear into the thin skin on my back.  

Lucie shook beneath me, whimpering. 
I almost felt like doing the same. 
It took me a few more seconds before I realized that Lucie was 

laughing. She laughed the silent laughs of someone who’s played a great 
joke on someone else and it’s gone better than they could ever have 
expected it to. 

“That thumping was me, Balthazar. I was taking the stairs a step at a 
time, allowing the coffee to settle itself before taking another. I didn’t want 
to spill it.” 

She said all of this in between giggles and laughs. My face eventually 
turned as red as hers was. 
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“So all that Wish Room stuff was what?” I asked, seething. 
“Oh, that stuff happened, but I’ve never heard sounds from inside 

during the day. Oh, man. You should have seen your face.” She succumbed 
to another bout of laughter that eventually tapered off into coughs. 

I stood up and looked down at her. I could feel myself sneering. 
“Bitch,” I said, shaking my head. 
That stopped the laughing right away. 
“Hey, I didn’t mean anything by it. I just thought it would be funny.” 
“Oh, it was funny. Funny enough that I’m leaving.” 
“C’mon. Don’t leave. I made all this food for us.” 
“Neat. Eat it yourself.” 
“What about The Book Muse? How are you going to find it?” 
“Vine and Neches you said. I’ve been living here a lot longer than you. 

I’ll manage.” 
“But what about Kenneth? We never talked about what we’re going to 

do about him.” 
She was right. We never did talk about Kenneth or his threat. We never 

talked about what we were going to do about it either. 
“He said next week, didn’t he?” I asked, knowing how shitty I was 

being, but just as unable to stop it as I would a speeding car with cut brake 
lines. 

“What if he doesn’t though? What if he decides that he wants to do it 
sooner? What then?” 

“I’m not sure.” I shrugged, taking a step towards the door and away 
from her. 

“Wait, Balthazar. I’m sorry. Don’t leave. I’m sorry.” 
“Yeah. I’m sorry, too,” I said, pulling on my clothes and heading to the 

door. I looked back at her sitting on the carpet with tears in her eyes. 
I knew I was overreacting, but once you’re in that state of mind, there’s 

nothing else you can do. 
I shook my head in disgust, clomped down the stairs, and snuck back 

over to my house. 
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Inside, the door to my parent’s room was still shut. 
Perfect. 
I headed up the stairs, keeping to the outsides of the boards. I made it to 

the landing at the top when I heard the door open downstairs. 
“Bal?” My mom’s sleep muddled voice asked. I heard her walk to the 

base of the stairs and I took a step back.  
I ripped off my shirt and threw it into my room. Then I unbuttoned and 

dropped my shorts, thanking God that I hadn’t bothered to put on my belt 
at Lucie’s, shoving it instead into one of the big cargo pockets. 

I now stood shirtless in my boxers with my shorts around my ankles. I 
hoped that I was far enough back that she couldn’t see the shorts huddled 
there with their dead weight wrapped around my ankles. 

If she decided to come up, I was fucked sideways. 
“I thought I heard the front door open. Were you outside?” She asked. 
“No,” I said, making sure my eyelids were drooping and my voice 

sounded as scratchy as hers did. “I was just getting a glass of water from the 
fridge.” 

“Oh. Okay. Did you find everything you needed?” 
“Yes,” I said, playing the good son. “I’m sorry I woke you.” 
“It’s okay. It was about time for me to get up anyway. I’m going 

shopping this morning. Was there anything you needed?” 
“No,” I said. 
“Okay. Well go get another hour of sleep, Bal. I love you.” 
She started to walk back to her bedroom. 
The Book Muse! 
“Mom, wait,” I said. 
Her head appeared back around the banister. 
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“Can I come along?” I asked. “There’s a new bookstore down on Vine I 
wanted to check out.” 

“Sure. We’ll leave at nine.” 
“Okay,” I said. “I love you, too.” 
I shuffled back, trying not to make a sound as the cargo shorts dragged 

against the carpet. 
“Bal?” She asked, sticking her head around the corner again. 
Crap. 
“Yes?” I asked. 
“Happy birthday. Go put some eye drops in before you go back to 

sleep. Your eyes look terrible.” 
Shaking, I walked into my room and headed straight to the bathroom.  
I looked into the mirror. 
Red cords and black pupils looked back, and that same feeling swept 

through me that the red and black eyes were not mine, that they couldn’t be 
mine. 

Another feeling crept in. 
My mother had seen one of the changes. It was real. I already knew that 

it was real, but now it was really real. One of my loved ones had seen the 
change. 

I had to talk to the shopkeeper at The Book Muse. I had to find out 
what this was, and what it would be by the end. 

I didn’t bother to feel around on my back for the horn. I knew it was 
there. I knew if I put my hand back there I would feel what felt like a 
curling, charred piece of wood. Warm to the touch. Pulsing with each beat 
of my heart. 

I didn’t look into my hand knowing that the same blackness that stared 
back at me from the mirror would be staring up at me from the hole 
through my palm. 

I didn’t do anything except crawl into bed and hope that everything 
would go back to normal by the time my mom came upstairs to wake me. I 
lay huddled there, feeling hidden beneath the cool sheets and fluffy 
comforter, feeling foreign and like a stranger in my own house. In my own 
body. 

I thought about maybe going over to Lucie’s and saying, “See! It’s not 
something I saw in a book now is it?” 

I couldn’t do that with my mom up though. I just didn’t have the time. 
I had to talk to the shopkeeper. 
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My mom “woke” me up an hour later. 
I couldn’t go back to sleep. I kept thinking about what would happen to 

me if that horn was still sticking out of my back. I heard her slow steps on 
the stairs and shut my eyes. 

“Bal? Honey? Wake up,” she said, shaking my shoulder gently. 
I drew in a breath and opened both of my eyes slowly. 
“Well good morning, mister,” she said. “Again.” 
“Good morning,” I mumbled, trying to make my words sound clogged 

with sleep. 
“I see that you put the eye drops in.” 
I breathed. 
“Yeah,” I said, grateful. “I made sure to.” 
“Good. Get up now. We leave in thirty minutes.” She walked out of my 

room.  
From what sounded like the bottom of the stairs, she called up, “Do 

you want eggs?” 
“No thanks. I’m just going to grab some cereal.” 
“Are you sure? I just made some.” 
“Okay. I’ll have two scrambled.” 
I heard her muttering as she walked back to the kitchen. I would 

probably end up with two poached eggs. Both she and my father were 
convinced that civilized people ate poached eggs, and only the lazy 
scrambled them. 

I hated poached eggs. I always thought that slicing into them probably 
had the same feel as cutting into an eyeball. 

I dressed in a hurry and headed downstairs. I thought about a shower, 
but decided against it. I didn’t want to waste any time. 
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“Good morning, son,” my father said as I walked into the kitchen, not 
looking up from his crossword. “Happy birthday,”  

He sat at the table, chin in hand and chewing on the eraser of a pencil 
above the folded paper.  

“Thanks. Morning,” I said, feeling a bit shaky with anticipation. 
I didn’t want breakfast. I wanted to leave. I wanted to be at The Book 

Muse already. 
“Bal, take a seat. I’m poaching the last of your eggs,” my mom said from 

the stove. 
Goddammit. 
“Thanks, mom,” I said. 
“You’re welcome. David, get that eraser out of your mouth.” 
“Why?” He asked, his teeth still moving around the eraser. 
“You use erasers to erase, don’t you?” She asked. 
“Of course, Claire,” he said. 
“Do you want to get poisoned?” She asked him. 
I knew where this was headed. 
“Poisoned? Poisoned from what? Don’t be ridiculous,” he said. 
“That pencil has a lead, David. Haven’t you ever heard of lead 

poisoning?” My mom shook her head as she brought over a plate with two 
poached eggs on it. 

Two poached eyes. 
“Pencils don’t actually have lead in them,” my dad said. 
“Thanks, mom,” I said. 
“That’s nice, dear. When I’m driving you to the hospital, I’ll be sure to 

remind you of that interesting tidbit. And you’re welcome, Bal. We’re 
leaving as soon as you finish, okay?” 

“That’ll work,” I said, grimacing as I sliced into the first poached egg, 
the yolk running over both sides of it. 

“Leave?” My dad asked, still chewing and pondering. I hadn’t seen the 
lead touch the newspaper once. “Where are y’all headed?” 

“I’m going shopping for a few things and Bal is going to check out 
some new bookstore,” my mom answered. 

This pulled him away from the crossword and the nourishment of the 
pencil’s eraser. 

“A new bookstore? Where?” He asked, looking across the table at me. 
“It’s on Vine and Neches,” I said, forcing down the yolk covered eggs. 
“Funny,” he said. “I’ve never seen it.” 
He put the pencil down on the table and folded his arms, giving me his 

most fatherly of looks. 
“Me, either,” I said. “A friend told me about it though so I thought I’d 

give it a shot.” 
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“Hmmm. Vine and Neches? I drove by there yesterday and didn’t see 
anything except that old warehouse. What’s the name of the place again?” 

“The Book Muse.” 
He thought about it for a while and my mom headed out of the kitchen 

to finish getting ready. 
“Nope. I definitely didn’t see it yesterday. Are you sure it’s on Vine and 

Neches?” He asked. 
“That’s what I was told,” I said, putting the last bite of the second egg 

into my mouth. 
“Well... good luck with that,” he said, and turned back to the crossword, 

the eraser between his molars once again. 
“Thanks,” I said. 
I took my plate to the sink and washed the pale yellow drips down the 

drain. 
“You ready?” My mom asked, walking back into the kitchen with her 

purse slung over her shoulder. 
“Yeah, I just need to brush my-” I started. 
“Just a sec,” my dad interrupted. “What are you shopping for, Claire?” 
“I’m not shopping for anything, David. I’m just shopping.” 
“You know that we still haven’t paid off any of the credit cards, right?” 

He asked her. 
Yeah. This is going to end well, dad. 
“Of course I know that, David. I’m just going to-” 
I droned them both out and headed upstairs to finish getting ready. 

Mainly though, I didn’t want to hear them go at it. They were both like 
children picking each other’s scabs. 

Upstairs, I brushed my teeth, trying to avoid looking at myself in the 
mirror, but sneaking glances here and there anyway. After that was finished, 
I sat down on my bed and waited for the eventual “Let’s go, Bal” that 
would float up from my mother’s mouth. 
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“Bal, let’s go.” 
Close enough. 
I headed down the stairs, glancing at my dad bent over his crossword, 

now chewing on the eraser like a smoker chomping nicotine gum. His 
shoulders were up around his ears. 

My mom and I walked through the kitchen and out the back door 
without a word. In the car, she backed down our driveway and then looked 
over at me. 

“He just doesn’t get it sometimes, does he?” She asked. 
I wasn’t about to play this game. 
“I dunno,” I said, turning away from her and looking out at the houses 

we passed under the grey light of the day. 
After a minute or so, she piped up, “Look at that. Mrs. Robeson won 

Yard of the Month again. My God, how many in a row is that now?” 
“I dunno,” I mumbled, staring out at the house across the street from 

Mrs. Robeson’s and the old lady that sat in the flowerbed digging with a 
black hand trowel. 

Hutchison, I thought her name was. Laura or Lauren or something like 
that. 

The trowel looked funny for some reason. Shiny and dull at the same 
time, it reminded me of Lucie’s father’s wingtips. 

Hadn’t Lucie said that he was coming back today? 
I thought she had. 
I needed to talk to him as well. 
It really was beginning to seem like everyone knew more about me than 

I did, and strangers no less. 



CHRISTOPHER BLOODWORTH 

276 

At least one of those strangers was getting sorted this morning. I could 
talk to Mr. Milton later in the day. That would present its own breed of 
problems though.  

How could I talk to him knowing what he had made his daughter do? 
And how would I talk to him while avoiding Lucie? 

I didn’t really have much of an urge to talk to her that day. What would 
even be the point? 

“-back here at eleven-thirty or so?” My mom’s voice cut in. 
“Huh?” I asked. 
My mother hated the word huh as much as I hated poached eggs so I 

made sure to drop them in every so often. 
She stared at me. We’d arrived at The Strip. 
That’s what people in Solo called the section of Vine where we were. It 

was a strip of tiny stores and shops mostly owned by locals that served as 
the major shopping district. 

I guess you could say that it was our version of Main Street. 
“Sorry,” I said. “What did you say? I was daydreaming.” 
“I said let’s meet back here around eleven-thirty.” 
“Okay.” 
“Text me if you need more time. Okay?” She asked. 
“Okay,” I said, popping open the door. “I’ll make sure to.” 
“Good,” my mom said, digging through her purse for something. Her 

voice dropped low and she said, “Be seeing you.” 
My heart stopped as she looked up at me with a half-smile, her eyes a 

pale jade green. She held my eyes for ten seconds before she blinked and 
the light blue color returned. 

“Whoa,” she said. “I kinda zoned out there. Bal? Are you okay?” 
“Yeah,” I said, my thoughts in a place I never wanted to visit again. 

“Just excited.” 
“You sure do love those bookstores, don’t you?” She asked. 
“I guess I do,” I said, closing my door and walking around to the front 

of the car where the sidewalk was. I tried my best to stay on my feet, to not 
collapse under the weight of the panic I felt. 

“I guess you do,” she said. “Just make sure not to buy anything, okay? 
We have presents at the house for you to open after dinner. Eleven-thirty 
or a text, alright?” 

“Sounds good,” I responded. 
She reached out to give me a hug and everything inside of me screamed. 

I flinched. 
“Too old to give your mother a hug?” She asked. 
I stepped forward and wrapped her in my arms, thinking of Murmur’s 

fetid beak and claws ripping at my back. 
“Not in the least,” I said. “Eleven-thirty or a text. Bye, mom.” 
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“Bye.” She walked east along Vine as I trudged down the slope that led 
to Neches, lost in the grip of fear. 

I seemed to be walking against the flow of foot traffic. 
Murmur. 
That thing had entered my mother. 
Had I been wrong about my hand opening doorways into people? I’d 

never used my palm on my mother, so how had he gotten into her? 
Worse than that though, if he could enter her, he could enter anyone. 

Maybe even me. 
People walked by me. Most didn’t bother with a glance, although some 

did. I froze every time someone fixed their gaze on me, terrified that their 
eyes would be that funny pale green, jade color. Knowing that if I saw 
another pair of eyes that color I might scream.  

My cell chirped at me from my pocket letting me know that I had a text. 
I ignored it and kept walking. She’d said eleven-thirty and it was only ten-
twenty. She could come find me if it was that important. 

Bumping into people’s shoulders and arms, I walked faster toward 
Neches. I needed to see this shopkeeper. 

Now. 
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I stood on the corner of Vine and Neches, confused. 
There wasn’t a bookstore anywhere. My corner had a kitchen accessories 

store, the opposite corner had the old warehouse my father had mentioned, 
across Vine from the warehouse was a hardware store, and diagonal from 
the hardware store was a maternity shop. 

There was no store called The Book Muse. Hell, there wasn’t even a 
bookstore in sight. I decided to walk into the kitchen accessories store. 

I stood at the counter inside the empty store. A strawberry blonde with 
a bad perm came out of the back room. She carried a box, wore a frown 
that matched the faded black apron, and tromped around the store like it 
was oh-so-busy in there. 

“Help you?” The woman asked. Being a boy in high school, I could see 
that she didn’t expect a sale from me. “We don’t have a bathroom.” 

Like I believed that one. 
“I don’t need one. I just needed to ask you a question.” 
“Can’t you see I’m busy here?” She asked. The can’t and the you came 

out together in the horrific sounding caint-cha. 
I made sure to look around the empty store, far and wide, before 

looking back at her. 
“Looks busy,” I agreed. 
“Look, Mr. Smartass, I-” 
“Phyllis, would you just leave that boy ‘lone?” A male voice yelled from 

the back, loud and irate. Just came out as jes and that came out as at. 
Phyllis turned crimson and dropped her box on the counter in front of 

me with a thump. It was filled with turkey basters. She turned on her heel 
and stormed off into the back. 

A man returned in her place, his face ruddy and worn. His nose was red 
and aflame with broken blood vessels. 
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“What can I do you for, son?” The man asked, his breath stale with 
beer. 

“I was wondering if you’ve ever heard of a place called The Book Muse. 
My friend told me-” 

“The what?” He asked. 
“The Book Muse,” I repeated, not sure if he hadn’t heard me the first 

time or was just being difficult. 
“What I thought you said,” he answered as if I’d argued this point with 

him. 
“Ever heard of it?” I tried again. 
“Can’t say that I have,” he said. 
Not a good sign. 
“Okay,” I said. “Thanks for your time.” 
“Not at-” 
“I saw a man,” Phyllis’ voice came from the back. 
The man gave me a look and shrugged his shoulders as if to say, What 

can you do with ‘em? 
“Phyllis,” he called back. “I’m talking to the boy.”  
Phyllis came out of the back with a smaller box and said, “You’ll have to 

pardon my Jim, because he don’t know his ass end from his face.” 
“You don’t know that,” Jim snapped before heading to the back. 
Phyllis leaned over the counter like she was about to tell me the biggest 

secret she’d ever told and dropped her voice. 
“Now, I saw a man carrying books in a box around to the back of that 

old warehouse ‘cross the way.” 
Bingo. 
“My guess is he might be who you’re looking for or would at least know 

the direction in which to send you,” Phyllis continued. 
“You don’t know that,” Jim’s voice came booming from the back. 
“I do so,” Phyllis yelled back at him. 
“Well thanks,” I said. 
“Mmmm-hmmm,” Phyllis said and started pulling out basters from the 

box, ignoring me. 
I turned and headed out the door, looking over at the warehouse. It was 

a squat building made of brick and mortar. A thin strip of windows ran 
around the top. The front door was boarded over with a big sheet of 
plywood that looked new and there was a sheet of white paper stapled in 
the center. 

I looked both ways and crossed the street, my thoughts on my mother, 
Lucie, and Murmur. I still couldn’t understand how Murmur had slipped 
into my mom.  

I made it across the street and stood in front of the sheet stapled to the 
plywood. The message was handwritten. 
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Coming Soon: 

The Book Muse 
 
“No,” I said. 
How could it only be coming soon? Lucie had already been inside of the 

store. 
I walked around to the back of the warehouse, looking for any inlet, 

looking for any possible way to speak to the man that owned the place. 
What if he wasn’t there? What if he didn’t come in on Saturdays? 
I shook these thoughts from my head and looked around the back of 

the warehouse. The only thing that broke up the monotony of bricks and 
high windows was one set of double doors. 

I walked to them and gave them a pull. 
Nothing. 
Neither of them even budged. 
I started banging on them at that point, thinking that maybe the guy was 

in there and he would come to the back and let me in. 
Nothing. 
If he was in there, he wasn’t letting me in. 
I walked to the other side of the building and my heart sank. 
Another set of double doors. 
I cursed and kicked a rock at the right door. It was a decent kick. The 

rock lifted and hit the door dead in the middle. This did nothing for my 
disappointment until I noticed something. 

The left door was cracked open the tiniest amount. It broke the plane of 
the wall, but only just. I ran over to it and pulled on it as fast as I could, 
afraid that the rock I’d kicked had dislodged it and it might slip shut. 

That didn’t happen though. Instead, the door swung open in my grip, 
spilling me to the ground as it handed back the force I’d used on it. I sat on 
my ass and stared as the door banged against the brick wall of the 
warehouse and started swinging shut. 

I leapt at the door. 
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I stood in the doorway, mouth opened like an idiot, looking in at the 
interior of the warehouse. 

It looked like an old depository for school equipment. Fixed desk/chair 
combos sat around in random little piles across the warehouse, a jumbled 
pile of those desks was pushed against the front door. The way the legs 
pointed everywhere gave the pile the vague shape of a hedgehog. 

A bit to the left of this steel and wooden animal, several large barrels 
leaned against each other, chained and rusting away in the middle of a black 
stain on the already dark concrete floor. 

More piles of desks surrounded this dark stain in a semicircle, like 
students surrounding a teacher. 

None of this is what made my mouth hang. What did it was the neon 
sign in the back right corner of the warehouse. 

The sign was one of those bolted-into-the-wall numbers that stood 
perpendicular to the wall it was bolted to. 

The sign was a diagonal arrow that pointed down at the corner of the 
wall it stood out from. The arrow was lit by clear, flashing bulbs. In the 
middle, in cursive red neon tubing, it read The Book Muse. 

The bulbs shaping the arrow went out, and then one at a time lit up 
making the shape of an arrow. They all flashed together three times and 
then went dark. They repeated this pattern endlessly. 

I don’t really think that the weirdest thing was finding a flashing sign for 
a book store within an old warehouse. 

No, the weird thing was that the sign was attached to the wall around 
where my ass would hit if I leaned my back against the bricks. 

I headed toward the sign, walking through the refuse. I went around the 
barrels in the center of the room and avoided looking at the chairs stacked 
against the front door. 
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Something about the whole room seemed alive. 
It reminded me of a summer trip I took with my parents when I was 

younger. We’d visited my mom’s sister Lauren in Baltimore. My parents 
thought it would be good for me to see the Gettysburg Battlefield. 

So we drove the requisite hour and a half, and ended up at a field. I was 
bored stupid in the museum, but when we walked out onto the battlefield 
things changed. 

Every time I put my foot down onto the soil, I felt like men were yelling 
up through the ground to let them go, to free them from their suffering. 

That’s how I felt in this place. I felt like children’s voices were floating 
around me, telling me to release them. I shuddered and kept walking, 
keeping my eyes down as the glow from the sign grew brighter the closer I 
got. 

Something shifted in one of the piles of desks to my right. 
Rats. 
The place had to have rats. It was dark and damp in here. Why wouldn’t 

it have rats?  
A cold sweat broke out across my back. 
My cell chirped from my pocket and I almost jumped out of my clothes. 
More shifting came from a pile of desks on my left. 
I walked faster until I was jogging. 
When I got to the light, I saw why the sign was at hip level. I really 

should have guessed. 
There were stairs descending from the floor of the warehouse into a 

basement sort of room. A warm glow came up from below. 
How the hell had Lucie found this place? 
I jumped when my phone chirped at me again. 
Another text. 
I glanced at my watch. 
Ten thirty-seven. 
I left the cell where it was; my mom could wait. 
As badly as I wanted to run down the stairs, I didn’t. I walked down 

them one at a time, not wanting to take a fall here. The stairs were 
roughhewn, not at all like the regular smooth stairs you see in most 
buildings. 

At the bottom of the stairs, I found myself at the far end of what looked 
like a narrow hall. A long string of light bulbs extended into the darkness 
along the right wall, the bulbs actually hanging against the wall, giving the 
hall what I’d thought was a warm glow from above. 

I was wrong. 
There was nothing warm about the light. It seemed to be holding the 

darkness at bay on the left. 
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A steel door stood at the far end of the hall. It was one of those doors 
with the tiny window at face level and a wheel in the center that you spun 
to open it. The door was open, and bright fluorescent light poured out. 

I started walking, running my fingertips along the cool concrete to my 
right, keeping focused on the door straight ahead. 

One foot in front of the other and in no time you’ll be there. 
A thump came from my left and I almost tripped. I took another step so 

that one of the strung up light bulbs was hanging right above my head and 
put my back against the wall, staring out at the black. 

I reached up and tapped one of the bulbs. It was cool to the touch so I 
lifted it away from where it hung and towards the wall right in front of me. 

I thought there was a wall there, but the closer I brought the light, the less 
I was sure that there actually was. 

By pulling on the strand of lights, the rest of the bulbs shook and cast 
moving shadows just about everywhere. Everywhere except against the left 
wall. Nothing moved there. 

I moved the light even closer. The cord pulled taut against the hooks in 
between each bulb the length of the hallway. There was a wall on that side. 
It was painted a matte black with shiny spots in places. 

I leaned forward and looked at my reflection in one of the spots. The 
weird shiny spot made it look like my face was pressed up against a glass 
window.  

I leaned forward and brought the light closer, my heart beating fast. 
A loud bang and a sharp squeal came from my right. I let go of the bulb 

in my hand as I turned my head toward the noise. The bulb swung back 
against the wall and shattered, raining slivers of glass and darkness down 
around me. The steel door at the far end of the hallway was closing. 
Crunching over the fallen slivers, I backed against the wall.  

In the dark I felt exposed, like I’d been sneaking along just fine until 
someone shone a spotlight on me, illuminating my form for all to see. 

Another squeal and a bang came from my right and I looked there again. 
The steel door was shut now. 
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BELOW XIX 
 
 

Tell Him that I’m ready. 
“You can tell Him that on your own when He gets here,” Natalie said. 

Huddled against my ankle, I could feel her shivering. 
What does He look like? 
“I’m not sure.” 
But you’ve met Him before, right? 
“I’ve seen Him, but only once. From what I’ve heard since though… 

He’s changed. He’s changed a lot.” 
Great. 
I felt like I was shouting my thoughts over the increasing sound of the 

hum. It grew louder, but also seemed to rise in pitch to a loud whine. 
My left leg started shaking the same amount that Natalie was. Something 

was rumbling, shaking the ground I stood on. Natalie started shaking 
harder, it felt like she was seizing against my leg. 

The whole room began to shake, and the hands holding me captive 
began to squirm over my body. 
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ABOVE XIX 
 
 

“Fuck,” I whispered in the darkness. I took several steps toward the 
steel door. Something on the other side of the window was moving, casting 
strange shadows down the hallway. 

As I walked toward the door, trying to stay calm and not freak out, a 
silhouetted shape that looked like a head came into view. I stopped walking 
and stared at the silhouette. 

Then the fluorescent light behind the head clicked off. 
“Hey,” I said, walking faster. “Wait.” 
The hanging bulb closest to the steel door clicked off. I stopped 

walking. 
The next bulb clicked off, then the next, then the next.  
I turned and sprinted toward the stairs. No way in hell did I want to be 

trapped in the dark in that hallway. I wondered if the flashing sign would 
click off as well, leaving the whole warehouse dark, but tried to push that 
image from my mind. I could hear the bulbs behind me clicking off as I ran, 
and underneath the sounds of the bulbs clicking off and my running steps, I 
heard something else. 

Claws. 
Claws trying to find purchase on a smooth, hard surface. Scrabbling 

claws ready to slice my back to shreds and rip out my spine. 
I ran harder, hitting the steep stairs at a dead sprint. I made it to the top 

of the stairs, got one look at the door I’d entered through, and then the 
warehouse plunged into darkness. I didn’t stop running. It was like seeing a 
room in bright light, flipping the switch off, and then trying to navigate it. I 
ran and ran and ran. It seemed like I would never stop. 

I saw the outline of the door ten feet ahead of me, and still I could hear 
the claws scrabbling against the concrete floor of the dark warehouse. I flew 
into the door, hitting it hard and rolling out into the sunshine. I turned and 
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looked through the doorway when I came to a stop, the world spinning 
around me as I did. 

I couldn’t see anything through the closing door I’d come through, but 
something huge slammed into the other door and the surrounding wall, 
making plaster billow out in puffs from between the bricks. I kicked 
backwards from the still closing door, expecting for whatever hit the door 
to come flying through the wall. 

Nothing did though. 
The door kept closing, and finally clicked shut. 
I sat on my ass on the concrete, staring at the building and shaking. 
My cell phone chirped again with a new text. 
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BELOW XX 
 
 

I screamed from within my prison of black hands.  
The fist and arm that rammed itself down my throat so long ago pulled 

out, sticking at first where the spittle had dried, but then dislodging. I 
screamed as I felt my throat and esophagus try to tear free. Once the arm 
was out of my mouth, I tried to close my lips, move my jaw, breathe. 

The hand and arm forced its way back in and down, the drowning, 
suffocating feeling returned.  

Fingers pulled away from the eighteen slits in my chest and the eighteen 
slits in my back, pulling at the skin and flesh as they probed deep, hooked, 
and pulled. 

I screamed. 
The fingers around my ears forced their way into my ear canal, rupturing 

both of my eardrums, making my sometimes hand-filled, sometimes not 
stomach retch again and again. 

The fingers in my nose pressed up into my sinus cavity, bringing tears to 
my eyes where the black fingertips tapped and rubbed against my eyeballs 
and tear ducts. The fingers there pulled the eyelids back like rubber bands 
to the point where I felt them tearing at the corners, and then released 
them. 

The hands up top ripped tufts of hair off my head in thick handfuls until 
I could feel blood dripping down my forehead and ears. The hands around 
my testicles and shaft squeezed and jerked hard, trying to remove all traces 
of my manhood.  

I had to wonder through the searing bright flashes of pain if this was 
how the creatures in Murmur’s manse lost their genitals and if that was 
what I would soon become.  

Another of Murmur’s pets. 
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“He is not long from this place,” Natalie said, the hands rolling in waves 
over her and my legs. 

I kept screaming. 
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ABOVE XX 
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Sweat trickled down my back and I felt dizzy. 
Still sitting on the concrete, I pulled out my phone and checked my 

texts. 
The first one was from my mom. 
 
Honey, we need to head back now. I need to take care of 

something. 
 
The second one was from my mom as well. 
 
Something came up, honey. I’ve headed home. Can’t wait to 

celebrate your birthday. 
 
“What the fuck?” It wasn’t really that big of a deal. Solo was small 

enough that I could walk home, but I couldn’t believe that she’d left me 
downtown on my birthday. “Thanks, mom.” 

 
The third text was from Lucie. 
 
Can you call me? I’m really sorry. I don’t know what I was 

thinking. I think if we just talk about it, we can figure something out. 
Please give me a call. 

 
I flipped to the fourth text and my stomach dropped. It was also from 

Lucie. 
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We aren’t going to kill her, we aren’t going to cut her, and we 
definitely aren’t going to saw off pieces of her cunt to keep as 
souvenirs... but maybe we are. 
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Hot acid flooded into my stomach after I read that last text. Kenneth 
had Lucie’s phone. 

That wasn’t the entire thing though. Kenneth had Lucie. 
It was happening all over again. Everything was in motion and spiraling 

out of control. 
I stood on shaky legs and turned away from the warehouse, turned 

toward home. 
Jim and Phyllis stood two feet away. Too close.  
Jim was leaning against a shovel, looking down at the ground. 
Phyllis blinked and when she did, her eyes turned green. 
“Told you,” Phyllis said, the voices of the Soulless flowing from her 

mouth. 
“You don’t know that,” Jim said, looking up from the ground. His own 

eyes were pure black, all pupil. Jim smiled, cocked his head, and swung the 
shovel. 

I want to say that I dodged the swing. I want to say that I ducked and it 
flew over my head and connected with Phyllis’ face. I want to say that I 
sprinted away and saved Lucie. 

I can’t though. 
The shovel hit me right in the face. 
And everything went dark. 
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All at once, the rumbling stopped.  
The hands quit their assault on my body, every single one clamping 

down with more force than ever.  
What happened? 
“I’m not sure,” Natalie said. 
You’re supposed to be my guide. Guide me. 
“I’m not sure why it stopped,” she whispered. “I’m not sure why it 

started.” 
I stood there motionless, not by choice. 
I stood there suffocating, not by choice. 
I stood there with every part of me screaming in pain, and I knew. I 

finally understood. 
“What are you doing?” Natalie asked, her fear beading on the surface of 

every word. 
I tried to take a deep breath for what lay ahead, but choked on the arm 

down my throat instead. 
Fine. 
The fierce rumbling began again. This time there was no ramping up in 

intensity, no steep grade ahead sort of warning. One second everything was 
still, and the next, the arms and fingers and hands of my prison began to 
flail, began to hurt me as only they knew how. 

Only this time a roaring came with it.  
This time the hands were retreating. 
This time He was coming. 
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Laughter. 
Screams. 
My head being jostled. 
Grunting. 
More screams. 
Warm water squirting onto my face. 
More laughter. 
I surfaced out of the black sputtering and feeling like I was drowning. I 

blinked my burning eyes as I tried to get Randy’s urine to flush out of them. 
“Hole in one,” Randy mumbled. His voice came out in a dull monotone 

as he stood in front of me. 
“Nice, Randy,” Kenneth said from somewhere to my right. 
I tried to turn my head in that direction, but only my jaw budged. My 

forehead stayed put. I was sitting on the floor of a shed. It felt like my arms 
and hands were bound to a wooden beam and stretched away from my 
sides in a straight line. 

How had I gotten there? 
“Bal, Bal, Bal. My dearest Bal. It feels as if we’ve come full circle,” 

Kenneth’s voice said from my right. Things were clanking over there. 
“What have you done to her?” I asked, spitting at Randy’s boots. 
I could see a pair of feet between Randy’s legs, hanging, but I couldn’t 

see if they were Lucie’s. 
“Nothing I’m sure that she didn’t fully deserve, Bal. Nothing at all that 

she didn’t deserve. Right, Randy?” Kenneth said. 
Randy nodded. His eyes were as dead as his voice had sounded earlier. 
The bump in my palm started to warm. I tried to move my fingers and 

found that I could. 
Good. 
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All I had to do was keep these guys talking until I could use what lay at 
the center of my palm. 

I needed that power to save Lucie. 
“What did you do to her, Kenneth?” I asked. 
“Me? I didn’t do anything. Randy on the other hand... well... he might’ve 

taken certain liberties with your property,” Kenneth said. Tinks of metal on 
metal came from my right. 

I felt rage surge through my veins and stoked it. I didn’t move though, 
feeling the spot in my hand begin to heat up, feeling my eyes begin to burn.  

It was starting.  
Next the horn would surface out of my back, the spot in my palm would 

pulse, and I would take care of these assholes for good. 
There would be no second chance for them. 
Randy stood motionless in front of me and I stared at what I thought 

were Lucie’s feet. They hadn’t moved. They hadn’t even twitched. 
“What liberties?” I asked.  
I already knew though. Kenneth told me in the text what he was going 

to do, but I had to keep them talking to me. 
“I’m not sure that your sensitive sensibilities would be capable of 

handling what Randy did to that girl,” Kenneth said. I could hear the 
laughter in his voice. He sounded like he was enjoying this. 

A tiny bead of red came into view as it slowly dripped down the inside 
of one of the ankles I could see between Randy’s boots. 

“Quit fucking with me, asshole. What did you do to her?” I said through 
grinding teeth. 

“Bal, I am shocked and offended that you would speak to me in such a 
manner,” Kenneth’s voice came to me with a few more of those metallic 
clinks. “Randy, please allow Bal the pleasure of viewing the consequence of 
his disrespect.” 

I looked up at Randy and into Murmur’s pale green eyes. 
Murmur smiled at me through Randy and whispered, “She felt divine.” 
Blinking, Randy’s eyes went back to their regular shade of brown. 
My hand started to pulse and I felt the horn begin to push out of my 

back. 
Randy moved out of view to the right and I saw Lucie.  
Lucie hung from her crossed wrists by a thick bundle of knotted rope 

that was lashed across a wooden beam. The tips of her toes just barely 
touched the concrete floor of the shed. Behind her was a pegboard filled 
with tools of all sorts. 

Lucie’s eyes were closed. The black mascara that I thought was so cute 
lay in streaks down her cheeks and chin. Her right eye was purple and 
swollen shut. 
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She was completely naked. She wasn’t moving. I was too late. They’d 
killed her. 

“No,” I moaned. “No, what did you do?” 
Kenneth’s voice imitated a game show host, drawing closer to me. 

“Give her a spin, Randy. Show Bal what he’s won.”  
Randy walked over to Lucie and reached up to grab both of her elbows 

where they hung above her head. He pulled one and pushed the other. 
Lucie spun in a circle. 

My jaw muscles grew tighter every time her back was to me. The blood 
that ran down her legs was coming from her rectum. 

I felt the power surge through my hand at that moment. I felt the hole 
in my palm begin to open, and the holes in my eyes awaken. 

They would both die for killing Lucie. 
Both of them would- 
I screamed as crushing, blinding pain ran up my right arm from my 

hand accompanied by a hammering sound that pounded on my ears. 
Kenneth whistled the tune of “I’ve Been Workin’ On The Railroad.” 

It felt like he was pounding something through my palm, right though 
the thing I needed to kill them. 

“Now did you really think that I would let you get a chance to pull that 
shit you pulled in the hallway at school?” He asked between bars of his 
song. 

I screamed as something pounded through the tip of my middle finger.  
“I’m not sure how you made me hold on to that match, but I know it 

was you. I know you did that to me, Bal. You didn’t fool me though, did 
you?” Kenneth asked. 

I tried to catch my breath, but screamed out again as something 
pounded through the tip of my ring finger.  

“And look at Randy. He’s a zombie now. I don’t know what you did to 
him either, but you took my brother away from me.” 

“Good,” I said, screaming as bright pain pounded through my pinkie 
finger. 

“Good?” Kenneth asked, waiting for me to catch my breath. “I’ll let you 
know something good. Your girl actually liked it. You believe that shit?” 

Something pounded through my index finger and my mouth filled with 
another scream. 

“And Randy really did a number on her, hammering away, but she kept 
screaming and bucking the whole way through. You know, really loving the 
lovin’ Randy was giving to her.” 

My throat felt as if it was bleeding, but I screamed as fresh pain lanced 
through my thumb. 

My vision blurred and Kenneth slapped me, hunkering down in front of 
me. 
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“Time for the other hand, friend.” He smiled though a mouthful of 
nails. 

He walked to my left and I looked at the body of the girl I loved. I never 
got a chance to say goodbye to her. 

The pounding began on my left middle finger and I choked, looking at 
Lucie. Looking at my dead girlfriend. 

She coughed. 
Bright white flashes lit across my vision and I blacked out. 
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“Bal?” 
Lucie’s voice. 
Was I dead? 
“Balthazar, wake up.”  
I fought my way up to consciousness and opened my eyes. My hands 

screamed when I tried to move them and I felt a wave of nausea crash into 
my stomach. 

It was pitch black. I heard creaking and knew I was back with Murmur. 
“Balthazar,” Lucie hissed. “Wake up.” 
“I’m up,” I said. Giggles overtook me at how mundane this 

conversation would be anywhere else, but Murmur’s manse. 
“Snap out of it,” she said. “They’ve gone out for supplies, but they’ll be 

back.” 
“Who? The Chosen?” I said.  
We were dead. Together, but dead. 
“No. Kenneth and Randy,” Lucie said. “They’re coming back though. 

Can you move?” 
“My hands hurt.” My tongue felt huge and thick with saliva. 
“They put a railroad spike through your palms and nails through each of 

your fingertips.” 
“What?” I started to cry. I didn’t know what else to do or say as the pain 

coming through my hands crushed me. 
“I know that this is hard, but I need you to focus. I’m not sure when 

they’ll be back.” 
“My hands?” 
“Balthazar, focus. They’re coming back. This isn’t finished.” 
“What can I do? What can we do?” I asked, then I started screaming. 

“HELP! HELP US!” 
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“Would you shut up?” Lucie hissed at me. “Do you not think that I 
screamed my lungs out before you got here?” 

“Where are we?” I asked. 
“I don’t know. They broke into my house, threw me in the trunk, and 

drove me out here.” 
“They live out on a farm. Maybe that’s where we are.” 
“Maybe.” 
“How did I get here?” I remembered Jim hitting me in the face with a 

shovel, but it seemed like something crazy from a dream. 
“An older couple dragged you in. Kenneth and Randy just watched like 

they couldn’t believe it was happening. Who were those two?” 
“They work down-” 
A leaf crunched from outside of the shed. The door opened, and 

sunlight flooded in. A large, dark figure stood there. 
It walked in and flicked on a light. 
My eyes slammed shut from the sudden brightness. 
“What in God’s name-” The voice of a drunken man slurred. 
“Please. Help us, sir. Kenneth and Randy brought us here. They mean 

to kill us,” Lucie said to the man. She spoke in a calm voice. 
Squinting in the new light, I looked at him.  
It was Ray Molina, father of Kenneth and Randy. 
“Help us,” Lucie begged, tears spilled down the greased tracks of 

mascara that lined her face. “Please, you have to help us.” 
“I don’t... I don’t know what to do,” he said. 
“Please, Mr. Molina,” I tried. “Help us. Your sons tried to kill us.” 
He jumped at my voice. He hadn’t seen me yet and his mouth opened in 

horror when he saw my hands.  
“Wha’m I supposed to do?” he asked, looking at both of us in drunken 

confusion. 
“Let us go,” Lucie said. “Just let us go.” 
He took a step toward her, then stopped. Then he took a step away 

from her toward the door. 
“No. I’m drunk. I’m-I’m-I’m hallucinating this,” he muttered. 
“Mr. Molina,” I said, using a stern voice that he couldn’t mistake for a 

hallucination, or that I hoped he couldn’t. “Help us. We are going to die if 
you don’t.” 

“You’re not there,” he said, taking another step backwards. “Neither of 
you. DT’s or something. I’m cracking up, must be.” 

“Please, sir, I want to go home. Just try to-” Lucie’s sobs overtook her, 
choking her voice off. 

“A nap. That’s what I need. Nonono, a drink,” he turned, hesitating with 
his hand hovering above the light switch. 
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“Ray,” I tried again, seeing his hand flinch when I used his first name. 
“You need to help us.” 

“I can’t,” he said, sighing and flicking off the light. “I’m too drunk.” 
Lucie screamed at him, angry unchecked screams of fury as Ray Molina 

shut the door, leaving us to die in the shed. 
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I stayed quiet as Lucie cried. My hands didn’t though and throbbed at 
me until it felt as if my head would burst from the pounding. 

“Balthazar?” Lucie’s voice came to me, small and scared. 
“Yeah?” I answered. 
“We’re going to die, aren’t we?” 
“No,” I said, not believing that at all, because we were going to die. And 

it was going to be slow. And it was going to be painful. 
“I’m glad you’re here with me,” she said. 
“Why’s that?” I asked, trying not to think about the slow, painful things 

Kenneth and Randy would do to us when they got back. 
“Because I love you.” 
I sat in silence after hearing that. 
“I love you too,” I said. I felt a tear slip down my cheek, and then 

another, and then another. 
Tears because I was so helpless. Tears because I was in this position 

again. Tears because I couldn’t protect the one thing I loved. Tears at what 
Kenneth and Randy had done to Lucie. Tears for my ruined hands. 

“Bal?” Lucie whispered through her own tears. 
“Yeah?” I asked, my face wet and my hands throbbing. 
“I’m sorry,” she said. 
“You don’t have anything to be sorry about.” 
“I do though. I could’ve loved you more, or taken better care of you.” 
Here we were, her hanging naked from her wrists by a rope, her insides 

bleeding down her thighs. Me sitting on the floor, spikes through my palms, 
nails through my fingertips.  

All of this and she wished she’d loved me more or taken better care of 
me. 
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“I’m sorry,” I said. “I should never have gotten you into this mess. This 
is all my fault.” 

“It’s not. Don’t ever blame yourself for this. This is all Kenneth and 
Randy’s doing. You didn’t make them do this to us.” 

“I know, but... I just wish there was something I could do to get us out 
of here.” 

“Isn’t there though?” Lucie asked. 
I could hear the desperation seeping into her voice. 
“My hands are ruined,” I said. “What can I do?” 
“Didn’t you once tell me that you had-” She paused for a long time. It 

was long enough that I almost asked her what she’d said, thinking I’d 
missed the end. 

“Didn’t you once tell me that you had powers?” She spoke in a quiet 
voice and said the last word with a trembling sob. 

“I do,” I answered, knowing what was coming next, but feeling like she 
needed to work it out. 

She paused again, and then whispered, I think more to herself than to 
me. “Then what are you waiting for?” 

This time I paused. How could I answer her? This was the last hope she 
was clinging to and if I pulled that rope from her grasp, she would tumble 
down into an abyss of hopelessness. 

“What are you waiting for, Balthazar?” Lucie asked. 
“I can’t,” I whispered. I didn’t want her to hear. I wanted her to let the 

whole thing go. 
“What did you say?” There was an ugly edge lurking around the corners 

of her words. 
“I can’t,” I repeated, this time loud enough for her to hear me. 
“You can’t,” she echoed, her voice harsh with disdain. 
“My hands are ruined. There isn’t anything I can do.” 
“I thought you could control people. You told me that, didn’t you?” 
“I did,” I said, hating every helpless word that fell from my stupid 

mouth. 
“Then what are you waiting for?” Lucie asked me again. Only this time 

it was worse somehow. She wasn’t mad and that edge had left her voice, but 
something else replaced both of those things. 

She saw the situation for what it was. There would be no redemption for 
either of us, no salvation. 

I didn’t answer her as we sat in the dark shed and waited to die. 
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I jerked awake some time later when the door to the shed banged open.  
“Honey, I’m home,” Kenneth sing-songed in to us. 
He flicked the switch and I squeezed my eyes shut. Kenneth and Randy 

walked into the shed, accompanied by a sloshing sound. 
I forced my eyes open at this and saw Randy putting two metal gas cans 

down on the cement floor of the shed. The red, rectangular ones with the 
diagonal slash of yellow. 

“I don’t know why those old folks brought you here or what you did to 
them, Bal, but boy am I glad that they did,” Kenneth said, doing something 
out of sight as Randy stood in the middle of the shed like a statue. 

Lucie looked down at the gas cans and back up to me, her eyes wide and 
pleading. 

What could I do? 
I looked down at the floor, unable to meet her gaze. 
“Not even gonna try and explain why they brought you?” Kenneth 

asked. 
I didn’t have an answer to that question, and I didn’t think it would 

matter if I did. 
Kenneth walked into view holding a small can of lighter fluid. He set it 

down on the concrete and picked up one of the cans of gasoline. 
“How about now?” Kenneth walked over to Lucie as he spun the top 

off of the gas can.  
Lucie started screaming and kicking her legs out at him, trying to keep 

him away from her. He just laughed and threw a right hook into her face. 
The crunch of her nose flattening made me sick. Lucie quit squirming 
though. She looked like she was out cold. 

“Stop,” I said, wishing I could trade places with her. “I’ll tell you.” 
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“I’m really not that curious,” Kenneth said, flipping the can over above 
Lucie’s head and letting the contents spill out.  

Lucie came to and started screaming as gasoline poured in rivers 
through her hair, then over her crushed nose and face. It covered her 
shoulders, slipping in between and over her naked breasts, dripping down 
her belly. 

She retched as it fell into her mouth and eyes. The smell of it hit me; 
blood mixed with gasoline. 

The empty can clanged to the ground and Kenneth turned to me, 
reaching for the other can of gas. “Having fun? Still happy you fucked up 
my brother?” 

“I didn’t do it,” I said. It was all so useless. I was useless. 
The smell of the gasoline in the shed made my eyes water and my head 

hurt. I felt dizzy. 
“Don’t leave us now, Bal,” Kenneth yelled at me, leaning over with 

spittle dripping from his chin. “You wouldn’t want to miss the show, would 
you?” 

Kenneth stood back up and kicked my right hand with the heel of his 
boot. I screamed and black spots stormed across my vision. 

“Nononono, come back to me. Don’t leave me yet,” Kenneth 
whispered into my ear, on his knees. 

I would have head butted him, but I couldn’t move my head at all. 
Gradually my vision came back. Kenneth waited.  
“You good?” He asked, spinning the cap off the fresh can of gas he held 

and heading back to Lucie. 
She tried to kick him again, but he just caught her foot and threw it away 

from his body, sending her into a spin. 
He used this spin to spray gas onto the rest of her body, using the can 

like you would use a bucket of water to put out a fire. The gas came out of 
the spout in big spurts, gurgling on the back swing. 

Lucie kept screaming, gagging as she took in several mouthfuls of 
gasoline. 

“Lookin’ good,” Kenneth said, and then looked over at Randy. “What 
do you think?” 

“Good,” Randy said. He hadn’t moved since entering the shed. 
I couldn’t look at Randy, afraid I would see those pale green eyes of 

Murmur flash at me. 
“I think it’s missing one last thing though,” Kenneth said, holding his 

chin and looking at his handiwork like an art critic would appraise a new 
piece in a gallery.  

“Leave her alone,” I said. I didn’t even put any force behind my words. 
What could I do? 

Kenneth ignored me. 
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“Yup, something is definitely missing,” he said to himself, nodding his 
head. Then he snapped his fingers and walked out of my vision, returning 
with a blue plastic bucket. It had holes drilled into it everywhere. 

Kenneth set the bucket by the now empty gas containers and picked up 
the little can of lighter fluid. He turned to me and smiled. Lucie had 
stopped spinning by this point. 

“You’re gonna love this, Bal. You’re just gonna love it,” Kenneth said 
with a big smile. 

He flipped the nozzle up on the lighter fluid and walked over to Lucie. 
She didn’t try to kick this time. He held the nozzle to her slim patch of 
pubic hair and doused it.  

“A little bit here,” he sang. 
Relaxing his grip, he brought the can up to her nipples and sprayed each 

of them.  
“A little bit there.” 
Then he brought the can up to her eyes. She started kicking again, 

screaming and trying to bite at him, trying to kill him. 
“But most of it here,” he laughed and sprayed each of her eyelids with 

the lighter fluid. He emptied the rest of can beneath her feet, making a 
shining puddle there. Looking back at me, Kenneth Molina said one word 
with a gleaming smile, his brown eyes wide and insane.  

“Showtime.” 
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It’s time. 
“How do you know?” Natalie asked. The rumbling grew louder with 

every passing second. The hands wrapping around my arms and legs 
scratched at me. 

It’s time. 
When an arm is forced in and out of your stomach like a hammering 

piston, smiling is impossible. 
I smiled anyway. A whole mouthful of teeth.  
The hands were getting desperate. 
I felt the hands trying to get some sort of hold on me. They piled on. 

More hands than had originally held me in place fell upon me, attempting 
to smother my insurrection. 

It’s time. 
I felt the hole into the abyss open in my palm. There was no slow 

burning or gradual pulsing. It ripped open wider than it ever had before and 
Natalie started screaming, her voice becoming two voices at once. One 
higher and one lower. The dissonance of it rattling my teeth when 
combined with the rumbling. 

The horn erupted out of my back, curving up to the base of my skull 
where I felt it split out into two branches. I felt the vertebrae below the 
horn press out against the skin of my back, and then pierce through it in a 
wave that rolled all the way down to my pelvis. I could feel the spikes press 
out from my spine, pulsing and black. 

My fingers lengthened, every one of them ending in a black and shining 
point. The extra knuckles on the backs of my hands forced their way to the 
surface and pushed through the thin skin there. 

Red cords laced across my eyes like red threads stitched by an invisible 
hand as the pits of darkness opened in the centers. 
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The black fingertips that had been all too eager to press against my 
eyeballs earlier, jerked back as if burned. They tried to come back and I 
opened my eyes wider, forcing them to retreat. 

“What’s happening?” Natalie screamed. Two voices came from her tiny 
body. The higher pitched one sounded scared, the lower one sounded like it 
was trying to regain control. 

I stood up and the hands pulled away from me, slithering away into the 
darkness surrounding me, defeated. 

With Natalie shivering against my ankle, I looked straight ahead. I 
looked at what stood in front of me. 

The rumbling stopped. 
He was here. 
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Kenneth pulled a little cardboard box from the front pocket of his jeans 
and shook it. It rattled in his hands. He opened the box. And then, smiling 
first at Lucie and then at me, he took out a single storm proof match.  

“Please, don’t-” I started. 
“Let me-” Lucie began. 
Kenneth didn’t let either of us finish. He popped the match and flicked 

it at the puddle beneath Lucie’s feet. She kicked at it, trying to smother it 
out with one of her toes. 

She never had a chance. The puddle whooshed with sudden light and her 
feet disappeared in flame. The flame worked its way up her legs slowly, but 
little streams of flame shot up the insides of her legs faster than the rest. 

The lighter fluid. 
The lighter fluid had dripped down from the parts Kenneth had 

sprayed, leaving a kind of fuse. 
It raced up her thighs and then her pubic hair flared in a burst of fire. I 

screamed and she did as well. The flame continued to race up and flared 
next on her nipples. 

I cried, wanting to look away, but refusing to. Lucie stared into my eyes, 
her crystal blue eyes terrified as her body writhed in pain. Her eyes pleaded 
with me to make it stop. 

I couldn’t do anything. 
Traveling up her chest and throat, the flame left her nipples. It ran up 

her cheeks and for a moment it looked like she was crying tears of fire. 
Then her eyes flared out as the lighter fluid in her eyelashes and on her 
eyelids lit up, bright and vivid. 

Kenneth stood beside me, laughing at the sight. 
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Lucie’s nipples, pubis, and eyes burned brightly, crackling as the flames 
spread out across the rest of her writhing body. Her screams grew lower 
until they were nothing more than howls. 

Kenneth bent down and picked up the plastic bucket with the holes. 
“Close enough, right?” He asked me, walking over to Lucie. Shielding 

his eyes, he placed the bucket over her head as the flames continued to lick 
across her body. 

The blue plastic bucket grew shiny and then began to blacken, drooping 
over her head and face. The howls didn’t stop as the bucket melted and 
shrunk onto her face. 

I could still make out her features. Ditches where her eye sockets were 
and a pit where her mouth yawned open at me. 

“Have to burn witches,” Kenneth whispered. “Only way.” 
Lucie’s head wormed left and right, the pit that was her mouth growing 

wider and deeper as she tried to breathe in. The black smoking husk of the 
bucket continued to melt over her face, the flames now covering her entire 
body. 

I watched the girl that I loved blacken before my eyes. 



309 

 
 
 
 
 
 
2 
 
 

My eyes fell. Everything was over. It was all finished. 
“Just light me up. Fucking do it already,” I mumbled at them both. 
“She’ll be with me shortly. A marvelous addition to mi collezione,” 

Murmur’s voice whispered, and I knew that if I looked into Randy’s eyes, 
they would be pale green, not shit brown. 

“No, she won’t,” I mumbled. “She wouldn’t sell her soul to save 
herself.” 

“Did I say that was what she sold it for?” Murmur asked me through 
Randy. 

“What are you talking about?” Kenneth asked us both. 
Murmur ignored him. “Did I?” 
“No,” I mumbled. 
“What the fuck are you two dickheads talking about?” Kenneth asked. 
“Do shut your face, Kenneth,” Murmur’s voice snapped through 

Randy’s mouth. “I’m trying to have a word with Balthazar.” 
Kenneth sucked in his breath at this. He wasn’t used to Randy talking 

back. Too bad he didn’t know that Randy wasn’t Randy anymore. 
“I told you I’d be seeing you again, Balthazar,” Murmur said. “Again, 

and again we meet.” 
“Yeah. It doesn’t much matter anymore.” 
“Are you certain?” 
“I’m not certain of anything.” 
“Aren’t you even going to ask me about Lucie’s soul?” Murmur hissed 

at me, bending down in Randy’s body so he could be eye to eye with me. 
“You’ll tell me anyway,” I said. 
“That may well be true, but aren’t you the least bit curious?” The 

whispers of the Soulless crept into his voice. 
“Lucie wouldn’t sell her soul to save herself.” 
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“Quite right,” he said, “But she did sell her soul to save you from 
Kenneth and Randy.” 

“So let me go,” I said. 
“I can’t.” A cultured laugh filled with arrogance bellowed out from 

Randy’s mouth. “You see why I can’t, don’t you?” 
“No.” I wasn’t going to play Murmur’s game. “But I’m sure you’ll point 

it out. Just make sure to use your good claw. You know, the one that isn’t 
handicapped.” 

I giggled at this, my hands punishing me for moving. I couldn’t help it 
though. It was just too funny. I laughed until he grabbed hold of the 
railroad spike in my right hand and twisted. Then my laughter turned to 
screams. 

There was a scraping sound of metal being pulled across concrete. I 
couldn’t look and Murmur didn’t bother. 

Instead, he smiled at me. “She didn’t give me her soul to save herself, 
she-” 

“I know, I know. Get on with it, would you?” I asked. 
Randy’s face flushed with Murmur’s indignation. 
“I will not get on with it. I will take my time,” Murmur hissed at me. The 

whispers flowing beneath his voice grew louder yet. 
“Fine. Take your time, but can I get some coffee?” I asked. 
“Coffee?” Murmur sneered. “Coffee? I am going to spend the rest of 

eternity raping both your little Lucie’s body and her soul. I’m going to have 
a threesome with them both and you ask for coffee?” 

I yawned. “Kinda,” I said. 
“I’m going to make you watch the hanging and staking,” Murmur said, 

holding Randy’s closed fist to his temple. “You remember how this goes, 
correct?” 

It didn’t matter. I thought I had a better chance of living in Murmur’s 
manse than I did here in this tool shed with my hands nailed to the wooden 
beam on my back. 

That sound of metal scraping across concrete came back again. 
Murmur lifted Randy’s index finger and his pinkie. They started 

stretching into points, the black sharpened ends extending upwards. 
“You’ll regret-” 
Murmur never finished. 
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The rusty blade of a shovel arced down from my right. The top of 
Randy’s head collapsed in as the blade stuck, and the green eyes 
immediately shifted to brown and rolled up, back toward the now lifting 
shovel. Randy fell to his side and started seizing; blood and what looked like 
a few chunks of mushy oatmeal spilled from the crack in his split skull. 

My mouth dropped open; Kenneth had gone crazy. 
I shut my eyes and waited.  
I heard the shovel tear through something with a loud crunching at the 

end and then click on the concrete. 
I opened my eyes and saw Kenneth standing above his brother, his boot 

sat on top of the shovel’s blade that separated Randy’s head from his 
shoulders. Kenneth tossed the shovel to the side and turned to me, 
crouching down. He wore a crooked smirk as he looked at me. 

His eyes were blue. 
His eyes were crystal blue. 
“Am I dreaming?” I asked. 
“Didn’t I tell you that no dreams were stupid, Balthazar?” Kenneth’s 

voice asked as Lucie’s eyes sparkled at me. 
“How-” 
“It doesn’t matter,” Kenneth’s voice said. Kenneth coughed twice and 

Lucie’s voice began to flow from his lips. “We don’t have much time; we 
have to get you out of here.” 

“Lucie? How are you-” 
“It doesn’t matter. I don’t have much time though,” Lucie’s voice said 

through Kenneth’s mouth. 
I started crying. “I thought you were dead.” 
“I am,” she said. 
She got up and walked out of my vision. 
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“No, come back. Don’t leave me, Lucie,” I said, thinking that I was 
going insane. 

I wouldn’t have been that surprised if I was. 
She came back clutching a hammer. 
“This is going to hurt,” she said. “A lot.” 
She didn’t wait for an answer or a response and left my vision again. I 

felt immense pressure on the middle of my right palm. The white starbursts 
flared across my vision, and I left the conscious world for a while. 
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I came to when someone slapped my face. Opening my eyes, I watched 
Kenneth walk away from me. 

Lucie wasn’t there. 
None of that had happened. 
There was a stain on the concrete in front of me, but no body and no 

shovel. 
Lucie’s charred body still hung from a beam in the ceiling, smoking at 

the shoulders. 
I brought my wrist to my forehead to scratch an itch, but after catching 

sight of my free hand, I looked back at Kenneth. 
“Lucie?” I asked. 
Kenneth turned around and I saw Lucie’s crystal blue eyes and her 

smirk. “For now, but I don’t have much time left.” 
“Why?” I asked. 
“Part of the deal.” 
“What was the deal?” I asked. 
“My soul for your protection against Kenneth and Randy. Only Murmur 

thought he could get around that deal by slipping into Randy’s body and 
killing you himself,” she said. 

She walked over to me and fished my cell phone out of my pocket. Her 
eyes arched up in that familiar look that meant, so who should I call? 

“My mom,” I said. 
Lucie flicked through the contacts list and found the entry, pressing 

SEND when she did. 
She cleared her throat and her voice changed to a low and drunken one. 

“Hi, Mrs. Video. This is Ray Molina?” 
She waited, rolling her eyes. 
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She continued, slurring occasional words and winking at me. “Well, your 
son seems to have had an accident here on my property. I’m located at...” 

She went on, giving my mother the address and directions to the 
property. 

I sat there in shock. 
She hung up the phone and looked at me. 
“What?” She asked. 
I wanted to scream at her, but instead I kept my voice calm. 
“What do you mean what? What’s going on?” I asked, thinking that was 

a good place for her to start. 
“Balthazar, I wish I could explain it to you, but I don’t have enough 

time. I have to go now,” she said. 
She walked to the work bench and picked up a box cutter. Sitting down 

in front of me, she placed it in her lap. 
“But how did you make that voice? How are you in Kenneth’s body 

right now?” I asked as my eyes filled with tears. 
I was about to lose her again, and to Murmur this time. 
“I’m not what you think I am, Balthazar. I’m not human, but I do love 

you. Don’t you ever mistake any of my feelings for you.” Her voice started 
to grow deeper at the end and her eyes filled with tears. 

“Just a little longer?” I said. 
“I can’t,” she said, her voice dropping into a higher pitched male’s voice, 

like a boy going through adolescence. 
“Just a little,” I said, tears blurring my own eyes as they began to slide 

down my cheeks. 
“Can’t.” 
She picked up the box cutter from her lap. Flicking the sharp end out, 

she looked back up at me. 
She pressed the blade down into the inside of Kenneth’s right thigh and 

raked it across, doing the same to his left thigh. Blood pulsed out in thick 
puddles, soaking Kenneth’s jeans. 

Then she pressed the sharp end of the razor blade into Kenneth’s left 
wrist and dragged it all the way to his elbow, following the path of the vein. 
The blood spilled from the open wound in sickening pulses. She did the 
same thing to his right arm. 

Lucie’s tears fell down Kenneth’s cheeks.  
“Meet me at the end of the world, Balthazar,” she whispered. She closed 

her crystal blue eyes and leaned Kenneth’s head back against the wall of the 
shed. 
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I stood up on shaky legs and looked down at Kenneth, his arms out 
spread as the blood pooled around his dying body. He was so white. 

His eyes opened and they were brown. 
“It hurts, Bal,” he said, sounding surprised. “Dying hurts.” 
I choked and vomited onto the floor. My hands screamed at the sudden 

movement. 
I turned away from Kenneth, walking toward the door. 
“I know who was murmuring to Randy in that bathroom now,” 

Kenneth’s voice said from behind me. 
“Me, too,” I said. 
“Yeah, but you still don’t know who told us to burn your dog, do you? 

You still haven’t figured that out.” 
“No,” I said. I just wanted to go to sleep forever. “I’m not even sure it 

matters.”  
“It was some old man. Always walked around with a weird black cane. 

Shiny in spots. Gave me the creeps. He moved in next door to us about a 
week before we torched your puppy. The deal was that he wanted us to 
make you watch. He told us he would make our father quit fucking our 
sister if we did it. The only requirement was that we make you watch your 
puppy burn. He was emphatic about that. 

“You have to make him watch the dog burn, he said. So we did. We made sure 
that you watched that dog burn to death, to almost melt. And you know 
what happened after that? Not a damned thing. The guy fucking moved.” 

“That’s great, Kenneth. Enjoy burning in Hell,” I said, walking towards 
the door again. I was tired of talking to the dead guy; I was tired of smelling 
the burnt flesh of the girl I loved. 

“You want to know the funny part though?” Kenneth asked.  
The hair stood up on the back of my neck. I stopped walking. 
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“The old man’s eyes. That was the funny part,” he said. 
“Oh?” I asked. 
My heart raced in my chest and gooseflesh raised up across my arms and 

back. 
“Yeah. Those eyes of his. I’d never seen eyes that color before.” 
I waited, my eyes shut and my legs feeling shakier by the second. 
Kenneth coughed and stayed quiet. He stayed quiet for a long time. I 

turned around, afraid he’d died, afraid he’d left me in the dark as a final 
parting torture. 

He was smiling to himself and looking down at his shoes. 
“Those eyes, those eyes, those eyes. Never forgot ‘em,” he whispered to 

himself, shaking his head. 
“What color were they?” I asked, my heart in my throat, my voice 

wavering. I kept seeing Murmur’s pale green eyes in my mind. 
Kenneth paused, smiling at his shoes, and then he looked up at me. 
“They were the clearest crystal blue I had ever seen,” he said, smiling at 

me now and shaking his head. 
Kenneth Molina breathed in a deep breath and sighed it out for a long 

time. 
He didn’t take another. 



317 

 
 
 
 
 
 
6 
 
 

My mother showed up at the Molina’s farm about ten minutes later. By 
then the sun was dropping toward the ground in the west and a hot wind 
had kicked up, blowing dust around me as I waited. 

“Jesuschristbal, are you okay?” She asked as she hopped out of the car 
almost before it had come to a complete stop. 

She took one look at my hands and paled, turning away and throwing up 
into the dry, brown grass. 

“Get in. I’ll take you to the hospital,” she said, walking over to the 
driver’s side. 

She got in, leaning across to open the door once she realized I couldn’t 
open it. I got in and she pulled the seatbelt strap across my chest, looking at 
the dash of the car instead of my ruined hands. With the seatbelt taken care 
of she started the car and put it into drive. The passenger side door banged 
shut and she jumped, jerking the steering wheel to the right and almost 
driving us right into a ditch. 

“Take it easy, mom,” I said as she straightened the car out on the road. 
It seemed like she was freaking out more than I was. 
“Sorry,” she said. “Why don’t you just lay back and rest until we get 

there?” 
“That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “Can you...” 
I kind of held my hands up and rocked forward and back against the 

seatback. 
“Oh, Jesus. Yeah,” she said, pulling the car over to the shoulder and 

putting it in park. She came around to my side and opened the door. 
“Ready?” She asked. 
“Yeah,” I answered. 
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“Just be careful, and go slow.” She lifted the catch down by the 
floorboard as I leaned back slowly. The seatback reclined and I shut my 
eyes. 

“Don’t go to sleep,” she said as she climbed back into her seat and 
shifted the car into drive. “I hear that’s bad.” 

“Okay.” 
“I love you, Balthazar.” 
“I love you, too, mom. I’m going to be fine.” 
“I hope so.” 
“I will, okay?” 
“Okay.” 
I lay there in silence as the wind blew around the hospital bound car, 

relaxing and trying not to think about what Lucie had said. Trying not the 
think about what Kenneth had said. 

I didn’t want to believe Kenneth. 
The car turned, coming to several complete stops. One after the other. 
Lucie said that she wasn’t who I thought she was, that she wasn’t 

human, but that her feelings for me were real. Could I believe that? Could I 
believe anything she said after sending two little boys to burn my puppy to 
death and make me watch? 

I wasn’t sure. 
I braced myself before the car turned again, ready for the turn. 
My stomach shifted. I’d known the car was going to turn here. The time 

between stops was something I’d felt a million times before. 
Something was wrong. 
I turned my head to the right and looked at Mrs. Robeson’s Yard of the 

Month sign. 
We were almost home. 
“Little Horn,” a voice whispered from my left. 
I turned to look at my mom as she unbuckled her seatbelt. She wormed 

out of it and floored the car. It jumped to life and then she was reaching for 
my seatbelt buckle. She looked at me with pale, green eyes. 

We turned onto my street and the car bucked as she floored it all the 
way. I saw my house growing terrifyingly large as we rocketed down the 
street. She pressed her sharp fingernails down into the hamburger meat of 
my fingers as I tried to cover the seatbelt release. 

The car roared through the gears as the houses passed by the windows 
too fast. 

She quit screwing with the seatbelt release and put both hands on the 
steering wheel. She aimed the car at the driveway. 

“I’ll see you soon, Little Horn,” Murmur said to me through my mom’s 
mouth, whispering voices drowning out the roar of the engine as we hurtled 
down the last bit of street. 
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We were going sixty when the car hit the driveway where the concrete 
sloped up. I watched my mom’s face as the bang threw me forward against 
my seatbelt and then back into my seat. 

Murmur’s green eyes gleamed out at me, and my mom’s mouth pulled 
back into a painful smile as she screamed laughter at me, the Soulless 
screaming below it all. 

The car rammed into the back of my father’s car, parked to the left of 
the open, empty garage bay, with a terrific sound of wrenching metal. 

I flew forward against the seatbelt again and the airbag inflated, pushing 
me back to the seat. 

My mother’s head impacted the windshield and she flew out through the 
hole her head created. I remember the crunch and the bang as her head hit 
the closed garage door in front of my father’s car. I remember the snapping 
as her spine accordioned forward, bending here and there as her ass 
collapsed toward her flattened face, the bottoms of her feet kicking the 
door an inch above where her head hit. 

Then the world was silent. 
My father came out of the house, his gut sagging over the elastic of his 

khaki shorts and straining against a ratty t-shirt. He screamed when he saw 
my mother’s broken body lying on the hood of his car like a limp laundry 
bag filled with big hunks of meat. 

He came back to the car and looked at me, covering his mouth with his 
hand. He didn’t throw up. 

I have to give him that. 
When faced with his wife being reduced to a bag of meat and his son’s 

hamburger hands, he didn’t throw up. 
The smell of gasoline was sharp in the air. 
“Get me out,” I said. “Do you smell that?” 
He didn’t answer, but launched into action. He wrenched open my door 

and unbuckled my seatbelt. “Can you-” 
I answered him by putting one shaky leg down on the concrete of the 

driveway and then the other. 
“Get me to the couch,” I said. I needed to lie down. 
He picked me up like he had when I was a child. He carried me into the 

house and lay me down on the couch in the living room. Then he walked 
into the kitchen and I heard him talking on the phone with 9-1-1. 

I laid there. 
I didn’t think. I just laid there. 
I wanted everything and everyone to just go away and leave me alone. 
I heard him pad across the carpet and felt him standing at my side by 

the couch. 
“Are they on their way?” I asked, holding my hands up. They were 

throbbing at me, making it hard to think. 
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“Happy eighteenth birthday, son,” he whispered. “Eighteen is six three 
times. Six six six. Mark of the beast.” 

I opened my eyes and looked at him. He stood over me with his favorite 
slicer held above my chest, blade down. 

“You’re the Antichrist,” he whispered, bringing the blade down and 
through my chest. I felt it punch out through my back. 

I didn’t fight. I was so tired of fighting. 
He pulled it out and stabbed me seventeen more times. I felt like I was 

drowning as I looked at the clock above the television. 
6:12. Same as my birthday. 
I looked back to him as he stood above me panting. 
“Our time is here, son,” he said. 
I was looking into his eyes as he brought the slicer up to his throat and 

sawed it back and forth twice. His weekend shirt turned black at the collar 
and he dropped to his knees as the life bled out of him in thick pulses. 

I kept watching his eyes. 
They never changed color the whole time. 
They were the same color they’d always been. 
Hazel. 
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Natalie stared at what stood in front of us. We didn’t speak for a long 
time. 

“When did you know?” She asked, her head down and tilted at a slight 
angle.  

We stood in front of a solid wall of black stone. It was the same sort of 
stone as in the hallway leading toward The Book Muse. Right in front of 
Natalie and I was a large shiny patch that reflected us both. 

Casting shadows that looked alive on the walls of the enormous cavern 
we were in, I could see a lake of burning fire over my shoulder a ways 
behind us. This burning lake of fire wasn’t what commanded my attention 
though. 

The reflection in the shiny patch is what held me. 
Natalie’s burned body shrunk beside me, head down, as I looked at my 

bright red eyes with pits of darkness in the centers. I looked at my long 
pointed fingers, mottled black at the tips. I turned my right hand over and 
looked at the palm. I looked into the half-dollar sized hole that seemed to 
churn there.  

Finally, I looked at the crown above my head that the splitting horn 
erupting from my back had made. Black and charred with crooked little 
spines spaced at random intervals. 

I understood. 
I was here. 
I was the one that Natalie and I had been waiting on. 
I was the Antichrist and my time had come. 
I stretched my fingers and rolled my neck. 
Turning away from the mirror, I looked across the cavern I was in. 

Right next to me was a black statue covered with sinuous arms and hands 
that snaked here and there, forming a motionless human shape. 
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The burning lake at the center of the chamber gave us light. The cavern 
was filled with hundreds of thousands of those statues. Statues of other 
Antichrists that had never escaped from their own personal hell. 

I looked down to where Natalie cowered against the floor. 
I bent down and lifted her burned, scratchy little head. “Natalie. It’s 

okay.” 
“I didn’t know that we were waiting on you,” she said. 
“I didn’t either,” I said. “Not until the end.” 
“I wish I could have told you something, helped you somehow, but I 

couldn’t.” 
“That deeper voice?” 
“I think so. I think it was blocking me from helping.” 
“It’s okay. You can do something for me now.” 
Natalie lifted her head to look at me. 
“What can I do?” She asked. 
“You can be my guide,” I said. 
“You still want me?” She asked. “Even if I’m all burnt up and ruined?” 
I smiled at her and scratched behind her charred ear. Her hind leg lifted 

into the air and flailed in doggy ecstasy. 
“I still want you, Natalie.” 
She cocked her head and smiled, her burnt little tongue hanging down. I 

could see through it in places. “Okay,” she said. 
“Good. Do you know where I want to go first?” 
“No,” she answered, spreading her front legs in front of her, putting her 

tiny chest to the floor, and stretching as she yawned. “Where?” 
“Take me to Murmur’s. There’s a girl I need to see.” 
Natalie nodded and trotted her way through the human shaped statues 

made from hands and arms.  
And I followed. 
 
Austin, Texas 
October 7, 2012 
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This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are 
products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any 
resemblance to actual events or locales or persons living or dead is entirely 
coincidental. I like taffy. 
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High five. You’re awesome. 
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I'm not going to chode it up here by talking about myself in third-person. 
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know what happens next, but I want you to absolutely dread finding out 
what that is. 

That's my goal. 
I also like taking long walks on sandy beaches with my dog, Dina. 
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Don’t forget to dance. 
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