Ch r is Lewi s Carter

I’M ABOUT TO close shop when a kid walks in, no older than eight or nine, lugging a cardboard box with Do Not Open Ever scrawled
on the side. He pushes it onto the counter and stares at me with expectation.
“Do you buy video games?”
I gesture to the hundreds of plastic cases lining the shelves. “Let’s see, this is a used game store. What do you think?”
“Okay,” he says, clearly not catching the sarcasm. “These are for sale.”
I pry open the flaps, unleashing a stench like the inside of a damp basement. “Ugh, fantastic.” I fan the air until it’s semi-breathable.
“Where did you find this stuff?”
“My mom found it,” he says, rocking back and forth on his heels. “Inside our new house.”
I remove a stack of software from the box. “You live in a sewer or something?”
“No. Baker Street.” He picks up a strategy guide, flips through a few pages, then puts it back on the rack. “I’m not allowed to play video
games. Mom says they’re a bad influence.”

games. Mom says they’re a bad influence.”
Those words never fail to get me started. “Well, your mom needs to join the twenty-first century. Games are entertainment, not serialkiller training manuals. Besides, they’re no more violent than a typical news broadcast. Statistically speaking--”
But the kid isn’t listening anymore. He’s busy watching the demo kiosk replay my last lap of Rocket Racers.
So much for educating the next generation.
I finish cataloguing his junk. It’s nothing but shareware for ancient computers, old printer drivers, and a dozen of those America Online
discs. I should charge him for making me dig through this mess. “Sorry, kid. Even if this stuff didn’t reek, you don’t have anything
worth… Hmm?”
At the bottom of the box is a jewel case with no insert. The CD inside has the words Mr. Plott’s Bad Game written in black marker.
“All right, let’s make a deal.” I pop open the register, and the sound finally catches his attention. “Five bucks for the entire thing.”
He scratches his head. “That doesn’t sound like very much.”
“A shrewd negotiator, eh?” I grab a ten from the cash drawer. “Since you’re clearly too smart for me, how about double? It’s my final
offer.”
“Okay, mister. Thanks a lot!” He grabs the money, then runs out of the shop like he’s afraid I’ll change my mind.
I finish locking up, then throw everything except the strange CD in the outside dumpster. That little gem is coming home with me. Who
knows, it might be worth something.
See, I’ve been collecting rare video games for over twenty years. Stuff you’ve never even heard of. Erotic NES games like Bubble
Bath Babes and Peek-a-Boo Poker that were only available by mail-order. A T-shaped Air Raid tape for the Atari 2600 – one of only
twelve in existence. I paid three thousand dollars for one of the last remaining Nintendo World Championship Tournament cartridges. I
own hundreds of obscure titles from all over the world.
But I’ve never heard of this game.
***
Back at my apartment, I spend an hour trolling message boards for any mention of Mr. Plott or his Bad Game, but there’s no
information to be found. It’s not a bootlegged indie project, or a poorly-translated Japanese release, or even a hacked Rom. Not a
single Google hit either, which means it’s probably just some wannabe programmer’s community college assignment.
Completely worthless, but maybe good for a laugh.
I put the disc inside my computer and run three different virus scans on the single file: StartThePlott.exe. When they all come back
clean, I’m convinced it’s safe enough to install.
An icon shaped like a tombstone appears on my desktop. When I double click it, the monitor changes to black screen with the words:

What Is Your Name?
I type D-A-N-I-E-L, then press enter.
The computer speakers blare a MIDI version of Chopin’s Funeral March, and a pixelated two-storey house appears. It’s nothing but
gloomy shades of grey, surrounded by a rust-coloured fence with posts bent in all directions. Jagged bolts of lightning flicker in the
background. The graphics look like something you’d find in a game from the 80’s, but it’s still oddly unsettling – especially in my
cramped bedroom, with the monitor acting as the only source of light.
A block of text materializes across the house:

You are on a tragic quest
To find lost souls who cannot rest
They’re trapped inside a bad man’s home
He makes them suffer all alone
And if he catches you inside
It won’t be long until you die
So run away with all you’ve got
There’s no escaping Mr. Plott.
The words fade, and the music drops to an eerie hum. I have to admit, the opening sequence isn’t bad. Pretty creative for a dated-

looking horror game.
My character appears - a blocky little guy with brown hair and a blue shirt – and I can’t help but grin. If I didn’t know better I’d say he
was an 8-bit version of me, but these old sprites leave a lot to the imagination.
I’m standing outside the front door of the house, a solid rectangle of white that’s streaked with lines of red pixels. There doesn’t seem
to be anything else to interact with, so I tap randomly on my keyboard to figure out the game’s control scheme. When I press the
spacebar, a message pops up:

There is a note scrawled in blood. It reads: Do Not Open, Ever.
Will you Run Away or Go Inside?
I select Go Inside, but part of me wonders what the Run Away option would have done.
I’ll have to try it on my next play through.
The colour palette inside the house is suitably dreary. It’s all brown floors and puke-green walls with black stripes to simulate
wallpaper. I move to a nearby door and press spacebar.

It’s locked. You can hear crying on the other side.
Creepy, but there’s nothing I can do without the key. It has to be around here somewhere.
I find a staircase to the second floor, but decide to sweep the ground level before heading up. After a few potted plants and a poorlyanimated grandfather clock, I reach a large grey door with a blue square near the middle.

It’s locked. There is a keypad near the knob. You will need a password to enter.
It prompts me to type something, but I have no idea what it could be. I try the obvious guess, Mr. Plott, but it doesn’t work.
Whoever that guy is, his house sucks.
I go back and climb the stairs, which lead to a hallway with three doors. The first two are useless, but the third opens with a tinnysounding creak, sending me into a bedroom.

Something is here. You can feel it.
Finally, a little action. I spacebar the dresser, the closet, and the nightstand, before finally reaching the bed, where a character sprite
about half the size of mine appears. It looks like a small girl, with two red lines that run from her eyes to the hem of her blue dress.

Lost Soul #1: My name is Sophie.
Mr. Plott used to be a nice man.
He would invite us over to play video games.
If you want to know more, find my brothers.
They’re trapped inside this house, too.
Please, save them from Mr. Plott.
Look at what he did to me….
A human scream rips through my speakers, and a photograph appears on the monitor. But this isn’t pixelated graphics, it’s a picture
of a real child. A girl in a blood-soaked blue dress, handcuffed to a bed that looks exactly like the one in-game. Both of her eyes have
been ripped from their sockets and placed on a nearby nightstand.
“Jesus Christ!” I push away from the computer with enough force to tip my chair, sending me to the floor in a flailing heap. When I
scramble to my feet the image is gone, replaced once again with the red-lined sprite.

Lost Soul #1: Here, use this key to unlock the kitchen.
I think he’s keeping one of my brothers inside.
Please, save us, DANIEL…
Using a player’s name is the oldest trick in the book, but seeing it after watching something like that fills me with disgust. What kind of
psycho puts photographs of a mutilated kid in their game? If that isn’t illegal, it damn well should be.
I prop up my chair and sit back down but I’m not comfortable with playing anymore, so I jab the escape key.

Are you sure you want to quit? You’re not finished yet…

Yes/No?
My finger hovers over the Y, but something stays my hand. If this disc was never meant to be found, there could be even more
incriminating shit on here. Something worth bringing to the police.
Maybe I should play a little further. Just to be sure.
I back out of the quit screen, make my way downstairs to the first locked door, and use the Kitchen Key. It might be my imagination, but
the music sounds louder than it did a minute ago.
Inside the kitchen, every surface is covered with pixelated blood. It runs down the yellow walls, across the cupboards, and forms huge
puddles on the tiled floor.

Something is here. You can feel it.
After a quick search, there’s nothing else to interact with except a refrigerator covered in bloody hand prints. When I press spacebar,
another child sprite pops out. This one has something long and grey sticking out of his head.

Lost Soul #2: My name is Andy.
One day, Mr. Plott told us about a special game he’d bought just for us.
We weren’t allowed to tell anyone about it, not even mom.
If you want to know more, find my brother.
He’s trapped in the basement, but you’ll need a password to get in.
I hear that it has something to do with Mr. Plott’s favourite victim.
Please, finish this.
Don’t let him end up like me…
Even though I’m half-expecting it, the scream that echoes from the speakers sends a million pinpoints down my neck. But that’s
nothing compared to what happens next. Photo after photo of some poor child flashes on-screen. At first he’s bound to a chair facing
the kitchen table, crying hysterically at the pair of eyeballs resting on his dinner plate. Then there’s only one eyeball. Then none. The
final picture shows him slumped against the refrigerator, mouth caked in gore, and a carving knife buried deep inside his skull.
“Fuck this game!” I press escape without bothering to read the quit message, then hit the Y key without a second thought.
Nothing happens.
I tap it three more times, but the game still doesn’t end. Instead, the text block now reads:

You can’t leave. Mr. Plott will be mad…
“Fuck Mr. Plott, too!” I reach underneath my desk and push the computer’s reset button. The monitor goes blank, and for a moment I’m
sitting in total darkness. The only sounds are my heavy breathing and racing heartbeat.
The computer begins to reboot, but it doesn’t make it to the desktop. I’m back in Mr. Plott’s blood-soaked kitchen, next to the boy with
the knife in his head. The Funeral March is playing louder than ever.
A message appears in the middle of the screen:

You shouldn’t have done that, DANIEL…
“You’ve got to be shitting me…” I’ve never heard of a game that could override the boot process. There must be a virus coded into the
programming. Custom-made, undetectable by my scans. I try to eject the CD from the drive but the tray won’t open. This thing has
taken over my entire computer.
Please, finish this. That’s what the boy’s text had said. It doesn’t look like I have much of a choice. If it means being free from this
nightmare, I’ll have to see it through to the end.
I leave the kitchen and head back to the large grey door. It asks me for the password again, but I still have no idea. Mr. Plott’s favourite
victim, was it?
S-O-P-H-I-E. Enter.
Incorrect.
A-N-D-Y. Enter.

Incorrect.
This doesn’t make any sense. Nobody has mentioned the other kid’s name yet, and there aren’t any other characters.
Except…
A chill ripples through my body. I know the password.
D-A-N-I-E-L. Enter.
The door opens.
I descend a narrow flight of stairs to the basement, where I can almost smell the damp air.

Something is here. You can feel it.
No, this time I can already see it. A third child’s sprite is shackled to the back wall, standing in a pool of blood. I move to him as fast as
my character will allow.

Lost Soul #3: My name is Alex.
Mr. Plott kept us here for a long time.
He made us play bad games.
When we didn’t want to play anymore, he got really mad.
We live at 342 Baker Street.
Please, take us home. I miss my mom.
“Baker Street,” I whisper. “Where have I heard that before?”
But I don’t have time to think. The music stops mid-note, replaced by a sinister, cackling laugh that sends cold shivers though my entire
body.

Mr. Plott is home. You’re in trouble now…
A character dressed entirely in black appears at the bottom of the basement stairs. His head is grey and thin, more closely resembling
a skull than anything else, and he’s holding a carving knife like the one lodged in Andy’s brain.
Funeral March starts again, except this time it sounds distorted. It’s being played backwards, forming an otherworldly melody that
steals the breath from my lungs.
Every part of me is screaming to get away from the computer. Unplug it, smash it to bits – anything to get away from Mr. Plott and his
horrible game. But something has me pinned to my chair. I’m not sure whether it’s morbid curiosity, paralysing fear, or both.
I move left to right, searching for some kind of escape route or a weapon to help me fight back, but there’s nothing here. I’m trapped,
with Mr. Plott blocking the only escape route.
He moves closer, and I frantically mash the keyboard for answers. An attack button, my inventory, Ctrl-Alt-fucking-Delete. Nothing
works. I’m just a caged animal waiting to be slaughtered.
The backwards music rolls to a crescendo as Mr. Plott reaches my position. With one frame of animation, his arm extends and the
knife disappears inside my chest. When it appears again, my character collapses to the floor, blinks for a moment, then vanishes.
Mr. Plott turns to face the screen, and now he’s looking at me. At the real me. His mouth opens and closes rapidly. Even though I can’t
hear it above the twisted soundtrack, I know what he’s doing.
He’s laughing again, and he keeps laughing as a final message appears above his head:

I See You, DANIEL…
The monitor flickers and I’m kicked back to the desktop, only it’s not how it’s supposed to be.
The wallpaper has changed to a picture of my character, except this version has X’s for eyes and red pixels splattered across the
shirt. He’s shackled to the basement wall, standing in a jagged pool of blood next to the words:

Be Careful…
“No way…”
I double click on the tombstone icon, but instead of loading the game it just says:

Runtime Error: You Are Dead

“No fucking way!” I click again, and again, and again, but every time it’s the same error message.
I am dead.
I slump back in my chair, too scared to breathe, and try to convince myself that it’s just someone’s idea of a sick joke. A virus
designed to mess with your head. Clever programming by some lunatic with too much time on his hands.
But then I think about the pictures of those kids, of the Baker Street address, and Mr. Plott’s silent laughter, and I’m not sure what to
believe anymore.
A whirring sound snaps me from my daze. My printer hums to life, glides out a single piece of paper, then goes silent.
I pick up the sheet and read it by the monitor’s haunting glow.

Something is here. You can feel it.

TWO WEEKS BEFORE his scheduled vacation, Mr. Daniels sits in my cubicle, drumming his pudgy fingers against the edge of his chair.

“You’re serious this time, right? I’ve finally been approved?”
I remove a stack of four blue folders from my briefcase and carefully space them across my desk. “The paperwork just came back
yesterday, and all of the arrangements have been made. Congratulations, Phil. I know you’ve been looking forward to this trip for a
while.”
He tugs a handkerchief from his pocket and dabs the sweat from his forehead. “Honestly, I didn’t sleep a wink last night. I haven’t felt
this excited in over forty years.”
“Well, that’s hardly surprising,” I say, then shoot him one of my deal-closing grins. “It’s not every day you get to travel across the
Multiverse.”
Back in 2021, when our knowledge of quantum physics was still practically non-existent, some scientists theorized that our reality is
just one of an infinite number of parallel universes. They believed that, with every passing moment of your life, you’re causing a chain
reaction of events that fragment reality into countless alternate timelines. When you fake sick to get a day off from work, some version
of you is still sitting through that 10AM meeting. When you wait five seconds to scratch that itch on your nose, some version of you
decided to scratch it in four.
In fact, just sitting here long enough for me to explain this to you has taken time that we both could have spent differently, and now I’ve
ever-so-slightly tweaked the course of our entire lives.
Stop and think about that for a second.
Or don’t.
There. You’ve changed things again.
All possible variations of all possible outcomes. In the right universe, you could be banging super-models, or scrounging through
dumpsters for half-eaten Happy Meals.
Life is just a series of perpetual junctions.
It all used to sound like the plot of some indie sci-fi movie until twenty years ago, when a rogue group of Chinese researchers proved
that not only did the Multiverse exist, but - when combined with the latest advances in human teleportation – it was actually possible to
visit specific realities.
Ten years later, after countless scientific studies and morality debates, Multiverse travel was finally approved for use by the general
public, and a brand-new industry was born.
These days, spending a week sunbathing on some tropical resort is considered a waste of good vacation time. Instead, if you’ve got
the cash, you’re living the life you’ve always wanted in a world where every choice ultimately brought you one step closer to that goal.
After all, you couldn’t have known that stopping for a particular red light cost you the opportunity to rear-end (and trade insurance
details with) your future spouse. You never would have guessed that waiting twenty-three more seconds to call that phone-in radio
contest would have resulted in you winning those tickets to France, and that’s how you’d fall in love with the culture and move there to
become a barista in some overpriced coffee house.
But that’s where I come in.
More than anything else, I sell peace of mind. Optimism. The comfort of knowing that life really can deal you a poor hand, but it can
also change for the better with a well-timed bathroom break.
I’m not just an alternate reality travel agent. I’m a therapist, a best-friend, and a genie all rolled into one. I know your wildest dreams
and your biggest fears, and I can help you make things right, if only for a little while.
Some people walk in with their ideal vacation planned down to the last detail. They can’t resist knowing how life would have turned out
if they’d only stayed with their high-school sweetheart, or kept pursuing some long-abandoned pipe dream. Others, like Mr. Daniels,
request what I like to call “The Spectrum.” Four carefully-selected realities that range from quiet contentment to unimaginable luxury.
I flip open the first folder and nudge it across the desk, where Mr. Daniels eagerly scoops it up and studies the contents.
“Well, I’ll be damned,” he says, blotting the corners of his eyes with the handkerchief. “I really could have been an artist?”
“With technique like yours? Absolutely,” I say, glancing at a copy of Mr. Daniels’ report on my computer screen. “It says here that you
wrote, “I never should have stopped painting” as your Biggest Regret. Tell me, why did you give it up?”
All Multiverse vacation applicants are required to fill out a comprehensive questionnaire that asks everything from their proudest
accomplishment to their most embarrassing experience. The company line is that we use these critical moments to help pinpoint your
ideal reality, but that’s only a half-truth. Once I have access to your deepest, darkest secrets, I’m better equipped to up-sell you to a
pricier travel package. Emotion is the number one tool in an agent’s arsenal.
Mr. Daniels lowers the folder and sighs. “Because of my parents, mainly. I’d always planned on pursuing art full-time after high-school,
but they promised to disown me if I didn’t apply for a respectable degree instead. I caved, and the whole situation left me so
depressed that I tossed all of my supplies. Haven’t picked up a brush since.”

I shake my head and attempt my best sympathetic expression. “A tragedy if I’ve ever heard one,” I reply. “But now you can spend an
entire week re-dedicating yourself to the fine arts. We’ll send you to a reality where your artistic passions not only survived, but
thrived.”
Mr. Daniels flips to the next page of the file and reads, “After being discovered at an Art Jam by renowned painter, Jean La Valentino,
your work was soon featured in galleries across the world.” His voice begins to tremble before he can finish the sentence. “That could
have been me.”
“That can be you,” I insist. “For only $10,000, you’ll live alone in a spectacular loft in New York City, and get to rub elbows with some of
the most creative people on the planet. As an added bonus, anything you paint during your stay will automatically be considered a
masterpiece.”
He contemplates this for a moment, then says, “Here’s what I don’t understand. Why would that Phil Daniels want to trade places with
me? He already has an ideal life, so why spend a week as a chartered accountant?”
Arranging a Multiverse vacation is a lot more complicated than selecting a flashy new lifestyle. To prevent causing what’s known as a
“Temporal Imbalance,” we require both parties to essentially swap lives with each other, like some kind of outdated reality TV show.
After filtering down the list of suitable matches to four, I then had to visit those alternate versions of Mr. Daniels in their own universes
and convince them to potentially make the switch.
This process can sometimes take longer than expected, depending on the request, but – if I search hard enough – I can always find a
version who will say yes.
All possible variations of all possible outcomes.
“Who can say what drives the decisions of you artistic types?” I laugh and give an innocent shrug. “He doesn’t need the money, but he
did seem to think the experience will give him a huge dose of inspiration. Either way, you’re in luck.”
Mr. Daniels drags the second folder across the desk with two fingers, then flips it open. Within moments, his jaw hangs slack. “You’ve
got to be kidding,” he says. “I could have been a rock star?”
“Well, you did write it under Wildest Fantasy,” I say. “This one is actually quite interesting. In a reality where you had a little too much to
drink one night at a concert featuring a band called the Death Pigz, you decided to rush the stage and start singing along to one of
their songs. Two weeks later, after the lead singer quit the band, they tracked you down and asked you to tour with them for the rest of
the summer. Three platinum albums later, you’re considered a rock and roll icon.”
“Death Pigz, huh?” He scratches the greying horseshoe of hair around his head. “I don’t think I’ve even heard of them.”
“I’m not surprised. They don’t exist in our reality. Remember, Mr. Daniels, you’re not the only one making decisions in this world,” I
explain. “But, for only $20,000, you can party like a rock star for an entire week, including performing at a sold-out benefit concert in
Madison Square Garden. Sample some quality narcotics, or have a different groupie every night. It’s every man’s dream come true.”
I catch Mr. Daniels inspecting a photograph perched on the side of my desk, of a stunning blonde woman and a pair of teenaged boys
standing in front of an oak tree.
“Ah, well, maybe not every man.” I reach for the frame, then hold it up to Mr. Daniels. “Beautiful, aren’t they?” I ask.
He nods, and his cheeks begin to flush. “Yes, sir. You certainly have a lovely family.”
Actually, I’m not even married. I am, however, always on the lookout for new ways to hook my lonely, single clients. Around the office,
we call this trick the “Solo Snapshot,” and it provides the the perfect visual aide for the next folder.
“Oh, they’re not my family, Phil,” I say, placing the frame on folder three and sliding it across the desk. “They’re yours.”
Mr. Daniels covers his mouth for a moment, then leans over and stares at the picture for a good thirty seconds. “You mean, I’m married
to her?”
“Just celebrated your eighteenth anniversary last month,” I say. “How’s this for a funny story? In a reality where you once accidentally
passed gas in an elevator instead of holding it, the odour caused another gentleman to get out three floors earlier than he’d originally
planned. The extra space allowed Molly here to get on instead, and you two hit it off after you blamed the smell on the man who left.”
Mr. Daniels slouches in his chair with the third folder and narrows his eyes. “So, you’re telling me I could have been a happily married
man if I’d only farted at the right time?”
I try my best to stifle a quick laugh, then shift gears back into pitch mode. “What can I say, the universe can be a real dick sometimes.
But that’s what makes this package such a steal at $30,000. You’ll get to spend time in your modest suburban home with this beautiful,
amazingly sweet woman, who can’t imagine her life without you. And those boys, why, they’re a couple of chips off the old block. Your
oldest, Tommy, loves to paint, and Henry is dynamite on the guitar. It’ll be a week of nothing less than marital bliss.”
Mr. Daniels closes his eyes, and his face softens. The smile creeping across his lips tells me more than words ever could.
When he finally looks at me again, he says, “This might sound crazy, but I think that’s my favourite choice so far.”
I place my hand on the fourth folder and give it a gentle push.

“That’s just it,” I say. “Who says you even have to choose?”
He snatches up the last folder and skims the first page, then gasps loud enough to make me flinch. “This is a joke, right?” he
practically whispers. “It’s… it’s…”
“Impossible?” I offer. “Not exactly. Astronomically improbable, yes, but not impossible. I’ve spent a lot of time working on your vacation
plan, Phil – a lot of time - and I’ve managed to track down an alternate universe where you’ve appeared to have made the best choice
at every moment in your life. Not only are you a world-renowned artist and a platinum-selling rock star, but you’ve managed to stay
grounded with the help of your lovely wife, Molly, and your two fantastic boys. For just $50,000, you can have it all.”
As I mention the price, Mr. Daniels sucks air across his back teeth. “Wow, I mean, it sounds amazing, but-” he pauses. “That’s a little
outside my budget right now.”
This is the moment I’ve been waiting for. His hesitation assures me that he can be sold, so I clasp my hands together and look him
straight in the eyes.
“Okay, but think about this for a moment,” I say. “Somehow, somewhere, countless versions of you are going to say yes to this once-ina-lifetime opportunity. They’re going to shake my hand, and find a way to make the financial arrangements, and then come back here
two weeks from now to visit a reality where they’re respected, and idolized, and loved. So, tell me, Phil, before you change this
universe forever - why can’t you be one of them?”
He exhales deeply, then pounds his fist against the desk with conviction. “You’re right, I deserve this,” he declares. “Sign me up for the
total package!”
We shake hands, and I take Mr. Daniels down the hall to Processing, where he’ll receive a full dossier on his new life. Names,
locations, birthdays, personal milestones – he’ll need to learn them all to pass next week’s Vacation Integration Exam, which will
determine whether he’s mentally equipped to handle his chosen alternate universe, but I have a feeling he’ll do just fine over there.
At least, I hope so, because my Mr. Daniels doesn’t know that he won’t be making the return trip.
It’s the final phase of a plan that I’ve been working on since we first met.
All possible variations of all possible outcomes. In the right universes, the Multiverse theory hasn’t actually been proven yet, and the
Chinese researchers who would have changed the course of human history were, instead, all killed in a tragic lab accident.
In a much smaller number of those alternate universes, Mr. Daniels is indeed a world-famous artist and rock icon, but he also happens
to be constantly harassed by the paparazzi, and saddled with a cheating wife and two illegitimate children. That particular version
would do just about anything to leave it all behind and start a new life.
And in a tiny fraction of those universes, I’ve already visited that Mr. Daniels and offered him exactly what he’s looking for - a way to
travel to an alternate world and live in anonymity for the rest of his days. A once-in-a-lifetime offer for a mere ten million dollars.
Call it the ultimate up-sell package from a travel agent who’s finally decided to take reality into his own hands.

IT’S JUST AFTER midnight when her screams wake me. Loud, panicked shrieks that slice through my sleep-fogged brain like shards of
glass.
“Carl! Get down here right now! Oh my God, Carl!”
I roll out of bed and stumble over to the window. Across the cul-de-sac, I see my neighbour, Mrs. Richardson, bathed in the dull glow of
a street light. She’s wearing a flower-print nightgown and has a head full of curling rollers.
“What is wrong with you? Get down!”
Nearly half-way up the light pole she’s standing beside is her husband, Carl, his arms and legs locked tightly around the wood. He’s
naked, except for a bright red bathrobe, which is untied and flapping in the breeze like a terrycloth flag.
“Help! Carl! Please, someone, help!”
Didn’t he have hip-replacement surgery a week ago? He shouldn’t be able to walk, let alone climb.
“Honey?” my wife murmurs, still in bed. “What are you doing?”

“Honey?” my wife murmurs, still in bed. “What are you doing?”
I’m so caught up in what’s happening outside that I don’t answer right away. All I can focus on is the light pole, and the rail-thin man
who’s attempting to scale it.
“It’s nothing, baby.” I say, trying my best to remain calm. “I’m just getting a glass of water. Everything is fine.”
She sighs, then hikes up the covers. “M’kay. Goodnight.”
I’ve always joked that Laura could sleep through an earthquake, but I’m amazed she doesn’t ask about the screaming. Still, maybe it’s
for the best. There’ll be plenty of time to panic in a few more minutes.
Carl lifts a bony arm above his head and wraps it around the pole, then pulls himself a few inches higher.
I don’t want to believe it, but there’s no other explanation.
My neighbour, Mr. Richardson, has The Cord.
He’s infected, which means it’s only a matter of time before he’s ready to germinate.
“Oh, Jesus,” I whisper. “He’s going to kill everyone.”
***

Cordyceps Unilateralis. At least, that’s the scientific name. Once the major news networks caught wind of the stuff, they just started
calling it The Cord.
It’s a parasitic fungus that originated in the tropical forests of Africa, Brazil, and Thailand. Normally it only preys on ants – Bullet Ants,
specifically – but somewhere along the way it decided to change. It evolved with us.
Or because of us.
How it started here in America is anyone’s guess. You hear new theories every day. Like how some businessman became Patient
Zero on a trip overseas and germinated inside the plane during his return flight. Or how a pharmaceutical company in Texas
accidentally created the super-fungus while researching cordyceps as a cure for hypoglycemia.
Not that it matters anymore. In the past six months, there have been reported outbreaks of The Cord in almost every State.
It’s spreading. Fast.
We’re next on nature’s hit-list. Like it or not, each of us are just a few microscopic spores away from becoming human time-bombs.
***
I stand there for what feels like hours, transfixed by the red bathrobe sliding higher and higher up the pole. I don’t know how Mrs.
Richardson manages to see me gawking from the darkness of my second-story window, but she waves at me, then points back to
Carl.
“Rick! Please, you’ve got to help him!”
She’s screaming louder than ever, and her words rattle inside my skull like hot coals. I’m surprised she hasn’t managed to wake the
entire town by now, but none of our neighbours have so much as turned on a porch light.
I’m the only one who sees what’s happening. No one else is going to save Carl. It’s up to me.
Laura doesn’t stir when I grab yesterdays polo shirt and jeans from the laundry basket and slip out of the room. My clothes are on
before I reach the bottom stair, and moments later I’m clopping across the asphalt in my new hiking boots. I know where this is
headed, and something tells me that proper climbing footwear is a good idea.
***
Once the fungus spores enter your body, there’s no turning back. They begin consuming soft tissue from the moment they land. Once
they eat enough to become ready to spore themselves, it’s mycelia – the vegetative part of the fungus - enters the brain and
completely takes over.
Within minutes, it hijacks your internal chemistry. Sure, you might think you’re still in control - that the impulses seizing your every
waking thought are sane and rational - but the truth is you’re a prisoner inside your own body.
It’s mother nature’s version of hypnosis, capable of convincing the host to do whatever it wants.
And what it wants, more than anything else in the world, is for the host to climb.
***
Mrs. Richardson is hysterical by the time I reach her, babbling incoherently about Carl, and her grandchildren, and who knows what
else. She points at her husband, who’s about three-quarters up the pole by now, and from this distance I notice the little details left to
my imagination from the bedroom window.

I see Carl’s pale, sagging skin ripple with each desperate grasp for elevation. The blood trickling down his stomach from dragging
sensitive flesh over ten feet of splintered wood. The smeared red trail that marks his progress like a slug moving across a branch.
How one of his legs dangles freely in the breeze, rhythmically slapping against the light pole, as if the femur’s ball joint has completely
detached from the pelvis.
So much for that hip-replacement surgery.
“Mr. Richardson,” I yell, “Can you hear me? I’m here to help you!”
A porch light flickers on from the next house over. It’s about time someone else showed interest in the biological threat near their front
lawn.
“Your wife is going to have a heart attack. Come down and let her know that you’re okay!”
More lights turn on inside houses. All around the cul-de-sac, people are opening windows and peering through blinds.
“Mr. Richardson!”
It’s a lost cause. The only thing he’s concerned about now is altitude. Finding a cozy little perch fifteen feet in the air and germinating
the entire block.
For a moment, I wonder what must be running though his head. What backwards fungus-logic could make what he’s doing right now
seem plausible? It doesn’t matter either way. When The Cord decides that he’s reached an acceptable height, we’re all screwed.
“Alright Carl, if that’s how you want it,” I say, then brace one foot against the pole. “If you’re not coming down here, I’m going up there.”
***
Cordyceps isn’t stupid. It plays the odds. The higher elevation it has, the greater chance of it’s spores reaching suitable hosts.
That’s why, these days, you see entire playgrounds evacuated just because a kid reaches the top of the jungle gym. It’s why anyone
who buys a ladder might as well sign up for the terrorist watch list. Last month, a guy from work climbed a tree to rescue some lady’s
cat, and he still needs to get tested for The Cord twice a week. Hell, I’ve heard rumours that some contractors won’t build three-story
houses anymore.
And you can forget about balconies.
Nowadays, when someone tells you to keep your feet on the ground, they don’t mean it metaphorically. They’re calling the cops.
Onward and upward, my ass.
Humanity has officially been grounded.
***
It’s pandemonium on the cul-de-sac, since by now most households have finally realized what’s happening outside. Two minutes ago,
the old man climbing to his death wasn’t worth getting out of bed over, but I go after him and suddenly all hell break loose.
Some families are still wearing pyjamas as they pile into cars, then race away with the doors still hanging open. Others point and shout
from their front porches, or talk loudly on cell phones, saying words like, “Emergency,” and, “Quarantine.”
I’m over half way up when my palms first begin to ache. The only way I know how to climb is to arch my body away from the pole and
place all the pressure on my hands and feet, like I’m forming the letter D, but this technique forces tiny splinters of wood deeper into
my skin with each grasp.
Within moments I’ve nearly caught up to Mr. Richardson. I’m close enough to grab his waggling leg, which makes an odd bounce off
the pole and kicks me in the forehead.
“Please, listen,” I yell. “I don’t want hurt you, but I can’t let you infect any of these people.”
He doesn’t respond, just slowly inches closer to his goal.
This situation calls for drastic measures.
I shift my weight, using one arm to wrap around the pole for support and the other to grab Mr. Richardson by the ankle of his dislocated
leg. His skin feels cold and rubbery in my grip, like uncooked chicken.
“Forgive me for this, sir. I’m sorry.”
In one swift motion, I yank down on his leg with all the force I can manage and still hold my position.
There’s a cacophony of popping and tearing noises as the loose skin around his upper thigh rips apart like stretched silly putty, and
the entire leg rips free from his body and plummets to the sidewalk below. I’m splattered with blood and chunks of gore. On the
ground, Mrs. Richardson lets out a wail, then scurries over to her husband’s lost limb and cradles it like a sick child.

But still clinging to the light pole, a one-legged Carl Richardson gropes absently for his next handhold.
If he feels any pain, he certainly doesn’t show it.
***
In the African jungle, Cordyceps Unilateralis has been known to wipe out entire colonies. The fungus can be so devastating that ants
have come up with a proactive approach to minimize casualties.
When they sense that one of their own has been contaminated, workers will pick up the infected ant and drag it far away, exiling it from
the rest of the group.
With ants, survival is everything.
***
A black van screeches into the cul-de-sac and parks a few driveways away. The back doors open, and four people in bright yellow
hazmat suits scramble out and surround the light pole.
One of them, I’m not sure which, yells, “Sir! If you can still understand me, we need you to climb down and come with us immediately!”
As if I haven’t tried that one already. Besides, it’s safe to rule out reasoning with a man once you’ve pulled off his leg.
“He’s not going to listen,” I shout back. “He’s too far gone!”
Despite the chaos on the ground, a single, pure thought enters my mind. If I’m going to stop Mr. Richardson, I’ll need to reach the high
ground first.
A sudden burst of adrenaline courses through my body. The pain in my hands fades as I rapidly hoist myself up the opposite side of
the pole, and within seconds I’m eye-level with the fingernails on his blood-covered hands. Constant digging into the wood has caused
most of them to peel back at the root and ply straight out from the nail beds.
Below me, I hear the sound of clips being loaded into guns. When I glance down, all four of the hazmat suits have rifles pointed in the
air.
“Wait,” I shout. “Just give me a second. I can get him!”
“I’m sorry, sir,” one of them says. “There’s no time left to negotiate.”
A dark-haired woman in a Green Bay Packers jersey runs across the street and toward the pole. “Stop!” she screams. “That’s my
husband! Stop!
Laura.
She pushes through the hazmat suits and stares up at me. Standing underneath the light, her face shines with tears.
“Rick! Baby, you’ve got to come down. Don’t do this!”
She doesn’t understand. I’m doing this to save her. To save everyone.
“But I’m almost there,” I yell. “I can stop him. I-”
Mr. Richardson howls like an animal being skinned alive, and his entire body goes rigid. There is a straining noise, like a layer of
winter ice just before it shatters, and the back of his skull splits in half. A thick, green stalk bursts from the opening and begins to twist
skyward.
He isn’t quite at the top, but The Cord has had enough.
It’s time to germinate.
“No,” I shout. “It’s too late. What are you all doing? Run!”
But nobody on the ground moves. They’re all staring at me, and only me. It’s as though Mr. Richardson doesn’t exist.
“I can still get him down before the spores release! There’s still time!”
I place one hand above my head and grasp the light pole. When I move the other, four rifle rounds discharge into my chest.
***
The truth is, there are thousands of types of cordyceps fungi, each specialized to prey upon a different creature. Parasites like these
prevent any one animal from getting the upper hand in an environment. The more dominant a species, the more likely it will be
attacked by its very own cordyceps.
With a worldwide population of over seven billion and rising, it was only a matter of time before one of them tuned to our frequency.

This is our mile-marker as a society. Nature’s proof that we’re a viable threat. We’ve earned our killer fungus.
Now we truly are a part of this planet.
***
Being shot doesn’t hurt nearly as much as I’d imagined, although it’s getting hard to breathe, and my head feels like it’s filling with wet
cement.
As blood trickles down the pole and gathers around the base, I keep telling myself how there’s no time for pain anymore. Reaching the
top is all that matters.
I can’t stop now. I’m almost there.
The rifles fire again, sending three more bullets into my chest and one straight through my neck.
My head slumps to the side, and for a moment I’m positive that I see Mr. and Mrs. Richardson staring up at me from the steps of their
front porch. Mr. Richardson looks horrified, but he’s alive, and both of his legs are completely intact.
It doesn’t make any sense.
Laura is crying, screaming at the hazmat suits, but everything is beginning to sound far away. I’m nearly fifteen feet in the air but it feels
like I’m underwater.
Why aren’t they running? How can Mr. Richardson be in two places at once? Are they actually trying to kill me?
I don’t understand, but there’s no time to think about those questions right now. My head hurts too much already.
These people need me, and I’m going to save them.

I just need to climb higher…

SHE HASN’T UNLOCKED the safety chain on her apartment door, but I can see that my Martyr is wearing a white porcelain mask.
“You the Saint?” She speaks with the rasp of a lifelong smoker, and the contrast between her harsh tone and flawless face catches me
off-guard.
“Yes, ma’am,” I say, trying to hide the nervous tremble in my voice. “It’s nice to meet you. Well, not nice, but-” I pause, taking a moment
to collect my jumbled thoughts. “Sorry. It’s just, I’ve never done anything like this before.”
The door snaps shut for a moment, then swings wide, revealing my Martyr to be a fleshy woman in a tight-fitting Def Leppard tour shirt.
Her long black hair is parted down the center, framing her ceramic visage like a set of curtains.
“Me neither, hun.” She gestures for me to come inside. “Nice mask choice, by the way.”
I’ve arrived in beaked Venetian carnival mask with goggled eyes, like a seventeenth-century plague doctor. It seemed only fitting,
considering the circumstances.
She leads me to the living room and offers me a seat on the sofa. “How ’bout a drink,” she says, more statement than question. “I’ve

got just enough Jack left for the both of us.” She shuffles off toward the kitchen, then returns a minute later with two glass tumblers, and
plops down beside me.
Personally, I don’t like anything stronger than iced tea, but it feels almost blasphemous to deny her request. I choke down a sip while
aimlessly glancing at the walls. It’s nothing but faded movie posters and pictures of metal bands cut from magazines.
Me, I once spent an entire week agonizing over the best shade of blue to paint my den’s accent wall. There’s only one thing we both
have in common, but it’s all that matters tonight.
“So…” I want to make small talk, but every question I can think to ask would violate the agreement. Rule #1: Under no circumstances
should Saints or Martyrs share personal information of any kind. Everything - including our reasons for agreeing to this - has to remain
anonymous.
Eventually, I settle on, “How did you find out about the website?”
“Got a private message on Facebook from some dummy account,” she says. “I guess you can only post morbid stuff for so long until
you get noticed. You?”
“A friend of mine,” I reply. “Told me about it after he became a Saint himself. Wouldn’t say who told him, though.”
“Figures.” She gulps down the rest of her liquor, then says, “Let’s cut to the chase. Chug that back so we can get started.”
***
Rumour has it, back in the early days of the internet, some clinically depressed programmer started a BBS to get recommendations
on the easiest way to off himself. Instead, he ended up with dozens of people offering to do the deed for him. Like some macabre job
interview, complete strangers would write day and night with reasons why they would make the ideal murderer - why he should grant
them the honour of knowing how it feels to take a life.
God only knows if that’s true or not. Still, somewhere along the way, the idea of pairing suicidal adults with their death-curious peers
caught on, and the result lurks beyond the darkest corners of the internet: Murder-Me.com
That isn’t the actual URL, of course. It’s the nickname for a message board, hidden within a message board, hidden within a “fan site”
for some obscure Japanese pop group. It’s a real invite-only sort of affair, and they’re only interested in two demographics: Saints and
Martyrs. After you’ve agreed to sign up – anonymously, of course - they make you fill out a survey to determine your perfect match.
It’s eHarmony for the miserable.
Craigslist for the broken.
Martyrs get to choose from various ways to shuffle off this mortal coil, answering questions about their preferred type of death. Not
everyone wants to drift off peacefully, you know. The failed musician who thinks painting the walls with his grey matter will make him
the next Kurt Cobain, he’s nothing like the elderly shut-in who just wants an evening of pleasant company before being suffocated with
a pillow.
Saints, on the other hand, get to select their preferred level of involvement. Would you rather be the trigger man who turns the
musician’s loft into a Jackson Pollock painting, or a tender ear for the old woman with eight decades worth of wisdom to impart?
Admit it. Deep down, you already know exactly what you’d be comfortable with.
I received my match in less than 24 hours, along with a list of guidelines for our meeting. At first, the strict requirement to wear a mask
seemed a bit odd, but they’re necessary to protect the interests of both parties. A Saint is less likely to get cold feet if they can’t see
the Martyr’s face. Conversely, if the Martyr has a change of heart at the last minute – or, God forbid, decides to press charges - they
can’t be able to identify their would-be killer.
Even in death, we need to have rules.
***
I drain the last drop of whiskey, and the foul sting makes me dry heave into the crook of my elbow. I don’t remember hard liquor being
quite this putrid, but it’s been over ten years since my last taste.
My Martyr snorts. “See, this is exactly why I asked for one of you sensitive-types. Wouldn’t know the first thing about a real drink.” Her
head lolls back against the couch, like she’s ready for a long nap. “Time to finally let go.”
It’s really about the happen, the moment I’ve been fantasizing about since my early teens. My breathing comes in quick bursts, and my
brain swims with a giddy euphoria. At first, I chalk it up to the overwhelming sensation that must come with taking a life, but that’s when
I’m hit with a wave of vertigo that forces me to slump in my seat. It feels like I’m being filled with wet cement, so much that I can’t even
find the strength to remove my belt for the strangulation she’d requested.
It takes a few seconds, but my Martyr fishes a vial from her jeans pocket. “Hydrogen cyanide, hun,” she whispers. “Real powerful stuff.
Won’t be long now… for both of us.”
Her words sound distant and muddled, like I’m swimming underwater, but I understand enough for panic to set in. “You… poisoned
me,” I croak, as the edge of my vision grows fuzzy. “But I’m not… supposed to die.”

My Martyr’s lips curl in a twisted grin. “Anyone lookin’ to kill a stranger… must feel just as empty as me.” She topples onto my lap, her
white porcelain face staring up at me with hollow eyes, and I can’t help but wonder if maybe she’s right.
There’s only one thing we both have in common, but it’s all that matters tonight.

WORKING AS A Memory Dealer is no different than any other shitty retail job, like selling mobile phones or laptops. Sure, it sounds
flashy, but you still have to deal with an endless parade of ignorance from the general public. Consumers are always desperate to own
the latest technology, but never seem concerned with how it actually works.
Like tonight, for instance. I’ve been talking with this hayseed dressed head-to-toe in denim for nearly twenty minutes, and he’s still no
closer to understanding the concept of Memory Seeding.
“So, it’s kind of like watching a movie?” he says, adjusting the metallic discs on his circlet so they press firmly against his greying
temples.
I sigh, and shake my head. “No, sir. It’s like remembering that you’d already watched the movie.”

He shoots me yet another confused look, so I change tack again. “Tell me something you’ve always wanted to do. Anything humanly
possible, no matter how unlikely.”
He glances at the overhanging television that’s looping an infomercial for the Remembrex Starter Kit. “What, you mean like score the
winning touchdown at the Superbowl?”
The screen cuts to an animated demonstration of a circlet shooting squiggly blue lines into a brain’s hippocampus. Zooming out, it
shows a young couple lounging on their sofa, smiling blissfully.
I snap my fingers. “Yes, exactly. You haven’t done that, but some NFL players have. And they probably have some fond memories of
that moment, don’t you think?”
Hayseed nods. “Yeah, I’d expect so.”
“Well, that’s where this baby comes in,” I say, tapping the device resting on his head. “Our database is filled with billions of memories
from millions of donors, including celebrities, rock stars, and pro athletes. You simply rent the memory you’d like to have, and the
circlet will seed it directly into your temporal lobe. For the next six to eight hours, you’ll be able to recall the experience as if it was your
own.”
My pitch, combined with the advertisement, finally strikes a chord with Hayseed. “So, I’d think I won the Superbowl?”
“For a while, you would,” I reply. “The feeling of accomplishment, the roar of the crowd, the pride on your teammate’s faces…
everything your memory donor could recall, so will you.”
He gestures around my modest store, which is packed from floor to ceiling with shelves full of carefully-labelled index cards. “And all of
these are different memories?”
I grab a handful from the Best Seller rack and flip through the descriptions. “Yes, sir. Remember a relaxing walk on the beach. Bask in
the afterglow of your band’s sold out concert. Hell, this recollection of Space Mountain will convince your kids they’ve already been to
Disneyworld.”
Hayseed clucks his tongue, then takes another look at the price tag dangling from the circlet. “It’s just so damn expensive,” he says. “Is
there any way you can cut me a deal?”
“Well, that depends,” I reply, fishing a blank Syphon Chip from my jeans pocket. “What can you do for me?”
***
In order to offset the cost of a unit, new customers can donate some of their own memories as a sort of down payment. This way, they
knock a few bucks off the sticker price, and we get a constant supply of fresh content for the database. The worth of your donation is
determined by the Immersion Scale, which rates memories from one to ten - from fleeting to impossibly vivid - based on how they
appeal to the five senses.
After I place the chip inside Hayseed’s circlet, he concentrates on what he describes as his dearest memory – the first time he held
his newborn daughter. The circlet whirrs for a moment, then emits a tiny beep to confirm the transfer is complete. I remove the chip and
pop it inside my computer, where the I.S. analyzes the results and prints them out on a fresh index card.
“Okay, that’s a five out of ten,” I say, “which is enough to give you a thirteen percent discount.”
Hayseed looks as though I’ve just asked for his daughter’s bra size instead. “You’re bullshittin’ me,” he says. “Five out of ten? I
remember everything about that day!”
“Not according to this,” I reply, handing him the card. “Sure, there’s a good emotional punch, but the visuals are spotty, and there are
hardly any sounds or smells to stimulate the viewer.”
The words hit him like a punch to the gut, and he sinks against the counter, deep in thought. “No, that’s-” he closes his eyes, straining
to lift the past from the mire of his entire lifetime.
This happens at least twice a day. I always have to inform some poor sap that his most cherished moments aren’t special enough for
mass consumption.
“Don’t feel bad, sir. You just have an average memory, that’s all,” I say, patting him on the shoulder. “Now then, thirteen percent is the
best either of us can do. Take it or leave it.”
***
Be honest, how much do you really remember about anything? When you think about it, I’d wager that even your fondest memories are
no more than a stray one-liner or distinct scent. That family vacation when you were nine – the trip you’ve often declared a milestone of
your childhood? It’s been reduced to a few fragmented snapshots in your gray matter. That passionate one-night stand with your
college crush? It’s just a jumble of unsequenced grunts and moans, diluted by alcohol and human error.
The truth is, even in your life’s defining moments, you’ve long since forgotten most of the little details. Lying on your death bed, you’ll
only ever remember a fraction of a fraction of a fraction of what you’ve done.
99.9% of your total existence is disposable information.

***
I’ve just finished ringing up Hayseed for the extended warranty when the windchime above the front door clinks, and another man slips
inside the shop. He’s dressed in a long, black trenchcoat and dark sunglasses, and has thick sideburns shaped like wing-tipped
shoes. It’s Gordon, a dealer based on the opposite side of town, and there’s only one reason he’d visit this close to quitting time.
The chime clinks again, and Hayseed has barely hit the sidewalk when Gordon sidles up to the counter. “Ollie, my man,” he says,
pulling out his circlet, “Mark this date on your calendar. Today we’re finally going to make that trade.”
Not all donated material makes it to the official database. Over the years, Gordon and I have been active members of the underground
circuit, collecting some of the rarest, raciest memories around. Together, we’ve swapped everything from bloody traffic accidents to
armed robberies, and everything in between. But Gordon has yet to find anything able to make me part with the crown jewel of my
collection.
He reaches into his pocket and slaps down a handful of syphon chips, practically vibrating with excitement. “Check this out,” he says.
“A guy comes into the store a few hours ago looking to buy a circlet for his wife. So I ask him, why not buy one for yourself, too? Don’t
need one, he tells me. Believe it or not, I have an eidetic memory.”
Eidetic is a fancy word for what most people would call a photographic memory, but it’s easily the most overused buzzword in our
profession. I’ve lost track of how many customers have bragged to me about it, only to produce a bunch of mediocre crap.
“And did you ask him which one of the seven documented eidetic people on the planet he was? “ I roll my eyes and brush the chips to
the side. “Come on, Gordon. You don’t expect me to fall for that shit.”
“See, that’s what I thought, too,” he says, then reaches back into his trenchcoat and hands me a stack of index cards. “Until I read
these.”
My jaw drops as I thumb through the pile of I.S. Printouts. Sight. Sound. Smell. Taste. Touch. All of the memories are ranked as perfect
tens. “This is impossible,” I say. “No one pulls down these scores.”
“Well, this guy did, and it’s like nothing I’ve ever felt before.” Gordon picks up one of the chips and places it in my palm. “His
recollections are… they’re clearer than real life, Ollie. Better than being there. He remembers more about buying groceries than most
people do of their wedding day.”
Gordon slides another chip out of his circlet and waves it under my nose. “I haven’t even tried most of these yet. After my first seed, I
promised him a deluxe package with all the accessories if he’d just fill up every blank chip in the store. I’m out over ten grand just to
remember walking this guy’s fucking dog, but it’s worth it.”
The smile of pure wonder on Gordon’s face says it all. I’d once seen him act indifferent during a trade for a Rank Eight lap dance
taken at a bachelor party in Amsterdam. He hardly gets excited about anything these days, much less a pile of mundane junk.
“And you think I’m going to trade my orgy just to think about scooping some savant’s dog shit?” I ask.
Gordon vaults himself over the counter and gestures toward my back office. “I do, Ollie boy,” he says. “I really do.”
***
Like all new technologies, memory seeding brought with it a host of unforeseen problems and ethics debates. The first major
controversies involved pornography, when triple-x stars began charging top-dollar for their memories of going down on other cast
mates. After that came the Hollywood scandals, when famous actors started leaking memories of banging their supermodel ex-wives.
Lawyers scrambled to file injunctions against the new equivalent of celebrity sex tapes, but they might as well have tried enacting laws
against swapping dirty stories in locker rooms.
That’s why all registered dealers have to follow a strict set of guidelines on what can be added to the official database. Basically, it
comes down to three core rules: no illegal porn, no criminal activity, and no uploads from a person suffering from mental illness.
The first two are probably self-explanatory, but it turns out there’s a real danger in exposing yourself to an abnormal brain. I used to
know a dealer who seeded from a guy with severe schizophrenia, and he spent the next five hours convinced that he used to be a
pirate captain.
It’s the worst kind of bad trip, stronger than any drug known to mankind. After all, where can you go when your own thoughts turn
against you?
***
Sitting cross-legged on the floor of my cramped office, surrounded by musty shoe boxes stuffed with index cards, Gordon and I secure
our circlets, then spend the next few minutes catching up with each other.
We don’t swap stories anymore, though. No “How was your day?” or “Read any good books lately?” Instead, we show off our big finds
from last weekend’s underground memory-fest a few states over. We share the most intimate and intense parts of other people’s lives
the way some children trade baseball cards.
“Oh, man,” Gordon drones, handing me a chip. “You need to remember this. I used to be one of those 80’s rocker dudes with crazy
hair.”

I slide it inside my circlet and close my eyes. Within seconds, a rush of new memories flood every synaptic pathway. Thinking back,
I’m standing in front of a gigantic green screen, pretending to shred while a guitar riff wails in the background. I can almost smell the
zesty tang of dry ice billowing offstage. My fingertips ache with the thoughts of countless string plucks.
“This is pretty solid,” I say, ejecting the chip and handing it back to Gordon. “I’d call it a seven for sure.”
“Seven point five, actually,” he corrects, placing it back inside a Ziploc baggie. “Had to trade a nude mud wrestling match, but I couldn’t
resist the nostalgia, you know?”
We continue reminiscing about our times as aspiring porno actors, pro wrestlers, and Navy Seals. We become human highlight reels,
reliving lives that never were in a world that never was.
“Okay, okay, okay,” I say, after my second blow job from a college cheerleader. “Let’s get to the main event. Hand over one of Rain
Man’s syphons. I need to know why you’re about to take a second mortgage.”
He cuts the stack of chips like a deck of cards and offers me one from the middle.”No idea what this is, but it’s going to be amazing,”
he says. “Don’t get your hopes up for anything kinky, though. He promised none of them would be sexual.”
I laugh, then slide the chip inside my circlet. “Seriously, man. There’s no way we’re trading for-”
And that’s when I started screaming.
***
The torrent of information that gushes into my brain is unlike anything I’ve ever felt before. Most people only remember a few of the
important details about any situation, but this memory is so focused that it overloads all of my senses at once.
I’m standing inside a kitchen with a black and white checkerboard floor, stainless steel appliances, and a grey-marbled backsplash
that separates rows of ivory cabinets from the granite countertop. To my left, there’s an open book of Sudoku puzzles, and everything
is so high-definition clear that I can recall the position of each number on the half-completed page.
The searing hiss of burning fat. The smell of pork chops cooking on the stove. The cooling taste of a tic-tac in my mouth. The whiteknuckle grip of the red-stained carving knife in my right hand.
And the image of a dark-haired woman sprawled near my feet, covered in blood.
She’s still alive, but her breathing comes is short, wet gasps. I don’t know who this woman is or what she’s done, but the sight of her
fills my mind with undiluted rage. She deserved this, I tell myself, over and over. This is how it’s supposed to be.
Raw emotion hijacks my body. My subconscious tries to separate my own feelings from those of the memory, but what I’m
experiencing right now – this moment, this brutal act - it’s more authentic than anything I’ve felt in all thirty-two years of my life.
I kneel down and cradling her head in my free hand, recalling every sticky strand of hair that slips through my fingertips. She gazes up
at me with wide, green eyes, and her pupils dilate in grim recognition. Her bottom lip trembles ever so slightly, and she mouths the
word, “Why?” before reaching up and caressing my cheek with two blood-coated fingertips.
And then it’s over.
***
Back in the office, I rip off my circlet and clutch my face, desperately trying to wipe away the non-existent blood. Out of all the
sensations in the memory, her final, gentle touch affects me more than any other. Even now, I can still feel her hand brush against my
skin, over and over, like a record caught in an endless loop.
Gordon springs to his feet and braces himself against the desk. “Whoa, calm down, take it easy,” he shouts. “Christ, man, what just
happened?”
“I killed her,” I say, “But she deserved it. She had to die.” The words sound almost alien as they pass my lips. I shake my head and
attempt to realign my thoughts. “No, that’s not right. He thought so. He killed her.”
As I speak, the memory leaps back to the forefront of my mind. Suddenly, I’m back inside the checkered kitchen, smelling the pork
chops and tasting the tic-tac.
“It’s so vivid,” I say, “It’s so real. It’s too real.” The scene replays again with chilling accuracy. My fingers grasp her matted hair.
Her eyes…
Her lips…
Her touch.
“Jesus Christ, Gordon, you gave me a snuff syphon!”
Almost instantly, the color drains from his face. “Wha? No way, man. You know what would happen if I got caught peddling that stuff!”
Aside from the psychological effects of being tuned-in to a brutal death, being convicted of possessing murder memories comes with

a minimum ten-year sentence. They’re the one thing both Gordon and I have always agreed to stay away from.
“I’d never do that to you, Ollie,” he pleads. “You gotta believe me. This guy, he was a total weirdo, but all of the chips I’ve seeded so far
are perfectly normal. I made a sandwich, for God’s sake!”
I’m reliving the scene again now. Staring at the Sudoku puzzle. Counting the ornate handles on the cabinet doors.
“In a kitchen with a checker board floor?” I ask.
“Yeah,” he says, then pauses. “Oh, shit, man. Oh, shit. I’m so sorry.”
My cheek tingles with each new touch of the woman’s ethereal hand. I try to block it out with some basic happy thoughts, like kittens,
and puppies, and peaceful sunsets, but it’s no use. No matter where I go in my head, I’m still clutching that knife. Still killing.
“Don’t worry, we can fix this,” Gordon says, yanking open the bottom desk drawer. “We’re going to get your mind straightened out right
now.” He removes a half-empty bottle of vodka, the kind we usually share during an all-night memory binge, then reaches into his
trenchcoat and pulls out a baggie of white tablets with an X scored on one side. “Been a while since I’ve had to mix you a roofiecolada, huh?”
Rohypnol is known as the date-rape drug, on account of it being a potent sedative that’s able to cause “anterograde” amnesia. These
days, though, it’s also the preferred way to flush foreign memories from your system after a bad seed. You wake up feeling like crap,
but at least you won’t remember whatever it was that you couldn’t un-see.
I wash down two of the pills with a mouthful of vodka. The minty tic-tic taste still lingers in my mouth.
“It’s gonna be okay,” Gordon says. “Just crash here for the night, and I’ll come back first thing tomorrow to check up on you.” He stands
up and moves to the doorway, then takes off his sunglasses. “Ollie, we’re cool, right?”
But I’m not paying attention. All I can think about is that woman. How I killed her. How she deserved death.
“Ollie?”
“Yeah, we’re cool,” I say. “It’s just fucked up, that’s all. I’ll see you in the morning.”
Gordon leaves, and a few moments later I hear the windchime above the front door. For the next twenty minutes, I lay on the office floor
in the fetal position, alone with my one constant, horrifying thought. Eventually, I begin to feel drowsy, and sleep weighs heavy on my
body. The last thing I remember is cupping a hand to my cheek, trying to dull my victim’s tender touch.
***
I wake when the orange light of dawn creeps in through the office window, and my first thoughts are of her. How glad I am that she’s
dead. How I only wish she could have suffered more for what she’d done. The right side of my face throbs with pain, and there’s blood
underneath my fingernails. Catching my reflection in the vodka bottle, I see that I’ve scratched my cheek down to a raw hunk of flesh
during the night.
Good. That’s a good thing. If I’m lucky, I’ll have a constant reminder of the moment. A physical link to the memory I cherish. Tattoos or
scars, they’re all the same. We all just want to remember the things that define us.
No… this is wrong. This is all wrong! A tiny part of my subconscious screams from the back of my mind. This isn’t me! I never knew
that woman, and I’m not a killer. Fighting to regain my senses, I slowly remember bits and pieces of last night, about Gordon, his
eidetic customer, and the roofie cocktail that should have wiped my brain clean. But it didn’t. The memory is still inside my head, and
it’s stronger than ever. There’s only one possible explanation now.
It must have taken root.
It doesn’t happen often, but some especially traumatic memories can burrow inside your mind and overwhelm your neural network, like
red ants invading another colony. Normally, you can force it out with a good dose of random thoughts, but this is hardly a normal
memory. My murder, it’s the only thing that actually feels real to me anymore. I struggle to think back to my childhood, old girlfriends, my
senior prom, but it all feels like background noise. Why am I drawing a blank on the most obvious details, but know for a fact there are
four hundred and twenty seven tiles on that kitchen ceiling? For a moment, I wonder if I’ve ever experienced anything else in my entire
life.
No, I have to fight this! That scene, her touch, it’s seeping through my mind like a poison, and there’s no time to waste. I crawl over to
my circlet and the pile of syphon chips still scattered on the floor from last night. I need the best from my collection if I have any hope of
regaining control.
Securing the circlet’s disks to my temples, I insert Gordon’s rock star chip and close my eyes. For a moment, I’m back to a time of dry
ice and squealing guitars, but then it all begins to change. Still holding on to my electric guitar, I’m standing in the kitchen again,
looming over the woman’s body. She looks up at me and mouths her silent plea, and a familiar rage consumes me. I swing the guitar
like an axe and slam it down on her head, again and again, until her skull is mashed to a messy pulp, and I’m splattered in blood.
It’s worse than I’d ever thought possible. The memory has rooted so deep into my consciousness that it’s starting to tamper with
everything. I become a pro wrestler who crushes the woman’s throat with an elbow drop. Rob a kitchen-sized bank where I put a bullet
between her eyes. When I seed my college cheerleader blow-job, she looks up at me with those sad, green eyes and whispers “Why?”
before I slit her throat.

It’s a parade of grotesque scenes, one after another, with all roads leading back to my one defining thought. I need something even
stronger if I want any hope of fighting back.
Scrambling over to the filing cabinet, I open the top drawer and feel around for the small baggie I’ve taped to the upper panel. It’s the
crown jewel of my secret collection: a Rank Nine orgy from a German brothel.
But when I find the chip and place it inside my circlet, what I remember is anything but a kinky sex party. Inside the kitchen, dozens of
naked, black-haired women writhe in pools of blood. Across the granite countertop, on the checkered floor – one is even clutching the
Sudoku book. Every surface of the room is being smeared with crimson, as all of the woman moan in ecstasy, “Why…”
It’s too much for me to handle. I clutch at my forehead, so lost in the labyrinth of flashbacks that I can barely remember my own name.
Where I’m from, who my parents are - it’s all becoming a part of that 99.9% disposable information. The only thing I’m reasonably sure
of anymore – that 0.01% of my life worth holding on to - is that I killed her, and she needed to die.
Suddenly, a single, pure thought breaches the surface of my psyche: The syphon chips scattered across the office floor, the other
eidetic memories, they’re my only chance to match the intensity of the corruption spreading throughout my mind.
I dive for the closest pile and pop one into my circlet. For the first time in what feels like forever, I can recall something that doesn’t end
with murder. In my mind’s eye, I’m sitting alone on a park bench, enjoying a beautiful fall afternoon. Everything is so vibrantly detailed. I
remember the formations of puffy cumulus clouds drifting across the sky, feel the cool breeze against my skin, and hear the footfalls of
an approaching group of joggers. For a moment, I’ve almost forgotten about the grisly kitchen scene, until one of the joggers passes
alongside me and screams, “Why!” then races off, dripping blood from her long, dark hair.
The shock snaps me out of the memory, but it gives me a glimmer of hope. I just need more chips, more normal, clearer-than-life
experiences to balance myself out. Frantic, I gather as many as I can find and seed them into my brain, one after another, until I’m
overdosing on years of pure retrospection.
I’m playing with Transformer action figures, listening to a bedtime story, graduating third grade, taking out the trash, joining the high
school marching band, driving a car, singing drunken karaoke, and saying “I do” to Emily, a beautiful woman with long, dark hair.
But it’s not until I insert the last chip that I finally recall our conversation just before the incident.
***
Closing my eyes, I remember sitting on the den sofa, a first-generation circlet resting on my lap. The tracks of fallen tears chill against
my cheeks. My mouth tastes stale. I try to fish a container of tic-tacs from my pocket, but my jeans are so tight and my hands are
trembling so badly that I can’t do it.
Emily walks into the room, oblivious at first, but stops dead when she notices the circlet.
“Hey, you,” she says, tentatively. “Are pork chops okay for dinner?”
I toss the circlet at her feet, and it lands with a soft thump against the carpet. “What’s the matter, Em,” I say. “Not good enough for you
anymore, huh? Need to fuck a better-looking guy to get off these days?”
Emily’s eyes dart to the carpet, then back to me. “It’s not like that, Roy. It’s just for fun, you know? How is it any different than when I
watch porn?”
“Because that’s watching it, not living it!” I shout. “I put up with that stuff because it’s just a one-way fantasy, but this… you feel them,
Em. Taste them. Remember them.” My bottom lip trembles. “And I only want to remember you.”
I cradle my head and break into a wheezing sob, but Emily just sighs. “Jesus Christ, Roy, quit being so dramatic,” she says. “Dinner’s
ready in half an hour.”
As she storms out of the room, I’m filled with an overwhelming rage, but it’s not just over her. It’s this God-damned new technology that
she’s been using, and the dealers who make a profit helping wives cheat on their husbands. I want to make them feel a fraction of the
pain they willingly cause. To leave a message that will live on long after I’ve gone.
But first, I have to do something worth remembering…
***
Outside the office, I hear the tinkling of a windchime, and the rusty groan of a metal door swinging wide. “Ollie,” a voice calls. “You
awake yet? Ollie?”
Everything is okay now, though. Names, dates, places, emotions, sensations, they’ve all gelled inside my head and formed a near
perfect picture of who I really am. And it must be me, because how else could I remember so many personal milestones with such
clarity?
The only things I haven’t figured out are why I’m standing inside of a musty, cramped office, and who is this “Ollie” I keep hearing
someone yell about.
A stranger appears in the doorway. He’s dressed in a long, black trenchcoat and dark sunglasses, and has thick sideburns shaped
like wing-tipped shoes.

“Hey, you’re awake,” he says. “Christ, what happened to your cheek? That looks pretty bad.”
I shoot him a confused glance, and he wrinkles his brow. “Anyway, last night was pretty messed up, huh? How much do you still
remember?”
That’s when I realize I’m wearing one of those damned circlets. Just feeling the discs pressing against my temples is enough to make
me angry, so I yank it from my head and twist the device with both hands until it snaps.
The stranger takes off his sunglasses. “Whoa, take it easy,” he says. “What did you do that for?”
“Don’t need one,” I reply, tossing the pieces into the trash. “Believe it or not, I have an eidetic memory.”

To:
adamforprez56@yahoo.com,
averyjones1@live.com,
coolxguyx2000@yahoo.com, dark_assassin_2451@yahoo.com…
From: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com

axeoffury333@gmail.com,

braaainsplease@hotmail.com,

Subject: Help!
Date: Saturday, 2 May 2015 08:23:54
If anybody from my entire address book is reading this, I’m trapped on the twenty-first floor of the Hilton Boston Back Bay
Hotel.
Call 911 and have them send a rescue crew immediately. There must have been some kind of accident on the floor above
me, because the roof has collapsed and I’m unable to move any more than two rooms in either direction.
I know it sounds crazy, but THIS IS NOT A JOKE!
All I know is that my cell phone is dead, and the wireless internet connection I’ve just discovered barely lasts for more than
a few seconds at a time. Nothing else makes sense right now.
Can someone please let my family know that I’m still alive? I emailed them a few hours ago but have yet to receive a
response.
Is it really May 2nd? What the hell is going on?
Whoever gets this message, write back immediately.
-Ethan***
To:
adamforprez56@yahoo.com,
averyjones1@live.com,
coolxguyx2000@yahoo.com, dark_assassin_2451@yahoo.com…

axeoffury333@gmail.com,

braaainsplease@hotmail.com,

From: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
Subject: IS ANYBODY OUT THERE?
Date: Sunday, 3 May 2015 10:38:42
Okay, so I’m a little ticked off right now.
It’s been an entire day and I still haven’t heard back from a single person in my address book. Oh, and how’s this for my
self-esteem; after doing a little digging, I’ve discovered that the only emails I’ve received over the past few months are
spam. That’s right, SPAM! Not a single letter asking where I’ve been or why I seemingly dropped off the face of the Earth.
Instead, my inbox is packed with thousands of nonsensical subject lines and links to pornography. Why hasn’t anyone, not
even my family, tried to contact me?
But that’s not even the weirdest part.
When I look out my window, I don’t see anything moving. No cars driving past the hotel, no people crossing the street.
Nothing. It’s like I’m the only man left alive on the entire planet.
Am I going nuts? What the hell is happening?
Again, I’m trapped on the twenty-first floor of the Hilton Boston Back Bay Hotel. Can someone PLEASE alert the
authorities there is at least one person still alive in this building? Also, if anyone has information on the whereabouts of my
family, let me know ASAP! I’m insanely worried.
Hurry, I can’t stay here much longer. I’ve been living off the mini-bar in my room ever since I regained consciousness, and
it’s getting dangerously low on food.
-Ethan***
To: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
From: rad-act@bestoffers4334.com
Subject: Buy Pills Online 100% Satisfaction Free Shipping
Date: Monday, 4 May 2015 01:01:21
Radiation poisoning making your bedroom experience less than “Atomic”? Having trouble getting your man-missile to
launch?
Try “Radi-ACTION” the new male enhancement drug* for the Post-Apocalyptic Playboy.
Visit http://radiaction.com and receive a FREE three-week supply with the purchase of a one year prescription.

You’ll notice a difference within minutes… and so will your partner!
*Radi-ACTION has not been tested by the FDA. Radi-ACTION should not be taken with other prescription male enhancement drugs or while undergoing
radiation therapy. Side effects include nausea, stomach ache, restlessness, vomiting, diarrhoea, anal leakage, and heart palpitations. Should erections last
longer than 12 hours, consult a medical professional for immediate surgical removal of affected area.

***
To:
adamforprez56@yahoo.com,
averyjones1@live.com,
coolxguyx2000@yahoo.com, dark_assassin_2451@yahoo.com…

axeoffury333@gmail.com,

braaainsplease@hotmail.com,

From: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
Subject: FW: Buy Pills Online 100% Satisfaction Free Shipping
Date: Monday, 4 May 2015 9:27:35
All right, I’m officially freaking out.
This morning I actually opened one of the junk emails cluttering my inbox, and THIS is what it said (see: attached). RadiACTION? Post-Apocalyptic Playboy? Tell me this is some kind of sick joke.
Speaking of jokes, how’s this for a knee-slapper: What do you call someone who’s knocked unconscious for over five
months, but somehow manages to stay alive without any food or water?
Give up? Well, guess what?
So do I!
One minute I’m watching football - which gets interrupted due to ’breaking news’ about a disaster in Los Angeles – and the
next, WOOSH! My hotel room fills with a blueish light like the inside of a tanning booth, and I’m out cold.
Want to know what really scares me? I wasn’t even that hungry or thirsty when I first woke up. I just felt… warm.
Crazy, right?
I keep trying to surf the internet for information, but this damn wireless connection won’t keep me online long enough to
load a Google search. In fact, the only way I can fire off these emails is to write them ahead of time, waltz around the room
with my laptop until it finds the signal for a few seconds, click send, and pray.
Okay, I’ve rambled long enough. Again, I’m alive and in need of assistance.
-Ethan***
To: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
From: mariksahin@iranpalaceventure.com
Subject: Golden Opportunity Friend Don’t Delay
Date: Tuesday, 5 May 2015 11:41:22
Dear Sir/Madam,
Glorious salutations! I am write on behalf of an anonymous client who wishes to extend a highly profit business opportunity
to you and you alone.
Since global catastrophe of Zero Day, my client finds him the sole heir to immense Iranian fortune of Farrokh Niroomand
Raad. This fortune has been prevailed from destruction in underground bomb shelter in form of gold, jewels, and Iranian
currency. Although no one has seen this fortune since months, the estimated value of riches amounts to over
$376,000,000 USD!
As you imagine, the gathering of this fortune and conversion to electronic currency is a costly and danger. Bio-Radiation is
numerous, not mentioning outside gangs of mutate men and woman. My client is very distant relative of the Farrokh
Niroomand Raad family and have no way of extracting this fortune by his own.
If you could provide my client with investment of $10,000, he can begin extract the fortune from its preserved shelter. As a
reward for your generous, he is willing to offer you 1% of the fortune once it has been realize. This will amount to
$3,760,000!
Due to the timely process, this opportunity is being extended for a one week only. If you are would like to discuss this
opportunity further please contact me at this email.
Thank you for your participate in this exciting opportunity. I hope this money will begin you a life of luxury in our new world.

Sincere,
Marik Sahin
***
To:
adamforprez56@yahoo.com,
averyjones1@live.com,
coolxguyx2000@yahoo.com, dark_assassin_2451@yahoo.com…

axeoffury333@gmail.com,

braaainsplease@hotmail.com,

From: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
Subject: FW: Golden Opportunity Friend Don’t Delay
Date: Tuesday, 5 May 2015 15:32:12
It’s only me. No need for anyone to reply or anything.
I really miss Jessica and the twins today, but I’ve developed a new theory that eases my mind; they’re still unconscious.
It makes perfect sense. I’m still not sure what knocked me out, but maybe it happened to everyone in the country (or the
entire planet!) Something to do with our atmosphere, perhaps? A meteorite crash? Terrorist attack? Whatever the case,
it’s possible that I’m one of the early-wakers, and most people are still down for the count.
Pretty clever, right? Yeah, that has to be it.
Anyway, still no movement on the streets, but I did manage to find this little gem in my inbox today (see: attached).
While I’m not about to hand Mr. Sahin my bank account number, his email contains a few choice words that caught my
attention.
“Global catastrophe of Zero Day” - I know it’s stupid to draw conclusions from email spam, but if by chance this refers to
what caused my blackout, it furthers my theory of it being a worldwide phenomenon.
“Bio-Radiation” - What the hell does this mean? A typo made by someone with a loose grasp of the language? Possibly.
Either that, or a flashy-sounding term people are using to describe something they know nothing about.
“Gangs of mutate men and woman” - Okay, this one weirded me out a little, but it’s solvable. This is either a horrible typo
(mutate could mean, mutinous, for example) or some people have experienced more than just unconsciousness. But it
can’t possibly mean they’ve mutated in the traditional sense. Could it refer to somebody who’s an early-waker?
Sheesh, I sound like one of those conspiracy theory lunatics. Better break out the tinfoil hat, it’s time to fake the moon
landing!
In other news, I’ve been feeling kind of sick today. Not nauseous, as such, but like my insides are overheating. I’m chalking
it up to my new diet of nothing but salty snacks and sugar water. What I wouldn’t give for a nice steak right about now.
Oh, that reminds me. I’m officially down to my last container of cashews. According to the mini-bar price list, I currently owe
the hotel a balance of $84 in junk food and soda.
Not to mention one hell of a late check-out fee.
Who knows how much longer I’m going to be holed up here, so I’m going to end this email and commence Operation: Raid
the Mini-Bars in Other Rooms.
As always, I’m trapped on the twenty-first floor of the Hilton Boston Back Bay Hotel. If you’re reading this, send help. Or
sandwiches.
-Ethan***
To: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
From: scarynoeyes@scaryevil.net
Subject: FW: FW: FW: RE: FW: RE: RE: FW: FW: NO-EYED NICHOLAS!!!
Date: Tuesday, 5 May 2015 23:24:22
Hi, my name is Nicholas. Once you read this you cannot get out. Finish reading this until it is done! As I said, I am
Nicholas. I am 7 years old. I have no eyes and blood all over my face. I was killed by the Altered 3 months Zero Day and
they scooped out my eyes. If you don’t send this to at least 12 people I will come to your house at midnight and kill you
when you’re asleep. Don’t believe me?
Case 1: Patty Jones got this e-mail. She didn’t believe in chain letters. Foolish Patty! She was sleeping when her TV
started flickering on and off. I was inside of her TV. Now she’s dead. HA HA Patty, HA HA! You don’t want to be like Patty,

do you?
Case 2: Steve Daniels hates chain mail, but he didn’t want to die that night. He sent it to 4 people. Not good enough
Steve! He was attacked by Altered bears. They are like regular bears, but they have gross skin instead of fur! Now Steve
is in a coma. He might not ever wake up. HA HA Steve, HA HA! Do you want to be like Steve?
Case 3: Becky Chambers got this letter. Another chain letter, she thought. She only had 7 people to send it to. Well, that
night when she was having a shower she saw my face in the mirror. It was the BIGGEST fright of her life. Becky is now
scarred for life! HA HA Becky, HA HA! Also, the Altered killed her parents. COINCIDENCE????????
Case 4: Tommy Morgan. This is the final case I’ll tell you about. Tommy was a smart person. He sent it to 12 people. Later
that day, he found a $100 bill on the ground. He was promoted at his job and his girlfriend said yes to his marriage
proposal. Now they have 2 beautiful children and are living happily ever after.
Send this to at least 12 people or you’ll face the consequences.
0 people - You will die tonight
1-6 people - You will be injured
7-11 people- You will get the biggest fright of your life (and your parents will be killed by the Altered)
12 and over - You are safe and will have good fortune
Do what No-Eyed Nicholas says!!! Hurry!!! You must send this to 12 people OR ELSE…
***
To:
adamforprez56@yahoo.com,
averyjones1@live.com,
coolxguyx2000@yahoo.com, dark_assassin_2451@yahoo.com…

axeoffury333@gmail.com,

braaainsplease@hotmail.com,

From: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
Subject: FW: FW: FW: FW: RE: FW: RE: RE: FW: FW: NO-EYED NICHOLAS!!!
Date: Wednesday, 6 May 2015 02:45:55
You guys don’t mind if I use your email addresses to protect myself from the spirit of a vengeful seven-year-old, right?
The way I see it, I’ve got enough bad luck as it is.
This latest email is mostly nonsense (HA HA Nicholas, HA HA!) but it does contain the words: Zero Day, and, Altered. This
is the second time I’ve seen Zero Day used as a reference for whatever happened, but Altered is completely new to me.
I’m guessing it’s the official term for what the last spammer called “mutate men and woman,” which seems to validate my
original theory that some people experienced side-effects from the event.
That said, human beings don’t just “alter” in a few months. There has to be something I’m missing. If only I knew more
about the blue light I remember seeing before losing consciousness. Was that “Bio-Radiation?”
Anyway, my room-raid operation was unsuccessful, thanks for asking. As it turns out, hotel doors are designed to keep
random people from breaking in and stealing your stuff. All four of the other rooms in my rubble-cordoned hallway are
locked via keycard and dead-bolted from the opposite side. Also, the frames are lined with steel plating to prevent anyone
from popping the hinges. HA HA Ethan, HA HA!
My new options are as follows: 1) Think of a way to force them open, or 2) Starve to death.
As if that’s not unsettling enough, I’m feeling sicker than ever. My stomach is on fire, and I’ve been vomiting like crazy for
the past couple of hours. What does it mean if you have orange-red puke? Probably that I should lay off the cream soda.
Well, I’m going to lay down for a few hours. For the bazillionth time, I’m trapped on the twenty-first floor of the Hilton Boston
Back Bay Hotel. Any time you’d like to send a helicopter or something, that would be great.
-EthanPS: Holy crap, there was a huge crash against the opposite side of my wall just now! Could someone (or something) be in
the next room?
***
To: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
From: workhomewow6656@ezjobz.com
Subject: Make $$$ Safely @ Home!
Date: Wednesday, 6 May 2015 06:54:01

Breaking News: Zero Day Survivor Makes $1000 Per Week Working From Home!
Since the tragedy of Zero Day, many survivors have struggled with leaving the safety of a heavily-fortified dwelling in order
to provide for their families. With packs of Altered terrorizing our once-safe neighbourhoods, is working from home the
next gold rush?
For Sarah Kingston it sure is. Sarah, a recently-widowed mother from Orlando, Florida, is thriving in the middle of a global
pandemic by working in the comfort of her own home.
“I earn on average about $25 for every obituary I post online and I make around $8,700 a month right now” says Kingston.
But Sarah’s life wasn’t always so prosperous. Her recent employer, a well-known insurance agency, was abandoned after
being raided by a large group of Altered.
Her husband John became their only source of income, but even that wouldn’t last. After returning home from work one
afternoon, John became violently ill. Within days, his body was covered in the tell-tale signs of his impending change.
Sarah’s family had two choices. They could either kill John and hope that his life-insurance policy would cover becoming
an Altered (but in these tough economic times, she knew that was a long shot) or Sarah could look for a new job.
Sarah says, “I was in tears one Saturday night because things were getting tough, and John was beginning to smell like a
dead animal. He couldn’t even play board games with the kids like we do every Saturday night without vomiting on the
table. The kids asked why we weren’t going to play Scrabble and we had to try and explain to them what was happening. I
don’t think they understood. That’s when I knew I had to take matters into my own hands and find a solution for my family.”
While researching how to properly use a firearm, Sarah found an advert for Zero Day Obituary Wealth Package.
“I was sceptical at first. They said you would get paid over $300 a day, and that seemed like a lot of money to me. But I
suspended my disbelief and got started.”
She began making money right away, and received a first week’s paycheck of $2,100!
“This was more money than I used to make in a month,” Sarah adds.
Zero Day Obituary Wealth Package is a risk-free opportunity that can allow anyone, regardless of computer skill level, to
start making money online by posting obituaries of those killed by the effects/aftermath of Zero Day.
For those who have seen the “make money online scams” Sarah warns that, while they do exist, Zero Day Obituary Wealth
Package is the only one that is applicable to our new world’s unique challenges.
Sarah was kind enough to share her tips on how she got started. Just follow these simple steps:
Step 1: Go to Zero Day Obituary Wealth Package, and fill out the simple form to see if they have positions available in your
area.
Step 2: Follow the directions on Zero Day Obituary Wealth Package that show you how to set up a Registered Death Toll
Account™. You will receive your first batch of online obituary links.
Step 3: Start posting! The system tracks everything!
“I really hope people take advantage of this,” says Kingston. “In a few more weeks, I’ll have enough money to move what’s
left of my family into an official, military-protected, Safe Zone.”
***
To:
adamforprez56@yahoo.com,
averyjones1@live.com,
coolxguyx2000@yahoo.com, dark_assassin_2451@yahoo.com…

axeoffury333@gmail.com,

braaainsplease@hotmail.com,

From: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
Subject: FW: Make $$$ Safely @ Home!
Date: Wednesday, 6 May 2015 10:31:11
Christ, what a day.
I’ve just spent the last hour or so camped outside the neighbouring room, pleading for access like an overworked maid. It
didn’t work, but I’m positive that someone is in there. This is going to sound crazy (maybe not, considering the
circumstances) but just as I was about to give up, a voice on the other side whispered, “Mine-kids-soft,” or, “Mice-kingcough,” or something like that. It was faint, and he only said it once, but it happened. I’m sure of it.
Hell if I know what he meant, though.
Regardless, no amount of knocking could convince him to let me in. It’s possible he took one look at me through the
peephole and decided to huddle quietly in the corner until I left. Thinking about it now, if I had woke up to some guy banging

on my door, wielding a lamp as a makeshift club (you can never be too careful), I wouldn’t have opened up either.
Anyway, an intriguing email (see: attached) landed in my inbox earlier this morning. No, I’m not planning on changing
careers. The world will always need podiatrists, although I’m certainly going to request that next year’s convention be held
BEFORE the wave of “Bio-Radiation” sweeps the globe.
But it does mention the existence of, “Official, military-protected, Safe Zones,” which means two things: 1) There are likely
entire cities filled with people who are awake, and not part of the quote-unquote “Altered.” 2) If there’s a need for Safe
Zones, these creatures are more of a problem than I originally thought.
My new sanity-maintaining theory is that Jessica and the boys are living comfortably in one of those zones, out of harms
way and under twenty-four hour military guard. Of course, that makes me wonder why she hasn’t emailed me back, which
takes my scrambled brain down a path that I’m not comfortable with thinking about yet.
Ugh, I need to puke again. Honest to God, I’ve never been this sick before in my entire life. To top it off, I’m getting some
kind of weird rash across my stomach.
I swear, those hotel bedsheets are cesspools.
More soon,
-Ethan***
To: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
From: kellykelly.dirrrtygrrl.org
Subject: FW: Want to watch me $%*@ an Altered?
Date: Thursday, 7 May 2015 1:19:00
My name is Kelly. I used to be a lonely housewife, but ever since my husband died on Zero Day, I’ve been a naughty girl
with nothing left to lose.
Watch me do two Altered’s live on web cam! They’ve got an appetite for more than human flesh (if you know what I mean!)
Click here for the sickest, slimiest action this side of the apocalypse:
http://324.56.24.3
***
To:
adamforprez56@yahoo.com,
averyjones1@live.com,
coolxguyx2000@yahoo.com, dark_assassin_2451@yahoo.com…

axeoffury333@gmail.com,

braaainsplease@hotmail.com,

From: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
Subject: FW, FW: Want to watch me $%*@ an Altered?
Date: Thursday, 7 May 2015 03:23:23
Is it just me, or is this creepy as shit? (See: attached.)
No news on the mystery person in the next room. Whoever it is, they haven’t made another sound since yesterday morning.
I’ve spent the better part of today alternating between sleeping and puking, but I’ll try communicating with him again when I
feel better.
Yeah, the sickness is getting worse. My head is killing me, my stomach rash has spread up to my chest, and I’m becoming
dehydrated from all the vomiting. It’s a gross, reddish colour now, and it’s filled with thick chunks that look like canned
cranberry sauce. Ugh. One false move and this place will turn into a Jackson Pollack painting. I’m actually typing this email
from the bathroom floor, just to be safe.
I should probably get a little more rest, then it’s back to the hallway. Hopefully my neighbour has a spare Aspirin or ten. I’ll
let you know how it goes.
-Ethan***
To: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
From: luv4u@survivormatch.com
Subject: Find Sexy Survivors In Your Area!

Date: Thursday, 7 May 8:18:43
SurvivorMatch.com
Are you looking for a soul mate?
Are you just looking for a little fun?
Are you too afraid to go outside?
Let’s face it, it’s a brand new world out there, and it’s just not safe to be searching for a mate in traditional places. At
SurvivorMatch.com, we match you on 25 points of compatibility and guarantee you’ll find that special someone - no matter
what your sexual preference. And if Altereds tickle your fancy, we’re proud to be the first dating service able to find you a
match who has mutated to your exact specifications!
We offer matching for:
Men looking for Women,
Women looking for Men,
Men looking for Men,
Women looking for Women,
RECENTLY ADDED:
Normal looking for Normal,
Altered looking for Altered,
Normal looking for Altered,
Altered looking for Normal.
Nothing is too taboo. In this new world… ANYTHING goes!
We cater to all clients in a safe and discrete way.
Privacy Guaranteed!
SUCCESS STORY:
Gary and Cindy Swanson met through SurvivorMatch.com and recently tied the knot. We asked the happy couple to share
their experience with our service and this is what they had to say:
“After Zero Day, I began to experience changes to my appearance and thought I would never find love again.
SurvivorMatch.com matched me with Cindy and she didn’t care that I was Altered. In fact, she loved me even more
because I was unique. We fell in love at first sight and got married two weeks later. Thank you SurvivorMatch.com for
helping me find my soul mate!”
-Gary Swanson, New York City, NY
“He’s perfect! Tall, dark, and gruesome, just the way I like ’em.”
-Cindy Swanson, New York City, NY
***
To:
adamforprez56@yahoo.com,
averyjones1@live.com,
coolxguyx2000@yahoo.com, dark_assassin_2451@yahoo.com…

axeoffury333@gmail.com,

braaainsplease@hotmail.com,

From: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
Subject: FW: Find Sexy Survivors In Your Area!
Date: Thursday, 7 May 2015 20:31:11
Oh, Jesus. What have I done?
A few hours ago I woke up to noises coming from the other room. The mystery guest had finally decided to get my attention
– by moaning like he’d just passed a kidney stone.
I grabbed my trusty lamp-club and went back into the hallway, only to discover the neighbouring door was now being held
open by a sneaker that was covered in some kind of slimy goop.

Whoever it was, they wanted me to come inside.
But what I saw on the bed… I’m not sure it’s even right to call him a man anymore. He was naked, and laying in what
looked like a puddle of his own congealed skin. Nothing more than a skeleton covered with strips of rotting meat. Honestly,
it took everything I had not to puke my guts up. The smell alone was enough to activate my gag reflex.
I didn’t think he was capable of making any sounds other than his mournful groans, but then he pointed at me and
whispered three words that I’ll never get out of my head:
“Mice-king-soft.”
It was the same thing I’d heard a couple of days ago but, seeing him now, I finally understood.
“My skin’s off.”
The poor bastard had been suffering here for God knows how long. Although he couldn’t fully express it, I knew what he
was trying to say.
But I couldn’t just bludgeon him to death like a caveman. He was still human. Even now, he deserved to die with a little
dignity. So I took the Bible from the nightstand drawer and read him a few random passages. I didn’t know what his
religious beliefs were any more than I knew my own at that moment. The way I figured it though, any sort spirituality couldn’t
hurt.
I finished my little ritual by reciting the Lord’s prayer, then bringing my lamp down onto his skull like an oversized stamp.
Amen.
When I got back to my room, I cried for what felt like an eternity. What I’d done, Jess and the twins, what was happening to
me – everything came pouring out at once.
The truth is, it’s about time I face the reality of my situation. Nobody is coming to rescue me. I’m sick, out of food, and, as of
today, a murderer. Who knows how long until I become one of those Altered freaks, except there won’t be any mercy-killing
for me. I’ll just suffer, all alone.
Maybe I should consider a more proactive solution.
-Ethan***
To: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
From: acaisotope33@miraclecuretoday.com
Subject: LOSE WEIGHT OVERNIGHT WITH BERRY DIET!
Date: Friday, 8 May 2015 04:59:59
Try the all new AcaIsotope Berry Diet and LOSE 30lbs OVERNIGHT!

EAT WHAT YOU WANT!
NO EXCERCISING!
Sound too good to be true? Well it’s not!

SERIOUS DIETING requires a seriously RADIOACTIVE APPROACH!
We have unlocked the secrets of the BRAZILIAN PALM BERRY! By subjecting it to BIO-RADIATION, we’ve formed a
new isotope that will burn calories at an alarming rate WHILE YOU SLEEP! This new and improved AcaIsotope Berry is
a SUPER-FRUIT ISOTOPE that is RICH IN ANTIOXIDANTS and turns ordinary cells into SUPERCONDUCTING FAT
BURNERS! The weight will literally DROP OFF! You’ll wake up looking and feeling like a NEW PERSON!
Yo-Yo dieting can lead to health problems far worse than obesity. Take the fat off safely ONCE AND FOR ALL with the

AcaIsotope Berry Supplement!
See what scientists are calling THE MIRACLE BERRY with HUNDREDS OF HEALTH BENEFITS!
You could lose up to 100lbs OR MORE in just ONE WEEK OR LESS!*
Get in on the dieting craze that’s SWEEPING THE NATION!
Call: 1-877-ISOTOPE for more information!
*individual results may vary

***
To:
adamforprez56@yahoo.com,
averyjones1@live.com,
coolxguyx2000@yahoo.com, dark_assassin_2451@yahoo.com…

axeoffury333@gmail.com,

braaainsplease@hotmail.com,

From: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
Subject: FW: LOSE WEIGHT OVERNIGHT WITH BERRY DIET!
Date: Friday, 8 May 2015 07:38:27
Miracle berry, my ass. Face facts, people. There are no miracle diets, or lazy ways to earn money, or questionnaires that
can determine your perfect mate. The women who take their clothes off on the internet don’t give a damn about you, chain
letters are lies, and you haven’t inherited shit.
If these are the last communications of an ending world…
Maybe we deserve to die.
-Ethan***
To: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
From: reunited@forevertogether.com
Subject: Find Your Loved Ones!
Date: Friday, 8 May 2015 14:32:45
>Are you feeling alone in this new world?
>Do you miss your family?
>Have you spent countless hours searching for friends?
>Have you given up?
>
>
>They may still be alive… and they may be looking for YOU!
>
>
>At ReUNITED we help loved ones find each other at last!
>
>Our servers have access to the latest databases and records of known survivors.
>
>Contact us for information on how you can purchase a subscription. > > > >Let them know you’re alive, TODAY!
>
>
>
***
To:
adamforprez56@yahoo.com,
averyjones1@live.com,
coolxguyx2000@yahoo.com, dark_assassin_2451@yahoo.com…
From: ethan.loffe@hotmail.com
Subject: FW: Find Your Loved Ones!

axeoffury333@gmail.com,

braaainsplease@hotmail.com,

Date: Friday, 8 May 2015 23:00:11
To whom it may concern,
I barely have enough energy to type, so I’ll make this quick. I’ve come to the realization that nobody is reading these letters.
Never have been. Everyone I know is either still asleep, or already dead.
Not that it matters anymore.
I won’t allow myself to end up like the man in the other room. I’ve been struggling with this decision all night, so this last
email was exactly what I needed.
Jessica, baby, I’m coming to find you.
Just as soon as I find the strength to break that damn window…
-Ethan-

WANT TO KNOW the best part about my job? I mean the absolute, unequivocal, BEST part?
Troop Enlistment.
Whenever I inform some self-important jerk that he’s been selected to defend New America on the front lines, it feels like a steaming
mug of karmic justice that’s been brewing ever since grade school.
Take Chad, for example. He’s sitting across from me right now, looking unfairly handsome, what with his gelled hair and perfect teeth.
Tattooed across his bulging left bicep, there’s a barbed-wire banner filled with Chinese characters. He’s practically a monument to the
party-boy lifestyle.
The desk might as well be a fun-house mirror, with my scrawny frame being his distorted reflection. I’m little more than one-hundredtwenty pounds of freckles and psoriasis in a cheap suit, but the moment I open the folder on my desk, Chad’s posture slumps, and he
nervously chews at the edge of his thumbnail. Right now, I hold all of the power.
“Congratulations, Mr. Fairchild,” I say. “According to this printout, you’re officially a Private in the N-Triple-A.”
He stops chewing, and stares at me with wide eyes. “Seriously?” he says. “You’re shipping me off because of some bullshit computer
program?”
I muster my best attempt at a sympathetic smile, then shrug. “Mr. Fairchild, you’ve been processed by a very sophisticated algorithm one that I personally helped design – and it seems you have all of the traits we’re looking for.”
He leans across the desk and shoots me what I assume is supposed to be an intimidating glare. “But I didn’t DO anything,” he shouts.
“No test, no training, nothing! How could you know the first thing about me?”
“The algorithm is always correct,” I reply, then hold my intercom switch. “Security, could you escort Mr. Fairchild to processing? And
bring a patriot collar. We’ve got a potential draft dodger on our hands.”
***
Development began in 2029, just a few months before what would become known as The Tipping Point. We’d overpopulated the
planet into a glorified clown car, and our remaining resources were still being squandered on trendy gadgets and outlandish fashions.
No government wanted to admit how dire things really were, mainly because it’s easier to keep a population entertained rather than
informed.
Ice caps were melting, oil supplies were depleting, and pollution levels reached an all-time high, but nobody seemed to care. We were
an entire country of Nero’s, fiddling with our smartphones while Rome burned.
That was, until the supply lines finally dried up, and the entire world was left bickering over the scraps. Disagreements were had, battle
plans were drawn, and the New America Armed Alliance was born.
At least, that was the idea.
Wartime used to spike enlistment rates through the roof, but national pride was a relic of the past. We’d raised a generation of
wannabe reality television stars, celebrity worshippers, and musicians that wrote hit singles with more grunts than lyrics.
Nobody wanted to volunteer anymore.
There was talk of reinstating the draft, but that carried its own set of problems. What we needed was a way to bolster our forces, but at
the same time filter out the valuable members of society.
The result became known as “The Algorithm,” a flawless equation that gave us population control and natural selection all rolled into
one.
***
My next meeting is with Gavin, a scruffy blonde with perfectly-manicured bed head. He receives four text messages before we even
shake hands, and each time his cell plays the hook from last year’s pop smash, Pussy Dippin’.
I’m in the middle of informing Gavin that he’s expertly qualified to join our ranks, when he pounds the desk with a meaty, spray-tanned
fist.
“Fuck that. I know what’s going on here, bro,” he says. “Why I’m getting sent overseas while you government assholes get to sit here
and drink coffee all day.”
I take a good, long sip from my mug, then steeple my hands. “Okay, Mr. Banks. Enlighten me. Why are you really here?”
Gavin flashes me a smug grin. “It’s all over the gossip blogs. The good-looking people are being shipped off to some godforsaken
country, while ugly nerds like you get a free ride. It’s physical discrimination, bro.”
I pause for a moment to let Gavin think he’s caught me off-guard, that he’s somehow cracked a massive governmental conspiracy, but
then I smile and jab a finger on the intercom.
“Security, another patriot collar please.”

Releasing the switch, I shake my head and laugh. “Mr. Banks, you don’t even know the half of it.”
***
The truth behind the algorithm is far less complicated than we’re given credit for. The government has been flagging key words in
emails and phone conversations for years, so it was only logical to take the next step. Our databases aren’t scouring the internet for
the best and brightest, though. In fact, it’s the exact opposite. We’ve simply developed a system that monitors social networking sites
for specific phrases and images that make you more likely to be an acceptable loss for the next era of humanity.
Forget medical exams or psychiatric evaluations. What you deem fit to share with the world says more about you than any analysis we
could perform. Civilization will need to be a whole lot tougher from now on, and there won’t be any room left for nonsense.
Looking to put yourself on our watch list? The math is easy when you know the variables.
Shirtless Pics plus Tribal Tattoos multiplied by Use of Words Like “Swag.”
Mirror Shots divided by Marilyn Monroe Quotes minus Top 40 Lyrics.
Duck Face to the power of Hashtags.
If any of this sounds familiar, you could be hearing from us in the very near future.
***
I’m just packing up for the day when Jim from security enters my office. He’s carrying a sheet of paper in one hand, and a patriot collar
in the other.
“Fred, we need to talk,” he says, offering me the paper. “This landed on my desk a few minutes ago.”
It’s a photograph of me from last year’s Christmas party after one too many Mojitos, hands behind my head and slacks down to my
ankles. In my drunken stupor, I’d texted the picture to my now ex-wife, with the caption: Grrl, I wanna go pussy dippin’ wit chu.
“Ugh. That was a crazy night, huh?” I snap my briefcase shut and turn to leave, but Jim steps in front of the doorway, blocking my exit.
“It’s more than that, Fred. You’ve… been tagged. Sorry, but this isn’t my decision.”
I’m convinced this must be an office prank, until Jim, with one fluid motion, snaps the patriot collar around my neck. It snaps tight
against my throat, making it uncomfortable to breathe.
“What are you-” I gasp, clawing at the locking mechanism. “This is going straight to the HR department!”
Jim wrenches my hands down and slams me against the wall. “All concerns should be voiced to your commanding officer,” he says.
“Congratulations, Private. You’ve been conscripted.”

PERFORMING YOUR OWN eyelid lift is simple. All it takes is a confident hand and a pair of cuticle scissors.
Aw, come on. Now’s not the time to get squeamish. We’re all in this together, you know. Hell, it’s probably more your fault than mine.
At least I’d managed to go forty-seven years without caving in to our country’s collective masochism. You could’ve searched me from
crown to heel and not found so much as a tooth filling. That’s how Au-naturel I used to be.
I’m certainly not the problem.
But you, just take a quick glance in the closest reflective surface. What do you see?
No, don’t tell me. Let me guess. Cubic zirconia studs plugged through half a dozen holes in your face? Millions of coloured ink blobs
permanently suspended between layers of UV-baked skin? Bags of silicone tucked inside of your tits?
All three?
Yeesh.

Okay, I’m being mean. Sorry. It’s just, I usually stock the magazine racks at the drugstore where I work, and if I have to read one more
Cosmo cover blurb on why I should schedule monthly botox injections, or how I could benefit from a professional vagazzle session, I’m
going to have the mother of all meltdowns.
But I know what you’re probably thinking. “Diane, if you’re so against body alteration, why did you attempt a dangerous (not to mention
excruciatingly painful) self-surgery within the confines of your modest bathroom? Doesn’t that make you a hypocrite?
And, to that, I’d reply, “Hell, no. It makes me dignified.”
See, I’ll admit that, even though I’ve never cared much about my appearance, that’s not to say I don’t have certain personal gripes with
my features (ironic, coming from a girl who’s sported the same nest of stringy brown hair since the fourth grade). We all have our little
“problem areas.” Ears that stick out, chubby thighs, an especially pronounced underbite – Check, check, and double-check. I’ve had
those forever. Big whoop. But what I’ve had a much harder time dealing with as the years have rolled by are the drooping flaps of
wrinkled skin that have set up shop beneath my eyes.
I used to play it off with a joke at first. I’d tell people that, after the divorce, Tom kept the luggage but he gave me the bags. But, as they
became worse, I couldn’t even bring myself to point them out. The only person I’d ever opened up to was Monty, my “boyfriend” of just
under six months, but that turned out to be a huge mistake.
Ladies, a word of advice. Never tell anyone your deepest insecurity. Not your husband, not your best friend, no one. Because, once
you do, it’s an arrow they’ll never remove from their quiver of nasty shit to say during huge arguments.
Take Monty, for instance, who stumbled home one Friday night about a month back, reeking of Jack Daniels, and his hands slick with
sweat and body glitter. One shouting match later, he staggered off to bed, but not before yelling – and I quote - “At least I don’t have a
couple ’a glorified nut-sacks hanging from my face.”
End quote.
I made some half-hearted comeback about him not even having one between his legs, but it didn’t matter. He’d already run me
through with my own blade. The first thing Monday morning, I was sitting in the crowded waiting room of the nearest cosmetic surgeon.
Blepharoplasty. Turns out, that’s the fancy term for paying Dr. Palmer between three to five thousand dollars just to slice off a few
pieces of my sagging flesh. I’m pretty sure he walked me through the entire procedure, but it all just sounded like background noise
after he’d mentioned the price. Even as he tried to pitch me one of the clinic’s “tremendously affordable” financing plans, I was already
making the mental shopping list of supplies I’d need to grab from Wal-Mart on my way home.
-One bottle of iodine.
-One pair of cuticle scissors.
-One bottle of rubbing alcohol.
-One spool of 100wt silk thread (black, preferably).
-Two gallons of Fudge Ripple.
(Okay, that last thing didn’t have anything to do with an eye lid lift. We were just out of ice cream).
About an hour later, I had finished arranging my tools on the edge of my bathroom’s marble vanity top, and started making my final
round of checks. The cuticle scissors (along with a threaded size-11 straw needle) were being sterilized in a bowl of rubbing alcohol.
The bags underneath my eyes were outlined with magic marker, and iodine had been smeared across their surfaces. As for
painkillers, I managed to score half a bottle of Monty’s Vicodin. He claims it’s for his “chronic back pain,” but I’ve found enough traces
of white dust on the kitchen table to know better.
Either way, the total cost of my procedure: $21.93.
Including tax.
I’ve always considered myself to be a Do-It-Yourself kind of gal. Martha Stewart has taught me money-saving tips on everything from
decorating my bedroom to making my own thanksgiving centerpiece, so why shouldn’t that attitude apply to self-improvement as well?
After all, it’s not my fault that every media conglomerate on the planet has brainwashed women into believing they should take out a
second mortgage just to have tighter buns and smaller noses.
Those sons-of-photoshopped-bitches figured out how to turn insecurity into industry, and now we’re the ones paying for it.
Literally.
Two swallowed Vicodin and a pep-talk later, I took a deep breath and pinched the loose skin underneath my left eye between my
thumb and index fingers. Slowly, carefully, I extended the skin until it became taut, then hooked the cuticle scissors from the bowl with
my other hand. As the tiny blades sandwiched the flap of skin, I could feel the chill of metal against my face, smell the tang of rubbing
alcohol mixed with the nail polish remover scent of iodine.

Three quick snips. I repeated my mantra over and over inside my head. It won’t take any more than three quick snips. Three quick
snips. Three quick…

Snip.
The pain was instant and severe, so much that I flinched the scissor tips back against the side of my eye socket, half an inch away
from skewering my cornea. Tears flooded my vision, coating everything with a shimmering haze. I could feel warm blood coasting
down my cheek.
“Fuck! Fuuuuuck!”
I stomped around the bathroom, still holding the dangling flap of eye skin that had been severed about a third of the way through. Each
new attempt to pull it tight would cause another flare of pain to shoot down the side of my face. Droplets of blood splattered onto the
bathmat, the vanity, the floor – everywhere.
But at some point during my cursing, sobbing hysteria, my endorphins kicked into gear, and I remembered exactly why I was willing to
put myself through this kind of torment. This was for all of the women out there who’ve felt obligated to get their tummies tucked and
their brows lifted. This was for Monty, that bastard, to show him that I was willing to change, but on my terms. And this was for me, to
prove that I’m resourceful enough to get rid of a physical insecurity for less than the cost of dinner for two at McDonald’s.
Working up all of my adrenaline, I staggered back in front of the mirror, stretched the skin flap until I was positive it was about to rip,
and chewed through the rest of the connective tissue with two more cuts from the scissors. After a shriek of triumph, I tossed the
bloody chunk of lid over my shoulder, where it landed on the tile floor with a tiny splat.
The pain was worse than ever, though, and my eyes were stinging from the constant flow of tears, but every blink would further open
the gaping patch of exposed flesh. I wasn’t finished yet. There was still work to be done.
I sloshed around the contents of the alcohol bowl until I fished out the threaded straw needle, then, without stopping to give myself a
chance to rethink things, I plunged the needle inside the closest patch of healthy skin below the wound and hooked it through. Reflexive
memories from years of sewing, cross-stitching, and crocheting all combined to give myself some much-needed accuracy. In one swift
motion after another, I’d insert the needle through the top and bottom portions of the lid, then draw the stitch tight with a careful tug
against the base.
My hands, although trembling and sticky with blood, were on autopilot, and I never once considered the possibility of puncturing my iris
with a misplaced stitch. Within minutes, my lid was sewn shut, and I marvelled at the job I’d done in the red-flecked mirror. I grabbed a
washcloth and soaked it in warm water, then softly cleaned the dried blood from my face, dabbing and patting the stains away until I
looked, well, almost normal. The area was already beginning to swell and turn a sickly shade of purple, but at least it wasn’t bleeding
anymore.
I gave myself a half-hearted smile. For the first time since beginning my surgery, I was actually feeling positive about the whole idea.
Maybe this was going to work out even better than if I had handed over my entire savings account to Dr. Palmer and his cronies. But
the job was only half finished. My adrenaline high was fading, and I was starting to feel light-headed. I needed to move fast.
Downing another pair of Vicodin, I paraded around the bathroom for another pep-talk to psyche myself up for the next few gruelling
scissor snips.
“You can do this, Diane,” I declared, the words sounding a little more slurred than I would have liked. “You can’t stop now. Halfway
home, baby. Halfway ho-”
I didn’t finish the rest of my pep-talk. Hell, I didn’t finish the rest of my sentence. Because as I was lurching around the bathroom,
punch-drunk on pills and agony, I stepped on the slimy piece of lid flesh that I’d tossed on the floor a few minutes earlier. Wedged
between my heel and the tile, the slick skin was like a miniature banana peel, and before I even realized what was happening I was
skidding headlong into the marble vanity.
That’s the last thing I remember before blacking out.
***
The way I hear it, Monty found me about an hour later, sprawled awkwardly on the bathroom floor in a puddle of blood. He called an
ambulance, and they rushed me in for emergency surgery right away.
Oh, not for my eye – although they did need to fix that, too. No, my little skin-slip ended with me bashing my face against the vanity
hard enough to shatter my jaw. I’ve been eating through a straw for the past four weeks, and it’ll probably be another four before I can
attempt to chew anything even a little solid.
Aw, come on. Now’s not the time to get squeamish. We’re all in this together, you know. In fact, all things considered, I’m better than
ever. Even though it’s taken every last penny of my savings, the reconstructive surgery on my jaw has improved my underbite, and I’ve
lost twenty-one pounds from my liquid diet. Monty says I’ve never looked better.
But, you know what? This whole experience has just left me feeling even worse for all of those poor girls who feel compelled to live up
to our society’s unrealistic expectations.
I mean, seriously ladies, what some of you will do for a little emotional validation is just sad.

WANT TO KNOW the first rule of product pitching?
Understand your target audience.
That’s why I only hit the smaller towns; backwoods hamlets that barely topped a few hundred residents before the outbreaks started.
People who’ve been cut off from major cities long enough to forget they ever existed. Those poor saps holed up with their families in
dilapidated general stores and long-abandoned churches, living off the last scraps of a dying world.
To me, they’re just your average post-apocalyptic consumers.
Nobody could have guessed that ’pitchman’ would be the ideal career choice for surviving out here in the Dead Zones, but its done
more than just keep me alive. It’s how I’ve managed to maintain a working ice-cream van, when most people haven’t seen a running
vehicle for over three years. It’s why I’ve got two cases of canned spaghetti, five packets of instant mashed-potatoes, and an
unopened box of Twinkies stashed underneath the passenger seat, while most of North America’s uninfected population are starving
in the streets. Hell, business has never been better.
Why?

Anyone can sell products that work. Peddling total junk – now that’s an art form.
I’ve been driving for about thirty minutes when I pass a faded sign for Ashland, Kansas. Across the bottom, where it used to read,
“Population: 975,” someone has smeared the words ’Don’t Come Back’ in red paint. At least, I assume it’s paint. Either way, there
might be survivors, which makes it a perfect opportunity to put my trade to good use.
As I pass by the first stretch of boarded-up houses, I flip a switch on the dashboard, activating the speakers mounted on top of the van.
A jingling chorus of, ’Twinkle, Twinkle, Little Star,’ cuts through the hazy silence.
It’s always risky to cause such a ruckus near a once-populated area. Those bells used to attract children looking for cold treats. Now
they attract everything else. Still, I have to chance it. If there are still people here, odds are they’ve already taken care of the local
infestations. If I happen to run into any unplanned guests, well, I’ll just keep on driving.
But sure enough, a quick glance in my side mirror reveals living, breathing, human beings. They’re creeping out of the more heavily
fortified buildings, pointing and waving at the van.
By the time I reach the end of the street, nearly two dozen people are headed in my direction. They all have ragged clothes and gaunt
faces etched with confusion. Most of them carry some crude form of weapon: baseball bats studded with rusty nails, hammers, knives
– one man is actually holding revolver, but experience has taught me that it’s likely just for show. These days, bullets might as well be
plutonium. I haven’t heard a gunshot in over a year.
I kill the engine and the music dies with it. The only sound now is the gentle hum of the van’s cooling unit. From the window, I see the
crowd pooling together near the serving window. They look as though they haven’t had contact with the outside world for ages, much
less someone like me. It’s time to put on a show.
The second rule of product pitching?
Show enthusiasm.
I move to the middle of the van, slide open the window and push down the hinged counter. “Thank God, I was right!” I pump my fist and
smile like I’ve just discovered buried treasure. “They told me that nobody would be alive out here!”
The group takes a collective step closer, and the man with the revolver pushes his way to the front. He’s wearing a blue flannel shirt
and has a beard that travels up to his hairline. His swagger tells me that he must be their leader. “Who are you, mister?” He gestures
the gun in my direction. “And what do you mean ’they?’”
I shoot him a puzzled glance, like it’s common knowledge. “The military, of course. Just cleared out Topeka no more than a week ago.
They’re planning to resettle everyone there until it’s safe again.”
Hushed murmurs ripple through the crowd, but the man still looks unconvinced. Every bunch has at least one skeptic. “You tellin’ me
they’ve got a handle on those… things?”
I give a polite chuckle. “Hardly, sir. Why, I passed about a hundred or so on the drive here. What I’m telling you is that good oldfashioned American spirit is once again overcoming adversity. Our boys in uniform are giving those freaks hell.”
It’s a rousing speech, but a total crock. I’d passed through Topeka about a week earlier, and they didn’t have anything remotely
resembling a military. I did, however, manage to score a twelve-pack of Cola, three cans of beef stew, and two gallons of gasoline.
While everyone takes a moment to chatter about my story, a voice near the back calls out, “Hey, I know you.”
The crowd quickly parts near the middle, revealing a skeletal-looking woman standing a few feet back from the others. She clutches a
swaddled red blanket against her shoulder, bouncing it softly. “I know you,” she repeats, then screws up her face, trying her hardest to
summon a memory from another world. Finally her eyes grow wide. “You’re Walter Watts. You used to be on TV!”
She’s right. Back when television still existed, I sold kitchen appliances on three major shopping channels. All stainless-steel this, and
easy-to-clean that. Over ten million Americans bought at least one of my products. My name was even attached to a successful line of
smoothie machines. Ever own a Watt-A-Taste? Well, that was my smiling mug plastered across the box.
So much for a lifetime warranty, though.
“At your service, ma’am,” I call back.
I still get recognized from time to time, but that’s a conscious effort on my part. It helps that I still wear the same lime-green polo shirt
and black pants from all of my infomercials.
The woman takes a step forward. “I… I bought one of your toaster-ovens.”
The third rule of product pitching?
Make a personal connection.
“Get outta town.” I shoot here one of my unit-moving grins. “And how did you like it?”
She nods for a moment without speaking, like she’s trying to remember what a toaster-oven is actually used for. “It was good. I used to
make grilled cheese sandwiches for my two--”

The Skeptic steps between our line of sight and shoos at her with his revolver. “That’s enough, Emily. You just stay back there and let
me do the talking.”
Emily nods and moves back to her position away from the group. The infant wrapped inside her red blanket starts to cry.
Skeptic runs a hand through his dusty beard. “Now then, to what do we owe the pleasure of your visit, Mr. Watts?”
I extend my hand across the serving counter. “We haven’t been formally introduced. What’s your name, friend?”
He doesn’t budge an inch. “We ain’t friends, Mr. Watts. Now, why are you here?”
He’s going to be a hard sell, but I’ve spent years honing my technique on these tough guys. “You’re clearly a man of action, so I’ll get
right to the point. I’ve travelled here today because, despite all the people who told me this was a fool’s errand, I believe the good folks
of Ashland deserve an opportunity to have the cure for themselves.”
Excitement ripples through most of the crowd, but Skeptic just stares. “You got a cure for The Climb?”
Not the most impressive name for a devastating plague, but it’s the one that stuck. For whatever reason, the infection first presents
itself in a host’s feet, then works its way up. Hence, The Climb.
I do a short drum-roll against the window sill. “Yes sir, I certainly do.”
He snorts. “Alright, magic man. Let’s see it.”
This is my favourite part. Without missing a beat, I pull a tub of Rocky Road from the side freezer and place it on the counter. “Here you
go. One cure, as advertised.”
Being able to produce a luxury like ice-cream is impressive by itself, but it was the last thing Skeptic was expecting. He scratches his
temple with the revolver’s barrel. “This some kind of sick joke?”
I laugh. “What were you expecting, sir? Test tubes filled with glowing potions? Why, if I didn’t know any better, I’d say you’ve been
watching too many movies.”
When I first took my show on the road, I’d mix energy drinks and cough medicines to create vials of multicoloured syrups. It certainly
looked like a fancy new cure, but it was too cliche. With today’s unique market conditions, giving people what they don’t expect is a
much easier sell than what they do.
I pop open the lid and display the contents to the crowd. “Do you think I’d be crazy enough to drive all the way out here with regular old
ice-cream? Sure, it might look normal, but there’s a special ingredient.”
Here’s where I like to get a little creative. After all, every good pitch is tailored for the appropriate audience.
In Washington, my Mint Chocolate Chip contained a serum created by the last remaining Pentagon scientists.
In Texas, my Vanilla was mixed with holy water that had been filtered through the shroud of Turin.
I thought of today’s little number on the drive here.
“Have any of you folks ever heard of ’Taraxacum Officinale?’ It’s a rare plant that only grows along the Alaskan coast.”
Actually, it’s the scientific name for dandelions, but which one of these yokels would know that?
“It contains a unique compound that stops the infection dead in it’s tracks – pardon the pun - but it needs to be kept cold in order to
remain stable.” I hook a sliver of Rocky Road with my finger and taste it. “Mmm-mmm. That sure as heck beats getting an injection.”
A tall man wearing a faded Jack Daniels t-shirt pushes to the front of the pack. “You’re going to give us some, right Mr. Watts?”
Jackpot.
“Absolutely,” I reply. “Well, practically give it to you. All I ask for in return are a few meagre supplies for the trip back.”
Skeptic jerks his thumb at Jack Daniels, who mutters an apology and slinks back into the fray. “You want us to give you our stuff?
We’re nearly out of food, you’re driving a van, and you need our supplies?”
The fourth rule of product pitching?
Sell the benefits.
“Sir, I’m offering you protection from the plague that has ravaged our entire country. At two-scoops per dose, this tub can provide a
dozen of you with complete peace of mind. Do you realize how much this goes for back in Topeka? Tens of thousands!” My tone is so
incredulous that I almost convince myself. “This is my last batch until I rendezvous with my contact, but who knows when that will
happen again. He won’t even tell me where he smuggles it from. Only that it’s a top-secret laboratory.”
But wait, there’s more.

“Here’s what else I can do for you folks. I give you my personal guarantee that the military will be informed of your situation here. In less
than seventy-two hours, a convoy will arrive to take you and your loved ones to safety. All for just a few dollars worth of rations.”
Never underestimate a good value-add. At the mention of rescue, half the crowd starts shouting offers.
“Will you take kerosine?” says Jack Daniels.
“I’ve got an unopened bottle of cooking sherry,” says the man next to him.
“I grow potatoes in the supermarket!” shouts a woman to the side.
Operators may not be standing by anymore, but I’m about to start taking orders.
I motion for everyone to settle down. “One at a time, folks. All offers will be considered.”
Amidst the chaos, Skeptic furrows his brow and aims his revolver at my chest. The entire crowd grows quiet, save for the infant’s
gurgling cry. “Let me ask you this, Mr. Watts. What if we don’t feel like giving up our supplies.” He cocks back the hammer. “What if we
just take your cure and your van and drive back to Topeka ourselves?”
He thinks that he’s being clever, but in this business you quickly learn to protect your assets.
“Sure you could,” I reply. “Assuming that gun is loaded, you could put a bullet right between my eyes. Nobody would stop you. Hell,
everyone here could likely fit inside the van, although it does get a little chilly in the back.” I stroke my chin, pretend to think for a
moment. “But here’s the thing. This van has enough gas left for another forty or fifty miles, tops. I’ve hidden more along my route here,
but nowhere you’d find on your own. If I’m not mistaken, Topeka is about three-hundred miles away, and it’s nothing but Dead Zones
until then. So basically, killing me would leave you stranded in the middle of nowhere.”
“But we’d have the cure,” says Skeptic.
“Absolutely.” I make weigh-scale motions with my hands. “Enough for twelve, and I’m sure you’ll have no problems deciding amongst
yourselves which of you should share it. Then, of course, there’s the fact that nobody even knows there are survivors out here. Killing
me would only reinforce the military’s belief of this place being uninhabitable. Do you really want to wait until they arrive on their own?”
Skeptic narrows his eyes and lowers the revolver. “Alright then, Mr. Watts. Prove it.” He casually spits in the dirt. “We don’t know if that
stuff is filled with taxo—whatchamacalit or not. How do we know it really works?”
This is it, the opportunity I’ve been waiting for.
The fifth rule of product pitching?
Always have a demonstration.
I rub my hands together in anticipation. “Funny you should ask, sir. Just a second.”
I step away from the window and exit through the van’s back door. Outside of my chilled environment, the August heat feels like a
blanket. “Everyone gather ’round. You’re all about to witness a miracle of modern science.”
The crowd circles my position. “Please, nobody be alarmed. This is not for the faint of heart.” I take a deep breath, then roll up the legs
of my dress pants.
All around me, there’s nothing but screaming and cursing. A man to my left crosses himself and recites the Lord’s prayer. A woman on
my right vomits. But no matter what the reaction, they’re all staring at my legs: both are covered in tangles of thick, red veins, and
patches of black, rotted flesh.
Skeptic once again raises his revolver to my chest and cocks the hammer.
“Whoa, Whoa. Easy there, sir.” I lift the bottom of my polo shirt, showing nothing but healthy skin underneath. “I’ve been this way nearly
four months now. It’s not contagious.”
All around me, people are shouting, “He’s not sick!” or, “It really works!” And suddenly, I am a modern-day magic man. Lazarus, risen
from the dead.
A woman grabs my shoulder. “Mr. Watts, those creatures claw at my door every night. I can’t sleep anymore, I don’t want to become
one of them. Please, I’ll give you anything.”
“I’ve got jewellery.” A man waves his arms, trying to get my attention. “It was my wife’s. Might be worth a lot to the right person!”
“I’ve got green beans!”
“Saltines!”
“Canned tuna!”
“All of you, shut up!” Skeptic raises his revolver and fires a shot into the air. The blast jolts the crowd into a stunned silence, all except
for the infant, who’s now howling louder than ever. Even I’m caught off guard, but I can’t let him spot the slightest tremble. Nothing shifts
a bargaining position quite like fear.

But instead of his usual posturing, Skeptic tucks the gun inside the waistband of his faded jeans. “Mr. Watts,” he says, extending his
hand, “Maybe I was wrong about you after all.” His lips twist into a thin smile. “You’re a hell of a salesman. We’ll take your cure, but on
one condition.”
I shake his hand, give him that unit-moving smile. “Name it.”
“The first dose goes to my daughter. Emily, bring her up.”
Emily weaves through the crowd, the red blanket still bouncing, still buried against her chest. The infant wrapped inside has calmed to
a gurgling coo.
For the first time in months I feel a twinge of guilt, but the deal is nearly sealed. It’s time for the closer. “Isn’t this incredible, folks?” I
beam. “My friend, you’re the new breed of American hero. That’s exactly what you are. A man who has lost so much, but is still willing
to sacrifice everything for his children. How old is she, sir?”
“Four months.”
“A little young for ice-cream, but we can make an exception just this once.”
I laugh, and the crowd gradually follows suit.
“May I?”
Skeptic nods. “Be my guest.
I wrap my arms around the bundle and gently lift it from Emily’s arms.
“Hello there, sweetheart,” I say, carefully turning the blanket around. “Aren’t you the prettiest girl in the entire--”
My words stick in my throat like rusty needles. I’ve rotated the bundle enough to see the face of the baby inside, but it’s not a baby
anymore. Just a squirming mass of teeth, and veins, and rotten flesh. Before I can so much as scream, it lunges forward and bites
down hard on my nose. I feel a flare of pain, hear the sickening scrunch of incisors against cartilage.
Instinctively, I hurl the creature to the ground. It thrashes around, mouth glistening with my blood, moaning like a dying animal.
“What the hell is wrong with you people!” I stagger back against the van and cup both hands against my face. “You’ve infected me!”
I instantly realize my mistake, but the entire crowd does too.
Skeptic cracks a wicked grin. “Thought you were immune, Mr. Watts?”
“Of course. I mean…” Faces are beginning to blur. “If I wasn’t already, I would be…” My head feels like it’s packed with cement. “You
people keep… what the hell is…”
But I can’t finish. The world is drained of colour, then sound, then light, and now I’m falling.
***
When I finally awake, I’m tied to the side of my van, wrapped in dozens of frayed extension cords that loop through the windows and
stretch around the frame like the web of some exotic jungle spider. My arms and legs are outstretched and have lost circulation from
the tightness of my bindings. I have a splitting headache. Blood oozes from my nose and drips onto my polo shirt. But above all else,
I’m so unbelievably thirsty.
“About time you woke up, Mr. Watts.” Skeptic steps into view, absently twirling his revolver on one finger. “I gotta admit, you give a
mean pitch. That leg gunk of yours was pretty convincing. Maybe even better than the last guy.”
On my left, there’s the faded green sign that says, ’Welcome to Ashland.’ It takes me a moment to realize that we’re back on the
border of town.
“Other guy?” I croak. My throat feels gritty as new sandpaper.
“Yep. Arrived about a month before you did. First human contact we had in forever. A real smooth-talker, just like you.”
I shouldn’t be so surprised. Once word of any successful business model gets out, knock-offs always spring up overnight.
A thick gob of blood drips past my lips. “He promised you a cure, too?”
Skeptic smirks. “That he did, Mr. Watts. Vaccines, military transport, safety. Why, if I didn’t know better, I’d say he was reading from
your script.”
For some reason, the notion is oddly amusing to me: Some poor sap I’ve conned out of his last earthly possessions decides to
muscle in on my market. Or perhaps I’m giving myself too much credit. There were pitchmen while civilization was on the rise, and
they’ll be here while it crumbles down.
My feet feel like they’re being dangled over an open fire. I cough a mixture of blood and black chunks onto the road. “So you bought it,

huh?”
“Hook, line, and sinker. Bastard drove away with half of our supplies and didn’t look back.”
In the distance, I can make out hazy figures moving towards us, red husks shambling across the blacktop. “Then why were your people
so eager to buy from me?”
Skeptic shrugs. “False hope is a rare commodity these days. Maybe some folks just need to believe a magic man like you will come
along and solve all their problems.”
He stops to watch the figures for a moment. “Friends of yours, Mr. Watts?”
I struggle briefly with my extension cord shackles but it’s no use. My wrists burn with every twist against the raw skin. “That thing, was it
really your daughter?”
He kneels down to examine my bloody spew. “Nah. It wandered into Bobby’s yard a couple weeks ago. I’ve been keeping it caged
ever since, waiting for the next con man with a miracle cure. Emily was the one who started babying the damn thing, but she ain’t been
right ever since the twins passed.”
He shakes his head, then gets back to his feet. “You’re coughing up dead tissue. Bad sign.”
There must be a dozen or more infected closing in, no more than a quarter-mile away now.
“Well, I’d better go and rally the troops. A different kind of monster will be visiting us soon. Try giving them your sales pitch, Mr. Watts. I
bet they’d be interested in a cure.”
He starts walking away, back to town.
“Hey,” I yell. “You’re just going to leave me out here?”
“Should have paid more attention to my sign,” He calls over his shoulder. “But maybe you’ll help the next guy take a hint.”
As he disappears from view, I notice the van’s side panel is dripping with red paint. Using my last bit of strength, I crane my neck until I
see Skeptic’s final message. Thick, smeared letters that read: NO SOLICITORS.

I’VE JUST FINISHED setting up when the first attendees arrive. I give them a moment to survey the conference room, then swoop in with
a firm handshake and an easy smile.
“Good morning, friends,” I say, “You’re here for today’s seminar?”
“We sure are,” the woman says. She reaches into her purse and pulls out a paperback with my face plastered across the cover. “I’ve
been looking forward to this all week.”
“I’d wager my wife has read your book at least a dozen times,” her Husband adds. “Your work has really struck a nerve with her.”
I give a polite laugh, and nod. “It’s a problem that most people try to sweep underneath the rug, but I believe it’s important for good
folks like you to have all the facts.”
“Absolutely,” the wife agrees. “To think, the filth my children were being exposed to right under my nose. Disgraceful.”
Behind them, another couple edges through the doorway, both carrying large notepads.
“Well, ma’am, you’re in for the most important hour of your life,” I say, gesturing to the snack table on the opposite wall. “Help

“Well, ma’am, you’re in for the most important hour of your life,” I say, gesturing to the snack table on the opposite wall. “Help
yourselves to some coffee and donuts, and grab a seat. We’ll be starting shortly.”
***
I end up with fifty-seven people here for today’s session, all sitting in loose rows in front of a large projection screen. For the next sixty
minutes, Ramada Inn Conference Room 2B will play host to a performance I’ve honed over years of practice and careful tweaking.
With a group this size, I should easily pocket a grand from signed softcovers and three-disk audiobooks.
After excusing myself for a quick bathroom break, I take one last check to ensure my attire is perfect. The crisp, blue blazer with a
lapel pin shaped like an American flag. A tie chain anchored by a tiny gold cross. Hell, even my set of Jesus fish cufflinks are looking
polished. I’m a potent blend of professional and pastoral.
And I’m ready to address my flock.
“Hello, ladies and gentlemen,” I announce, when I reenter the room. “For those of you who don’t already know, my name is David
Jacoby, and I’d like to thank each of you for coming today. Being here proves that you’ve not only made a commitment to the health
and well-being of your family, but also to our Lord and Savior, Jesus Christ, and his unending quest to shine a light on the evils of this
world.”
A chorus of “Amen” echoes from my audience, and I can tell it’s going to be a good session. These people are already hanging on my
every word, making for an easy transition to the main topic.
“My friends, I won’t mince words. The Devil has infiltrated our society in many ways. As you already know, in my book, SATANimation,
I exposed how the Walt Disney Corporation has corrupted our children by filling their cartoons with sexually explicit material.”
That was how I first gained credibility with the Christian right. We’ve all heard the stories of dirty pictures being slipped into beloved
family films. The penis-shaped spire attached to the castle in The Little Mermaid. The cloud of dust that spells S-E-X in The Lion King.
The topless woman standing in front of a window in The Rescuers. The list goes on and on, from proven facts, to downright insane
leaps of logic.
I just compiled all of those anecdotes, then filled another two-hundred pages with semi-relevant New Testament verses. I figured
maybe there was a little money in pretending to be a doomsayer. Six months later, I somehow ended up on every best-seller list in the
country, and was being invited to speak at conferences and convention centres. Thousands of people were suddenly looking to me for
proof of what they’d long-suspected: that our world has become a Godless cesspool, populated by unbelievers who were blind to the
real truth.
And I wasn’t about to disappoint my new audience.
“But, as I’ve discovered from my latest research, none of the Devil’s plots are as devious as his influence on the music that is
celebrated by our culture!”
A woman in the front row fingers the wooden cross hanging around her neck. A man in row three clutches a bible against his chest.
“I’m not talking about bands of self-proclaimed Satan worshippers, who wear their eternal damnation like some twisted badge of
honour! No, I’m here to reveal how the songs that you and your children are exposed to on a daily basis are fraught with secret
messages and vulgar hidden meanings.”
Strutting back and forth across the floral-patterned carpet, I command their attention as one part preacher, one part pitchman.
The projector whirrs to life, revealing the first slide of my presentation. Mark of the Beat: How Music Has Corrupted Our Society.
Remote in-hand, I click through to the next slide: a list of bands and artists that have become household names over the past thirty
years.
“A lot of very talented people here,” I say, nodding slowly. “Any couples in attendance, you probably remember dancing to some to
these hits. Why, I spot a pair down in row four who look like they want to cut a rug right now.”
I point to an elderly couple wearing flannel shirts, and the crowd chuckles. The old woman smiles and waves a finger in mock
disapproval, which I mime back, and our exchange generates a few more laughs.
That’s half of the battle of any good speaker, to always stand at the crossroads of friendly and fierce. They have to respect your
passion, but not feel so intimidated that they wouldn’t invite you over for a beer afterwards.
“Okay, it’s time to get serious, ladies and gentlemen.” I click to the next slide, which contains the lyrics to the classic Bryan Adams
track, Summer of ’69. In the background, the song begins to play, filling the room with that iconic guitar strum.
A minute later, I’ve explained to my now-mortified audience how the lyrics are, in my words, “A celebration of oral sex.”
In my next slide, Lola by The Kinks gets a few feet tapping, until I describe how the catchy jingle is really about dating a transvestite.
For the kicker, I follow up with the haunting tones of Icicle by Tori Amos, which lulls the group into thinking they’re listening to a melodic
Christian hymn, before I inform them it’s actually about female masturbation.
Hell, by the time I reach modern pop music, I don’t even need to try anymore. It doesn’t take a genius to decode the veiled messages
behind hits like Brittany Spears’ “If You Seek Amy,” or The Wanted’s “Glad You Came.”

The truth is, North Americans have a long history of misinterpreting song meanings.
Bruce Springsteen’s Born in the USA isn’t a rah-rah anthem of patriotism that’s meant to be used in political campaigns and truck
commercials. It’s a forceful condemnation of how returning troops were treated after the Vietnam war.
The upbeat rhythm of Semi-Charmed Life by Third Eye Blind was a massive summer hit that tricked millions of people into humming
along about having sex and doing crystal meth.
Every Breath You Take by The Police is actually meant to give the listener a window into the mental state of a stalker.
After working the crowd into a frenzy, I even begin to throw in a few of the more common myths about popular songs. I tell them how
Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds is a tale about taking LSD, when, in reality, it’s based on a picture drawn by John Lennon’s son.
I rant on the demonic lyrical content of Hotel California by The Eagles, even though the band has stated on several occasions that the
song is about the corrupt nature of the music industry.
No matter what, though, I only use the meanings that give my audience something to get upset about. After all, these people aren’t
here for an informed opinion. Not really. Deep down, they just want someone to tell them what they already believe to be true. It’s called
conformation bias, and it’s the perfect method to connect with people who’ll never actually stop to research where the truth begins and
the urban legend ends.
When I slip over to the snack table to grab a coffee, I can’t help but smile at the furious scribbling coming from most every row. People
who have been taking notes are repeatedly underlining certain sentences, or skimming through their bibles to highlight specific
passages.
In my mind, I can already picture the scenes that will occur later this afternoon. Frantic wives who’ll tear through their husband’s CD
collections. Distraught parents on the verge of disowning their children over the contents of their iPods.
All that, and I still haven’t hit them with my secret weapon.
A few sips of coffee later, I clear my throat, and the room falls silent once more. “Friends, what you have heard up to this point are
songs with the audacity to parade their unholy views in plain sight.”
The next slide appears: Satan’s Subliminal Sounds
“Now I’m going to show you how the Devil uses his influence in the music industry to plant wicked messages inside the minds of our
children. Hidden commands that can only be revealed by playing the song in reverse!”
The technique I’m referring to is called Backmasking, and it’s been used as an unending source of conspiracy theories since all the
way back in 1969, when it helped fuel the rumour that Paul McCartney of The Beatles had been killed in a car accident and replaced
by the winner of a look-alike contest. The story was, if you happened to play the song “Revolution 9” backwards, you’d hear the words,
“Turn me on, dead man.”
Since then, thousands of songs have been scrutinized for containing backmasked secret messages – some real, most complete
nonsense. But, more often than not, to groups of God-fearing Christians, the eerie sounds and ghostly voices created by the reversal
process are proof of the Devil’s audio handiwork. As an added flourish, I grab my tie and gently squeeze the tiny golden cross, then
take a deep breath.
“My friends, we’re about to journey deep into Satan’s realm. If any of you are faint of heart, I ask that you pray for strength.”
Staring down rows of clasped hands and bowed heads, I click to the next slide.
I start with the classics. Songs like Led Zeppelin’s “Stairway to Heaven,” which fundamentalists have claimed for years contains
phrases like, “Here’s to my sweet Satan,” and “He’ll give you 666.” When the backmasked lyrics appear on-screen in time with the
music, the crowd becomes a cacophony of gasps and chanting prayers. One woman begins crying so hard that her friend has to take
her outside the room.
Part of me always feels a little guilty when someone gets that worked up. Not that I’ve upset them, but because I’m taking advantage of
basic neurological function.
The truth is, the human brain evolved with a strong pattern recognition ability. Nobody ever says, “What an interesting lump of carbon
molecules.” No, you think to yourself, “That rock looks a lot like Abraham Lincoln.” It’s a phenomenon called Pareidolia, the hard-wired
need to make sense out of even the most random things.
Add in the fact that people are much more likely to accept suggestion by someone with prestige and authority – say, a best-selling
author in an expensive suit – and I can make these people believe anything.
Hell, if I took the Lord’s Prayer and played it backwards long enough, I could whip up poetry that would give Marilyn Manson
nightmares.
After demonstrating why “Hit Me Baby One More Time” played backwards sounds exactly like, “Sleep with me, I’m not too young,” I’ve
reached the final slide of my presentation.
Before I click play, I announce, “Anyone with small children might want to brace yourselves for this one.”

The intro for Dora the Explorer chirps happily on-screen, and already I see parents with terrified looks in their eyes. A few seconds
later, I replay the same clip in reverse and at half speed. For added effect, I’ve changed the image of Dora to have fiery red eyes, as
the song drones, “Haaaaaaaail Saaaaaatannn…”
A woman in the second row bursts into tears, as her husband drapes a comforting arm around her shoulder. “You didn’t know, honey,”
he whispers. “It’s okay. You just didn’t know.”
Another man fishes a cell phone from his pocket and excuses himself to go out into the hallway, where I can soon hear him shouting, “I
don’t care if she’s watching it now! Throw the DVD in the trash, and I’ll explain when I get home!”
When everyone finally settles down, I turn off the projector and roll up the screen, which I’d placed directly in front of a small table piled
high with my merchandise.
“Thank you so much, and may the Lord Jesus bless and keep you,” I say, taking a seat and uncapping a black sharpie. “Now then,
signed books are only twenty dollars each, and CD collections are thirty.”
***
My agent calls later that night, and he sounds completely stressed. “David, are you near a computer?” he asks.
“Just a second.” I grab my laptop and sink back onto the couch. “Okay, what’s up?”
“Someone posted a clip of your latest CD on YouTube,” he says. “I emailed you the link.”
When the page loads, the video is titled “DAVID JACOBY IS A SATANIST!!!” It’s a short excerpt from my self-performed version of
Mark of the Beat - some throwaway line on why I prefer using earbud headphones – but it’s followed by a message typed in huge
block letters: NOW LET’S HEAR THAT IN REVERSE!!!
As the distorted sound plays, a line of text appears over my garbled words: FAIR SATAN, OATH I GIVE TO YOU.
“For Christ’s sake, you can’t be serious.” I slap the laptop shut. “It doesn’t sound anything like that!”
“Well, it’s being posted on all the major blogs,” he replies. “I’ve already had over a hundred emails asking for a statement.”
We work out a carefully-manicured paragraph about how much I’m appalled over the video, and how I’m certain it’s just the Devil’s way
of slandering a soldier of the Lord, but it probably doesn’t matter either way. In the end, the same fans will defend me, and the same
critics will attack me. Opinions aren’t meant to be swayed anymore.
Deep down, we all just want someone to tell us what we already believe to be true.

THE INTERCOM PLAYS a tinny rendition of Chopin’s Funeral March, and my secretary’s voice fills the office.
“Mr. Shax, your 4:30 has arrived.”
“Just a moment, Cheryl.” I pop open the bottle of polish stashed in my briefcase and slather a handful over the onyx-black horns jutting
out of my forehead.
For the love of Lucifer, please let this be the last one.
“Alright, send him in.”
My door opens, and the grizzled old man who steps inside is exactly what I’m looking for in an applicant. His assigned body appears
to be in it’s fifties, with a tangle of silver hair and a knotted beard that twists in all directions. He’s wearing a long, black cloak that’s
covered in dried bloodstains, and has a patch over his left eye.
Promising, sure, but appearance can only take you so far. Yesterday, a candidate tried to impress me by wearing a suit jacket made
of human skin, but he forgot my name twice during the interview. Twice!

DemoniCorp. wants me to hire a psychopath, not a moron.
Still, I’ve got a good feeling about this one. After we shake hands, I offer him a seat across from my desk built entirely out of varnished
skulls.
“Thanks for seeing me,” he rasps, sounding like he just finished eating a carton of cigarettes. “I’m grateful for the opportunity.” Satan’s
pitchfork, he even talks the part.
“My pleasure. It’s nice to finally meet the man behind the resume,” I boom, trying to sound even more baritone than usual. “Arson,
robbery, homicide… Very impressive credentials, Mr. Miller.”
“Call me Charles,” he says, tracing a finger across the ridges in his chair, which is made from thousands of children’s teeth. “And
thank you. It’s always nice to hear your work is appreciated.”
I nod, then click my blood-red pen and hover it above the questionnaire on my desk. “Right, then. Down to business. Tell me, Charles,
what do you know about the position you’re applying for?”
He pauses for a moment, like he’s unsure if I’m testing him somehow, then says, “The ad said supernatural killer. Sounds pretty
straightforward to me.”
“Well, yes, but let me elaborate,” I say, scribbling a few notes on the paper. “For over five thousand years, DemoniCorp. has been the
Underworld’s largest exporter of ghouls, demons, and reincarnated serial killers. We send them back to Earth to terrorize
unsuspecting teenagers, and in return they help thin out some of the planet’s, shall we say, less intelligent occupants.”
Charles reaches inside his cloak and pulls out a rusty machete, which he then uses to prune his gnarled fingernails. “Everyone wins.”
We take a moment to admire the shower of molten rock outside my office window - one of the many advantages to working at the
base of an active volcano.
“Not anymore. Kids these days are becoming incredibly good at destroying our monsters. In fact, we’ve lost over a dozen of our
employees in the past six months alone,” I say, as flakes of ash collect against the glass. “That’s why DemoniCorp. is looking for an
exceptionally evil soul to return to Earth and extract their unholy wrath upon our target demographic.”
Charles rubs his hands together and flashes a grin full of yellow teeth. “Yes, I definitely feel this position matches my… skill set.”
“That’s the spirit,” I say, tapping the questionnaire. “All you need to do is answer a few simple questions to see if you’re qualified for
this particular line of work. We take reaching our quota of dead teenagers very seriously here.”
“Good to know,” Charles says, tossing his machete onto the kitten-skin rug laying at his feet. “Fire away.”
Sweet Beelzebub, please let this one work out. If he’s half the lunatic I think he is, that promotion is as good as mine.
“Question one,” I say. “Did you die in a unique or brutal fashion, potentially causing others to fear your return in search of bloody
vengeance?”
“Oh, well, um…” Charles shifts awkwardly in the teeth-chair.
Is the magma outside catching the light, or is he actually starting to blush?
“It’s a pretty crazy story,” he says finally.
My pen quivers in anticipation. “Do tell,” I say. “Struck by lightning on Halloween? Committed suicide on an ancient burial ground?” I
shoot him a quick wink. “Did it involve a pagan ritual, by chance?”
“Slipped in the driveway,” he says, suddenly becoming very interested in his shoes. “Hit my head on the mailbox.”
I laugh politely, thinking this must be his idea of a joke, but his expression is unflinchingly grim.
“Seriously?” I say.
“Yep.”
“Oh.” I’m not even sure what box to check on the questionnaire.
“Would you describe the mailbox as being malevolent?”
“Not really,” he says. “It was shaped like a duck.”
I sigh, then stroke my pointed beard for a moment. “Let’s mark you down as ’Other.’”
So what if his grand exit wasn’t that impressive. Not everyone gets to be impaled on a cursed Aztec spear. He’ll still work out.
“Question two,” I continue. “With your final words, did you swear the bloody vengeance referred to in question one?”
“You want to know my last words?” Charles says.

He’s squirming again. Sweet Sammael, he looks uncomfortable.
“We’re out of mozzarella.”
“Excuse me?” I say.
“My last words.” Charles clucks his tongue for a few seconds. “I told my wife that we were out of mozzarella. I was on my way to the
store, but…”
“Mailbox attack?” I offer.
“Yeah.”
Two days ago, my co-worker, Gaap, interviewed a guy who was put to death by the electric chair. His last words were – and I quote “Today I fry, but tomorrow you’ll die!”
Seriously, how perfect is that? He would have got the job if he didn’t insist on not working holidays. Special occasions are our bread
and butter. Just ask Ici-kill, he’s non-stop during Christmas.
I check off, “Inaudible,” and move down the list.
“Ah, here’s a good one,” I say. “Question three. Would you prefer to return in humanoid form, or are you comfortable with your soul
being housed inside an inanimate object?”
Charles grabs a hot coal from the candy dish on my desk and pops it in his mouth. “You mean, stuff my soul inside a toaster or
something?” he says between chews.
I hadn’t thought about it, but that’s not a bad idea. I’ll pitch it to R&D first thing tomorrow.
“It’s entirely your decision,” I say. “Sure, there’s a certain level of comfort in a typical body, but never underestimate the element of
surprise. Imagine how easy it’ll be to get the drop on a group of teenagers as a homicidal toilet seat.”
When he narrows his good eye at me, I quickly add, “DemoniCorp. loves to have employees who are team players.”
“Humanoid, please,” he says.
I check off the box, then rub my temples so hard that another pair of horns poke through the surface of my leathery skin. “All right, let’s
try another one. Question four. Do you have any relatives currently living on Earth who could carry on your dark work in the event of your
unfortunate demise?”
Charles shakes his head. “No.”
“No? Honestly, Mr. Miller…” I chuck my pen over my shoulder, where it sticks in the eye socket of the human head I have mounted on a
hunting plaque. “Not even a child? I’m telling you, they make the best successors. Sure, they might try to stop you at first – maybe even
side with the teenagers out to destroy you – but give them a year or so to mull things over and they’ll take up your legacy every time.”
Charles shrugs. “No kids. Think I’ve got a cousin in Ohio, though. Heard he became an accountant.”
Why me, Baal? Just once, can’t an arch-demon interview a well-spoken serial killer with an extended family, who died in a tragic
incinerator accident, and wouldn’t have a problem being reincarnated as a snow-blower?
Is that too much to ask?
“Question five, and this is a big one,” I say. “Assuming you are sent back to Earth, describe to me your ideal method of slaughtering
teenagers.”
“Hmm, that’s a toughie,” Charles says, then gets up from his seat and grabs the machete. “If you people gave me a bunch of spooky
superpowers, I’d run straight for the biggest group of teenagers I could find and cut them to ribbons before they knew what’s what.” He
waves the blade around like a possessed feather-duster. “He-ayah! Ha! Woo-ah! Ga-”
“Mr. Miller, I’m going to stop you right there.” I crumple the questionnaire into a ball and throw it in the trash. “Honestly, I don’t even
know where to start.”
Charles cocks his head to the side, then slumps back down in the chair. “You didn’t let me finish.”
“Trust me, you’ve said plenty,” I say. “First of all, our killers never run anywhere – they walk. Sure, your target is allowed to run, but
you’re supposed to know exactly where they’re headed and calmly stroll to that location. It’s like the old saying, slow and steady wins
the chase.”
Charles opens his mouth to respond, but I don’t give him the opportunity. Its been a long day and I’m in the mood to rant.
“Not to mention that nonsense about finding the biggest group of teenagers. Everybody knows that you focus your attention on four,
maybe five, tops, and at least two of them better be dating!”
A glob of lava slaps against the window, casting Charles in a shaft of red light.

“And who kills an entire group all at once? Amateurs, that’s who. Where’s your sense of drama? Your showmanship? At least tell me
that you’d single out a finale.”
Charles screws up his face, then fiddles with the bottom of his eye patch. “I don’t follow you.”
“A finale!” I shout, pounding my fist against the desk, causing a skull to break free and clatter to the floor. “The one you pick to kill last. It
should be the popular girl, but not cheerleader-popular. Someone who’s able to appreciate it when you finally explain to her why you’ve
slaughtered her best friends. Honestly, this is day one stuff, here!”
Chopin’s Funeral March blares from the intercom again, which is probably for the best. I’m about two seconds away from lecturing this
wannabe on the finer points of stalking teens while they shower.
“Mr. Shax, I’ve got a John Gordon here to see you,” my secretary says. “He says it’s urgent.”
Mephisto’s ghost, will this day ever end?
I take a deep breath, then push the intercom button. “Gore-Eyed Gordon is back already? He just got reincarnated last week.”
The line goes silent for a moment, then Cheryl comes back on. “He says that he’s really sorry, but his long-lost Daughter tricked him
into revealing his true weakness.”
“Unbelievable,” I say. “So help me, he’s not getting another chance until somebody recites his name three times!”
“I’ll tell him you’re busy, sir.”
“No, it’s fine, Cheryl. Just a minute.” I turn back to Charles, and see that his patch is now on the opposite side. He quickly slides it
back, but not before I notice that both eyes are perfectly fine. “You aren’t really psychotic, are you Mr. Miller?”
He fidgets with his hands, then sighs. “Err, not exactly, no. It’s just so hard to find employment these days,” he says with the smooth
voice of a television announcer. “I didn’t bathe for a week to prepare for this interview. Even had to borrow an outfit from my neighbour.
Now there’s a nut-job. The guy loves earwigs. Seriously, he makes wigs out of human ears!”
“No kidding. Tell him to drop off his resume.” I push back my chair, and stand up. “At any rate, it’s been a… pleasure meeting you.
We’ll be making our final decision within the next few weeks.”
Charles nods, and we exchange another brief handshake.
“Level with me, Mr. Slacks,” he says, tucking the machete back inside his cloak. “I’m not getting the job, am I?”
Ugh.
“Truthfully? Not a chance,” I say. “But we encourage all applicants to apply with us again in the future. Judging by the current rate of
humanity’s progress, DemoniCorp. should be opening a brand new division within the next hundred years.”
“Oh yeah?” he says, “That sounds exciting.”
“It certainly is. We’re going to revolutionize the supernatural killer industry.” I walk him to the door, then clap my hand over his shoulder.
“Just think about it. Executing teenagers in… outer space!”

OUR COMPANY PICNIC is almost over when my boss climbs the makeshift stage built alongside a wall of cresting sand dunes. He
wrenches the microphone free from its stand, causing a whine of feedback that jolts the crowd to attention.
“Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen! How is everybody feeling today?”
I finish the last bite of my hot dog, then wipe my ketchup-stained hands down the front of my yellow SunVerge t-shirt. Standing next to
me, the blonde HR rep with a huge rack wrinkles her nose in disgust, so I wink and use the leftover ketchup on my fingers to smear a
heart across my chest. She rolls her eyes and marches off, as the enthusiastic voice of my boss once again sweeps the beach.
“On behalf of myself, Kenneth Morgan, and the entire SunVerge family, it’s great to-”
More feedback squeals from the mic, and our resident tech geek scrambles to a nearby amplifier and fiddles with the knobs.
“Testing, testing? Okay, I think that’s better,” Kenneth says, now at a more reasonable volume. “As I was saying, it’s great to see
everyone here at our annual employee appreciation day. Before we go any further, I’d like to personally thank some people who have
gone above and beyond to make this event run smoothly.”

Kenneth points at the tech geek, a scrawny kid with a wispy chin beard and horn-rimmed glasses. Office gossip is that he’s almost
thirty, but he barely looks old enough to be out of high school. “First, to Philip Barnes, for helping out with our sound system. Don’t
worry, he’ll mute me if I say anything too embarrassing.” He pauses for a laugh that never comes, then adds, “Come on, let’s hear it for
Phil.”
A few people feign a polite clap, but most decide that it’s not worth the effort of putting down their drinks. Philip waves for a few
awkward seconds, then becomes interested in checking the extension cord at his feet.
“Second, to the lovely Miss Christine Dawson for organizing our games and activities. Where are you hiding, Christine?”
Across the beach, the blonde climbs on top of a picnic table and performs a sort of wiggling curtsy that sends most of the guys into a
round of hooting applause. With her SunVerge shirt knotted just below her chest to expose her tanned midriff, and hot-pink bikini
bottoms riding high, it isn’t hard to imagine how “Christmas Party” Christine earned her nickname.
Someone wolf whistles as she bends over to pick up her drink, which draws a few laughs from the crowd.
“Hey now, I’d know that sound anywhere,” Kenneth says, motioning towards a row of barbeques. “Tommy Hayes, you old hound dog.
Don’t think I’ve forgotten about those fantastic burgers of yours.”
“It’s all in the seasoning, boss,” he calls back, stepping out from behind the grill to show off his greasy apron, which drapes over his
thick slab of a gut and stops just above the knees of his cargo shorts. He waves at Christine, then makes a big show of gesturing at
the words, “Kiss The Cook,” embroidered on his apron’s front.
Kenneth scans the crowd until he notices me standing by the ice chests, then shoots me a quick thumbs up. I return the gesture, but it
takes most of my self-restraint not to flip him off instead.
In his mind, we’re still every bit the colleagues we were before last month’s performance evaluation. He thinks I’m still clueless as to
why I didn’t get that promotion.
What a jackass.
“On a more serious note, I’d just like to say how grateful I am to have spent another year with this organization. This job means the
world to me, it really does.” He lowers the mic and teethes on his knuckle, then puffs out an exaggerated breath. “Anyway, I know
there’s been a lot of tension around the office lately, and the economy has been slower to rebound than we’d all like, but I promise to
keep fighting for each and every one of you. Whatever it takes, we’ll get through it together.”
He locks eyes with me again, so I smile and clap like he’s the Second Coming in flowered swim trunks.
Pulling this off was even easier than I’d thought.
“Which is why I’d like to extend an extra special thanks to our lead programmer, Simon Gaines, for approaching me with his idea for a
team-building exercise that we’re all about to take part in.”
Honestly, the people of Venezuela deserve most of the credit. They’ve been doing it for over sixty years. I just introduced the concept
to middle-management.
Kenneth pauses for what I can only assume is dramatic effect, then says, “Have any of you heard of La Tomatina?”
A dull murmur ripples throughout the crowd.
“It’s a holiday they have in Spain,” he says. “Every year, on the last Wednesday in August, thousands of people visit the town of Bunol
to take part in an hour-long tomato fight. Well, guess what? We’re about to have one of our own.”
The murmur swells to a nervous chatter. If I wasn’t the guy who sold Kenneth a line about this being a great way for the staff to “vent
their aggressions,” and “have a unique, cultural experience,” maybe I’d be confused too.
“It might sound strange at first but it’s going to be great, I promise.” Down the beach, a few of the workers pull back a large blue tarp,
revealing hundreds of plastic bags leaking red pulp.
People crane their necks to get a good look, muttering things like, “ridiculous,” and, “waste of food,” which is fine by me. Making
Kenneth look insane for green-lighting this idea is a nice bonus.
“Before anyone asks, these tomatoes were overripe to begin with,” he says. “And they’ve been crushed, so nobody can throw anything
dangerous.”
Well, nobody is a strong word.
“Everyone will get their own bag of tomatoes and then we’re going to have a ten minute free-for-all. Come on, meet me by the pile.
Let’s get this ball rolling!”
Kenneth leaves the stage to a half-hearted round of applause, then immediately becomes surrounded by a hoard of unsettled
employees. For a moment, I almost feel bad for the guy. He doesn’t have a clue what he’s just endorsed.
Then I remind myself how he screwed me out of a ten percent pay increase and three more vacation days a year.

Which is why I came prepared.
***
No one knows what inspired the first Tomatina back in the mid-1940’s, but the most popular theory involves a mob of disgruntled
residents attacking an elected official with tomatoes. These days, tens of thousands flock to Bunol every year for the event, and they’ll
pelt each other with over one hundred metric tons of overripe tomatoes in sixty minutes.
But over here, hundreds of SunVerge employees crowd around a mountain of sticky plastic bags, each person removing one from the
pile with all the enthusiasm of handling roadkill.
While they distribute the ammo, I’m out of sight, crouched inside a sand dune crater, unearthing the bag I’d planted there earlier this
morning. When it’s finally exhumed, I sneak a quick peek at its contents.
Three large beefsteak tomatoes.
Stuffed with rocks.
Am I being petty? Sure, but it’s the perfect crime. Kenneth Morgan is going to have one of these babies punch a hole in that cheesy
grin of his. While the chaos is in full swing, nobody will be able to trace a loaded tomato back to me, and it’s not as if they’ll be able to
dust the skin for prints. He gets a few cracked teeth or a bloody nose, and I get some anonymous revenge for screwing me out of a
pay grade.
How’s that for thinking outside the box.
I drop the tomatoes in my pockets and head down to join the group. Someone who I vaguely recognize from accounting hands me a
bag dripping with red juice, and I quickly add my secret payload. Their size and shape should make them easy to find when I need to
use one.
When everyone has a supply of squashed fruit, Kenneth jogs back to the microphone with his own bag of tomatoes in-hand. “All right, I
think we’re good,” he says. “In a few hours, the tide will wipe this beach clean, but the memories will last us a lifetime. And remember,
our Tomatina is going to last for ten minutes.”
He lifts the stopwatch dangling around his neck and taps a few buttons. “Ready? Set? Go!”
I lob a handful of mashed pulp into the crowd, setting off a chain reaction of fleshy tomatoes that sail through the air like a volley of
arrows before splattering across the employees. The juice leaves its mark upon impact, dyeing scores of yellow SunVerge t-shirts with
bright red wounds, trickling down shocked faces, and staining patches of sand.
Within seconds, the entire group is caught up in the hysteria. They’re spreading out across the beach, screaming, tossing food like an
out-of-control children’s party. Some of them are taking cover behind picnic tables and overturned beach chairs. Others are firing
wildly at whoever happens to be close by.
But most of them are no different from me. They’re out to settle office grudges, one tomato at a time.
People are teaming up, signing unspoken contracts to single out mutually despised co-workers. That guy who always drinks the last
cup of coffee but never puts on a fresh pot, he’s getting pummelled from at least four different angles. Little Miss Always Steals Your
New Pen, she’s drenched in red slop.
Deep down, most of us would take retribution for the simplest things. All we need is the right opportunity.
I weave throughout the fray in search of Kenneth, flinging the occasional tomato to keep from standing out. It probably doesn’t matter at
this point, though. Nobody is concerned about what I’m doing. They’re all too busy enjoying their little slice of warfare.
That’s when I notice Philip, the tech geek, standing by himself near the tide line, with one hand cupped above his brow to block out the
glare. He’s looking at something, or someone, so intently that he doesn’t notice me duck behind a trash barrel to get a better view of
the object in his other hand. It’s a fresh beefsteak tomato, like the three I have stashed in my bag, but it’s bulging with tiny pinpoints of
silver that gleam against the sunlight.
A rush of panic tenses my muscles. Philip is carrying loaded tomatoes too. How did he find out about La Tomatina before today? Has
he been spying on me, digging through my work computer’s internet history?
From behind me, a tomato flies overhead, severing me from my thoughts. It hits Philip directly in the face with an explosion of pulp, and
he staggers back a few steps towards the water.
He scowls and removes his glasses, searching for a yellow patch of shirt to wipe them clean. As he holds them up to inspect his work,
another tomato soars through the air and strikes him right between the eyes.
Philip screams and clutches his face, as a deep red liquid trickles out from between his fingers. He lowers his trembling hands and
screams again, only now I understand why. His face is a mixture of blood, tomato juice, and thin shards of metal that look like broken
razor blades. Some of the larger pieces have punctured his eyelids, and now Philip’s every blink drives them deeper inside his eyes,
slicing through layer after layer of sensitive tissue until his irises turn to gobs of blue jelly.
I whirl around and search for his attacker, but it could be anybody. Hundreds of people are running back and forth, firing chunks of red,
drowning out his cries with their own excited cheers.

Philip staggers toward the crowd, waving his arms and shouting for help, but that just makes him an easier target, and I watch him get
pelted mercilessly before he disappears. Inside our ten minutes of company-sanctioned pandemonium, his blood is no different than
their tomato juice. No one is going to notice until this is over.
A tomato thumps against the trash barrel, and I dive towards the sand like a soldier in a foxhole. The person responsible fires another
one that lands nearby, and I look up to see my boss, no more than twenty feet away, covered in pulp and laughing hysterically. He
throws one more that pegs me in the shoulder, then vanishes back into the swarm.
“Son of a bitch,” I mutter, scrambling to my feet and across the beach in pursuit. I try to single him out of the crowd, but it’s impossible.
We’re no more than three minutes into La Tomatina and already everyone looks the same. Red-drenched shirts and shorts. Faces
caked with red gore.
Life, dyed red.
After taking a few more hits, I distance myself from the mob and make my way towards the stage, taking shelter beside a stack of ice
chests. Kenneth will have to pass alongside me in order to call off the game, and that’s when I’ll strike.
Don’t get me wrong, I feel terrible for Philip, but I’m not stupid. Getting involved could mean shooting to the top of some lunatic’s hit-list,
which is exactly what I don’t need. Whoever Philip managed to piss off that bad is his problem now, not mine.
Besides, I’ve got my own payback to focus on.
It isn’t long before someone else is headed this way, but even though he’s stained like the rest, I can tell it isn’t Kenneth. This person is
at least twice his size, with a sagging gut that’s slapping rhythmically against his cargo shorts.
It’s Tommy Hayes, our chef extraordinaire, and he’s pawing at his throat, wheezing, struggling to breathe, as a deeper shade of red
oozes down his SunVerge shirt. He staggers toward the row of barbeques no more than fifty feet away, pulling whole beefsteak
tomatoes from his bag and scattering them on the sand like landmines.
He manages to drop over a dozen of them before he trips over a folding chair and stumbles headlong into a massive drum-grill. His
hand hooks the lid and yanks it forward, sending an avalanche of glowing charcoal onto the ground. He claws at the air for a moment,
then collapses on top of the pile, howling as the briquettes hiss against his exposed skin.
Tommy rolls onto his back and thrashes wildly, accidentally kicking the stand of the next grill in line. It lurches forward and the lid flies
back, pouring another landslide of charcoal onto his massive gut. A cloud of smoke and white ash envelops his body, turning his cries
for help into a breathless gasp. He’s being cooked alive on both sides, only this time he doesn’t have the energy to get away. When
the ash finally settles, the air is sizzling with the sound of burning fat.
I leap out from behind the ice chests and race for Tommy, but he isn’t moving, and I can already smell the sickening tang of charred
flesh. The heat has peeled away most of his clothes, exposing patches of swollen, purple-red skin, that glisten in the afternoon sun.
I take a moment to suppress my gag reflex, and that’s when I notice the huge gash across Tommy’s throat and the shards of glass that
are still lodged inside. Blood bubbles down his neck and pools along his shoulder until it glides away in silent streams of red,
occasionally fizzing against a stray briquette.
This whole thing has gone from dangerous to completely fucked, and I regret ever mentioning that it existed. Spain has managed to
put off this event for over sixty years without incident, and SunVerge has chalked up at least one casualty in about five minutes.
When our investors told us to innovate on established concepts, this probably isn’t what they had in mind.
I’m about to make a break for my car when I see someone else approaching, her huge rack bouncing in time with each step. Tomato
juice or not, I’d know that body regardless of what it was covered in.
It’s “Christmas Party” Christine, and she’s headed straight for Tommy’s body, running faster than I can process the potential danger of
the tomatoes he’d scattered only seconds earlier.
“Wait, stop!” I shout, but it’s too late. Christine, barefoot and unaware, stomps down on one of the beefsteak tomatoes. A patch of
sewing needles sprout through the top of her foot, squirting blood in all directions.
“Fuck!” she shrieks, raising her leg off the ground to inspect the wound. “My fucking foot! What did you do!”
“It was Tommy,” I say, motioning in his general direction. “He dropped them all just before-” Once again, I stifle the urge to vomit. The
smell of scorched meat is stronger than ever. “Just try not to move, okay? You’ll drive them in further.”
Christine hops to maintain her balance, careful not to land on another whole tomato. “Well, did he say anything to you,” she asks
through gritted teeth. “Like who did this to him?”
“No, nothing,” I say, taking a step back. “He just ran up here and collapsed.”
“Well, I’m sorry you had to see him like this,” she says, slowly reaching into her bag. “Poor Tommy. If only he could have kept his mouth
shut.”
I catch a glimmer of reflected glass from the tomato in her hand, and my instinct takes over. In one swift motion, I reach inside my bag,
grab one of the rock-filled tomatoes, and hurl it toward Christine’s head. It catches her in the jaw and sends her crashing to the ground,

where she sprawls across no less than a half-dozen loaded tomatoes. She screams and flops onto her stomach, clawing desperately
at the patches of needles that have sank deep inside her leg, her ass, her shoulder. After a few moments of useless flailing, Christine
props herself up on both knees and clutches at her throat, retching and heaving until she coughs up a gob of blood onto the sand. She
studies it for a moment, then reaches down and lifts a pile of red-soaked needles out of the splatter. It’s only now that I realize there’s a
tomato skin pinned to the side of her neck, held in place by hundreds of tiny pinpoints.
Christine turns toward me and attempts to speak, but her voice is little more than a wet gargle. She holds up the pile of needles
between her fingers, waving them at me as blood pours out of her mouth and down her chest, dying a path through the chunks of
tomato still clinging to her skin. She coughs once more before her body slumps to the side and goes limp. Her eyes flutter for the
briefest of moments, then close permanently.
I drop my bag and stare at the two dead bodies sprawled across the sand, covered in blood and tomato juice. Down the beach,
people are still laughing and screaming, red shapes dancing in a sea of carnage.
Are there any more co-worker-stalking psychos out there? How many others are injured – or worse – and being overlooked by people
like me? I look towards the stage, at the microphone stand positioned near the centre. I can put a stop to this, call off the fight a few
minutes early, before it gets any worse.
Heart pounding in my ears, I bolt for the stage and reach the bottom stair when I hear a voice call, “Simon, is that you?” I swivel around
to see Kenneth’s stained head peering over the lip of a sand dune wall. “The microphone doesn’t work, I’ve tried,” he says, motioning
me towards the embankment. “They’ll run out of tomatoes eventually. Get up here, we can wait this out together.”
I run towards the dune, using whatever momentum I can manage to propel myself up the side. Kenneth grabs my hand, hauling me
over the top and into the crater, where I collapse onto my back and gulp for air.
We both sit in silence, listening to the distant sounds of La Tomatina. “Is everything okay?” Kenneth says, after I’ve managed to catch
my breath. “You seem pretty upset. Not enjoying the game anymore?”
I freeze, then realize he probably didn’t see what just happened from his position up here. This is my chance to get out clean.
“No, sir. Some of the other employees are throwing more than just tomatoes. I think some people are getting hurt.”
Kenneth raises an eyebrow. “That’s a major accusation, Simon.”
“It’s the truth, honest,” I say. “Philip Barnes, Tommy Hayes, Christine Dawson. All three of them are out for blood, and who knows how
many other people are in on it.”
“Those three? I should have guessed,” Kennith says. “They’ve been a powder keg ever since Philip caught Christine and Tommy
fooling around at last year’s Christmas party.”
His frankness catches me off-guard. “Really? I didn’t know that.”
“Not many people do,” he says, sliding over beside me. “I met with them a few months back. We all agreed that as long as the matter
was kept secret, they were allowed to keep working for SunVerge. Not to mention, I would have three permanent members of the
event planning committee.”
I force a smile, then lean back and rest my head against the sandy bank. Up here, it feels like the insanity on the beach is a million
miles away.
“So how do you think they found out about La Tomatina,” I say, staring off into the bright blue sky. “Wasn’t it supposed to be a
surprise?”
“Oh, that’s easy. They knew because I told them,” he says, reaching into his bag. “After all, I’m going to need a good alibi.”
As I’m about to speak, Kenneth grabs a golf ball-sized tomato and forces it inside my mouth, then clamps his arms around my head,
covering my nose and holding my jaw shut.
“Did you honestly think I didn’t know you were up to something?” he whispers, tightening his grip. “I saw what you just did to Christine.
Was that tomato meant for me, by chance?”
I swing my fists wildly but I’m beginning to feel lightheaded. Flecks of light dance in front of my eyes.
“Although I have to admit, you’re a pretty smart guy. It’s no wonder why they’re looking at you to be my replacement. Talking with
corporate behind my back, warning them I’d give you a poor review if I felt that my position was being threatened. Well, guess what?
You nailed it, and now they want me out of here.”
My lungs scream for air, so I bite down on the tomato and start to chew. At once, hundreds of tiny glass fragments fill my mouth, and it
feels like a rusty box grater is being dragged across my gums. Some of the fragments burrow through the insides of my cheeks, while
others slice through the lingual vein underneath my tongue. Citric acid floods the cuts, stinging so bad that I scream through my closed
mouth, but that only sends more of the glass fragments and acid tumbling down my throat, ripping and burning as they go.
“This job means everything to me, Simon. I wasn’t just pandering in my speech. And if I can’t have it, they sure as hell won’t be giving it
to you.”
I’m about to pass out when the stopwatch around Kenneth’s neck begins to beep. He tosses me to the ground where I try to spit up

some of the blood and glass clogging my windpipe, but it’s no use. My insides are tearing to shreds, and each breath feels like I’m
swallowing hot coals.
“Ten minutes already. I guess La Tomatina is officially over,” he says. “Again, thanks so much for the great idea, Simon. We’ll have to
do this again next year. Well, the rest of us, anyway.”
He disappears down the side of the dune, leaving me to gasp for air that never comes. That’s when I slump over, landing face first into
a patch of red sand.
And all I can taste is tomato.

kayfabe n. the showbiz and stagecraft of professional wrestling, including the ring personas of professional
wrestlers, especially when maintained in public.
“LADIES AND GENTLEMEN, this next bout is for the No Limits Wrestling championship!”

The announcer’s voice is washed out by hundreds of screaming fans -- although ’fans’ hardly seems like the right word. More like

people who’ve spent the last three hours crammed inside a shitty high-school gymnasium, drinking dollar-beers and gorging
themselves on snacks. They’ve been growing restless ever since the Wonder Wizards versus the Aztec Assassins ran long, but a title
defence always brings them back around.
I’m standing behind the curtain and waiting for my cue, but Bill is nowhere to be found. He’s running behind, as usual, which means we
won’t get to discuss any last-minute ideas for our match. Not that it matters. We’ve wrestled each other hundreds of times. Our bouts
are more like well-choreographed dances that end with bloody foreheads. I’m not worried about us putting on a good show.
The announcer booms into his microphone, “Introducing first, from Las Vegas, Nevada…”
My entrance music kicks in, filling the gym with the opening riffs of Heart’s ’76 classic, Magic Man. I twirl my signature wand between
my fingers, try to focus the adrenaline coursing through my body.

“Weighing in at 235 pounds, he is your current NLW champion…”
The roar of the crowd changes into a cacophony of curses.

“Marco ’The Magician’ Morrison!”
I throw back the curtain and step onto the ramp leading towards the ring, enveloped by a galaxy of camera flashes. Without missing a
beat, I remove my silk top hat and flip it bottom-up, then tap the brim with my wand. Confetti burps from the hat and settles around my
feet – a pathetic gag that wouldn’t impress at a toddler’s birthday party - but I sell it like I’m the second-coming of Harry Houdini.
And it drives the crowd berserk.
I can’t help but feel a bit ridiculous during this part, bowing and blowing kisses towards teenagers and full-grown men, but I never once
slip out of character.
Not even for a second.
It doesn’t matter what ridiculous costume they give you, or how nonsensical your new catchphrase is. You live your gimmick. That’s the
cardinal rule of this wrestling company: Never break kayfabe.
See, I’m what most people call a heel. The villain. My job is to have every last person in the building practically begging for someone to
kick my ass.
As it just so happens, I’m a natural.
I walk towards the ring, stopping every so often to single out fans who lean over the guardrails shouting obscenities. This one guy,
wearing a faded heavy metal t-shirt and reeking of whisky, I hear him yell that he’s going to fuck me up in the parking lot after the show.
My response is canned, but entertaining. I point to his sagging stomach, then to my washboard abs; to his flabby arms, then to my
rock-hard biceps. For the kicker, I wave my magic wand and make a plastic flower appear from the tip, which I offer to the obese
woman next to him. He flips me off with both hands and spits on my boots.
Sadly, this is one of the more civilized exchanges I’ve had in a while.
Slipping into the ring, I take a moment to remove the championship belt strapped around my waist and pose with it from each
turnbuckle. After handing my belt to the referee, I reach inside my top hat and pull out a microphone.
“Thank you, thank you. Honestly, you people are too kind.” I pause, taking in a fresh chorus of jeers. “However, tonight I stand before
you bearing terrible news.”
The crowd begins to chant, “Dozer! Dozer! Dozer!”
I throw back my head and laugh. “Call for him all you like, he’s not coming. Bill Dozer hasn’t fully recovered from last week’s vicious
beating by an… unknown assailant.”
The crowd boos louder, and I give an exaggerated shrug. “While we may never know who attacked him with that steel chair, the fact
remains that Bill Dozer isn’t medically cleared to wrestle tonight. Someone made his title match disappear!”
I hear the sound of a wrecking ball crashing through brick, then Bruce Springsteen’s Born in the USA blares over the sound system.
The gym erupts with cheers, and within seconds everyone is singing along. I contort my face into comedic disbelief, screaming, “No!
That’s impossible!” but the truth is that this storyline has been planned for weeks now, and is scheduled to continue for at least another
month.
Bill Dozer, the construction worker with a heart of gold, has been chasing the belt ever since I cost him a Loser-Shaves-His-Head
match against Rootin’ Tootin’ Bobby Newton. Tonight I’m supposed to squeak out a win after blinding him with a ’magic fireball,’ which
is actually just a firecracker wrapped in flash paper that I’ve hidden in my tights. Since it won’t be considered a clean victory, next week
we’ll have a rematch inside a steel cage, guaranteeing another sold-out venue the next town over.
But after nearly thirty seconds of thrashing around the ring like a lunatic, there’s still no sign of Bill. His music stops, and murmurs
sweep the crowd. Thinking about it, I haven’t spoken with him since we left the Motel 6 this morning, but I’m positive his car is parked
outside.

Before genuine concern has enough time to take root, I snap back into full-on Magician mode. “I told you idiots he’s not coming! Bill
Dozer is probably sitting at home on his couch, eating buttered popcorn like the rest of you fat--”
Cheering picks up from near the curtain, and the Springsteen music begins again. Through the dim gymnasium lighting I see Bill
staggering down the ramp. He’s wearing black and yellow-striped trunks that strain against his thick slab of a stomach, and a hardhat
that sits atop his potato-shaped head. It’s the usual get-up, but something is different. He doesn’t take time to high-five the rows of
outstretched hands, there’s no stopping to pose and belt out a line from the song. Just a wobbly trek to the ring.

“Introducing the challenger, from the ’Steel Town’, Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania! He weighs in at 300 pounds… Bill Dozer!”
The gym explodes into cheers, but as he rolls underneath the ropes and stands to face me, I know that something is wrong. Bill’s face
is red and splotchy, and he smells like a bottle of Jack Daniels.
“Well, look who decided to show up.” I work to maintain my condescending tone of voice. “You aren’t supposed to be here tonight.”
Bill stares me down for a good ten seconds, his body practically vibrating with rage. Few people in this industry can look intimidating
like Bill Dozer, but this is way beyond his tantrums over rigged count-outs or cheap disqualifications.
I wonder if he’s forgotten his lines. Maybe that’s the reason for the excess intensity. But just as I raise my mic to speak, he snatches it
from my hand.
The crowd goes crazy, and for a moment I feel like one of them. We’re all waiting on Bill to say something, anything. It feels less and
less likely that his opener will sound like we’d rehearsed a few days ago, but that’s fine. I’ll just play off of whatever he says.
He lifts the mic to his trembling lips and bellows, “You fucking son of a bitch!”
It’s loud enough to rival the Pontiac Silverdome now, and it takes everything I have to stop me from leaving the ring and walking
straight back to the locker room.
He knows. I don’t know how, but he knows.
If this were any other time, Mark Thompson would ask William Daniels to take it easy. He’d remind him of their eleven-year friendship
that began all the way back when they were both trying to break into this business. He’d suggest they have a civil conversation.
But inside a No Limits Wrestling ring, Marco ’The Magician’ Morrison hates Bill Dozer’s guts, and any signs that point otherwise would
be disastrous for the company.
You never break kayfabe. Not even for a second.
I signal a guy on the ring crew for another mic, which he slides to me across the mat. “Whoa. Calm down, big rig. This isn’t an R-rated
magic show. I don’t know what you’ve heard, but I’m sure there’s a very reasonable explanation.” I force my cockiest grin. “Besides, I
have an air-tight alibi for the time of your attack last week.”
Bill’s expression bounces between wanting blood and breaking down. “How could you? How the fuck could you?”
This is heading completely off the rails.
“Okay, you got me!” I throw up my hands in mock exasperation. “I was the one who hit you with a steel chair! But whatever happened is
in the past.” It’s a little blatant, but I’m hoping he can crack the code.
“Fuck you, she told me everything!”
And before I can respond, Bill socks me square in the nose.
The secret to a good wrestling punch is simple: stop your fist just short of any real impact, while at the same time stomp your foot
against the mat. The spring-coiled suspension of the ring is perfect for creating loud noises that give the illusion of landing a powerful
blow.
Unfortunately, this isn’t one of those punches.
I feel the crunch of bone and cartilage against my face, and immediately drop to the mat and roll from the ring, collapsing on the cold
cement floor. I’m in a daze, but scramble back to my feet in case Bill is already closing in for another shot.
When my vision clears, I see him pacing back and forth inside the ring, still staring me down like a rabid dog. I wonder why he didn’t
just follow me out here and beat me to a bloody pulp, but then I hear the referee counting, “Four. Five.”
This was his plan all along: to make me lose. By our company’s rules, the title can change hands via count-out or disqualification. It
isn’t good enough for him to injure me. He wants to humiliate me, either by making me break kayfabe in front of a sold-out house, or
pummelling me into the ground. Either way, Bill Dozer will be the new champion – if only for a few minutes.
He’s probably as good as fired right now, but there’s no way management will continue to back The Magician if I run from this match.
I’ll be busted back down to the mid-card in no time. It could take years to build up my credibility again.
I can hear fans in the front row chanting, “You fucked up! You fucked up!” They’re right. Blood spurts from my nostrils, runs down my
chest and into my waistband. Although it’s expected for me to wear ’the crimson mask’ before the match is over, a heel is never

supposed to bleed this early.
To everyone else, this is all part of the show. A mistake. What we call a ’botched spot.’
“Eight. Nine.”
I dive back into the ring and rush towards Bill, locking his arms with mine. My sudden burst of resolve seems to catch him off guard,
and I force him back into a corner turnbuckle.
“Jesus Christ, Bill!” I speak in a harsh whisper. “Think about what you’re doing. You’re going to get someone killed.”
Most wrestlers don’t risk talking inside the ring, but I keep my hair down past my shoulders for these very occasions. If a match is
beginning to go sour, long hair is perfect for concealing your mouth, allowing you to communicate moves to your opponent. Right now, I
can feel sheets of bloody-blonde hair plastered all around my face.
“Please, just let me pin you so we can--”
But he isn’t interested in what I have to say. Instead, he lets out a primal grunt and headbutts me right in what’s left of my mushed nose.
I can’t help but scream in agony, and when I break the clinch and stumble backwards, he lunges forward and spears me in the
stomach with his shoulder. The impact knocks the wind out of me and I crash to the mat, clutching my ribs.
I curl into the fetal position and struggle to breathe. Bright flecks swirl in front of my eyes. Bill is standing over me, and he’s actually
showboating for the audience. He holds one hand flat, then slams his other fist against the open palm. The crowd roars. It’s his
trademark signal that the match will be over soon. He’s ready to deliver his finishing move, a backbreaker across his knee that has
been dubbed ’The Leveller.’
Bill grabs me by the hair with both hands and pulls me back upright, shaking my skull like it’s a magic eight ball. He’s shouting too,
about trust, or loyalty, or something, but everything sounds so distant, like we’re fighting underwater.
I wonder what the news will say tomorrow about me being killed inside a wrestling ring.
No. It can’t end like this. The Magician still has one trick left up his sleeve. Slowly, carefully, I reach into the waistband of my tights and
remove a small, white ball of paper.
Bill is too busy ranting to notice. I hold the flash-papered firecracker up to his eyes and snap my fingers, igniting the tiny ball into a brief
woosh of flame. It’s a showy trick that’s perfectly safe when performed three or four feet away from the target. At this range though, it’s
hot enough and close enough to scorch his retinas.
Bill shrieks like a schoolgirl and covers his face, releasing me from his grip. I drop to the mat and scramble backwards on my palms.
“You son of a bitch! I’m blind! You son of a bitch!” He swings wildly at the air, throwing haymaker after haymaker in all directions.
I’m running on pure adrenaline now, half fighting for my life, half going through the pre-planned motions of the match. To my gelatinous
brain, there’s only one way to end this match. If Bill can get away with attempting a finisher, then so can I.
It’s time for the Ala-ka-Slam.
I stagger to my feet, then take my opening when Bill throws a punch strong enough to lower his head. In one fluid movement, I leap
forward, tuck the back of his neck against my armpit, and yank us both towards the mat.
The crowd goes crazy, but all the noise in the world can’t prevent me from hearing the sickening crack of Bill’s neck against the
canvas. His entire body goes limp on top of mine, pinning me underneath his massive frame.
“Oh Jesus,” I hear him whisper, face-down against the mat. “I can’t move.”
Laying here on my back, all the adrenaline is ebbing out of my body. Blood bubbles into my mouth and down my cheeks. I’m sure at
least one of my ribs are broken, since every gulp of air feels like I’m swallowing needles.
But despite that, the realization of what I’ve done slams down on me harder than Bill ever could.
“How could you?” he starts sobbing against my arm. “Why would
you do this to me?”
He isn’t talking about his neck. I have no idea what to say.
A Trio of EMT’s storm the ring and slide me out from underneath Bill. I tell them not to worry about me, that I’m the champ, and slink
into the nearest corner to watch them work. Two of the EMT’s slide a bright yellow backboard between the ropes, while the other fits
Bill with a thick plastic brace from chin to sternum.
People sitting in the rows closest to the action have started to point and whisper, but most are either too drunk or stupid to realize
what’s actually happening. They still think it’s all part of the show, so they laugh and cheer while Bill is slid out of the ring and onto a
stretcher. They sing choruses of “Hey hey, good-bye!” as he’s wheeled back up the ramp.
It’s not until he finally disappears behind the curtain that I notice one of the discarded microphones. I pick it up, hock a mouthful of
blood onto the mat, then pull myself upright using the ropes for balance.

I know that I should just leave the ring – it would be common human decency - but I’ll never get another opportunity like this one. So
instead, I clear my throat into the mic, attracting the attention of the entire gym, and shout, “Would any of you inbred hicks like to
volunteer for my next trick?”
The crowd is ready to riot, and suddenly it’s raining popcorn and pretzels, chili-dogs and beer cups. I’m being pelted with snack foods
and beverages from all sides, but it doesn’t bother me. I just stand there and blow kisses. Flex my biceps. Take a bow. This is what I’m
paid for, and I’ll be better off tomorrow because I do.
Because you never break kayfabe in this company.
Not even for a second.

GREETINGS, NOBLE WARRIOR! Allow me to spin you a tale of treachery and triumph, the likes of which have not been seen inside our
realm since the dawning of the Ninth Age…
Or maybe you’d prefer me to speak “out of character.” I get it. After all, not everyone appreciates my hobby of choice. I’ll start again.

This is what happens to assholes who mess with my LARP.
If you don’t already know, LARP stands for Live Action Role Playing. Yep, that’s me. I’m one of those guys who enjoys spending his
spare time dressed in home-made chainmail, pretending to slay imaginary monsters with a foam sword.
Go ahead, laugh it up. I’m sure you’re picturing every nerdy stereotype in the book, right? You probably think I live in my parents’
basement, have no sense of personal hygiene, and wouldn’t know a pair of boobs if they slapped me in the medieval helm.
Well, not that it’s any of your business, but I consider myself to be a very well-adjusted person. I’m an assistant manager at our local
Wal-Mart, I visit the gym twice a week, and I share an apartment with my 100%-real girlfriend (who – believe it or not - isn’t a body
pillow or a life-sized sex doll).
It just so happens that I’m also the Lord of Castle Rathguld.
You won’t find it on any map, but you can visit the Kingdom of Drakmour every second Saturday from 9AM to 5PM in the woods
behind the old Toys R Us on Morris Avenue. During a good session, I’ll see anywhere from fifty to sixty Player Characters, each
dressed as their avatar of choice. Knights with canvas kite shields slung across their backs. Orcs plastered in three hours worth of
make-up. Dryads and Golems, Kobolds and Clerics. They’re all different, but they gather here, rain or shine, for the same dose of
undiluted escapism.
And I’m their Game Master.
Since beginning this LARP three years ago, I’ve developed an entire world for these people to inhabit. I’ve created elaborate, thoughtprovoking plot lines for their characters to role play. I’ve cultivated a working economy of in-game goods and services using glass
beads as currency.
But I’m not just responsible for making sure the game runs smoothly. My most important job is to help every player feel like a genuine
hero, if only for a few short hours. Out here, there are no mortgages, or abusive relationships, or shitty jobs. Out here, we have honour,
and chivalry, and camaraderie. Sure, it might all be a lie, but it’s our collective lie, and that’s what makes it real.
This is my kingdom, and I’ll do anything to protect it.
Take last week, for example. The session was off to a fantastic start. I had just finished my royal address, warning the players of an
ancient Archdemon who had been spotted outside our borders. As I stepped down from the tree stump that served as my throne, a
heavyset woman dressed in a tight-fitting leather corset knelt at my feet.
“My liege, I bring news from the merchant guild,” she said, bowing her head. “Permission to speak in the common tongue?”
That was our group’s code for speaking out of character. I nodded and fiddled with the sagging collar of my ceremonial robe. “Sure,
Beth. What’s up?”
She grunted to her feet, then sighed. “It’s Scott. Again.”
Every game has its share of problem players. The “Munchkin” who only cares about having the best stats. The “Rules Lawyer” who
argues with every decision. The “Elitist” who won’t associate with anyone who didn’t personally weld their own suit of armor. But Scott
Miller was the worst kind of all.
He was a total dick.
“What’s he doing now?” I asked, as we made our way down a narrow path fringed with alder bushes.
“Trying to ruin things for everyone else, as usual,” Beth said, then curtsied to Theo, a passing barbarian chieftain with matted
dreadlocks and a lit joint hanging from his mouth. “He must have tracked down where you buy those fancy glass beads.”
I placed a hand beside the scabbard underneath my robe. “Well, Lady Esmeralda, we shall see if this ruffian is a match for my blade.”
Beth just groaned. “Seriously, Dave. Why don’t you kick him out of the game already? He only keeps coming here to troll us. Nobody
wants him around anymore.”
“Just let me talk to him,” I replied, as we entered a clearing with dozens of players crowded around a picnic table. All of them had
furrowed brows and folded arms, and spoke to each other in harsh whispers.
I cleared my throat and attempted my most commanding voice. “Citizens of Drakmour! Your Lord has received word of unrest here in
the merchant’s guild.”
Most everyone backed away from the table and dropped to their knees. Cries of “Hail Lord Gadrius!” echoed throughout the clearing.
The only two who remained standing were Scott, a skinny, freckled teen wearing a cardboard breastplate, and an exasperatedlooking wizard in a red bathrobe covered with glittering stars.
Scott shrugged his shoulders in mock denial. “I know not of any unrest, my Lord,” he said. “I am simply trying to purchase some magic
spells from this cantankerous old wizard.”
The wizard – who was actually a forty-three year old corporate accounts manager – threw up his hands. “Common tongue,” he said.
“Dave, this is ridiculous. He wants to buy every magic spell in the world. I don’t care where he got all of these beads, I’m not selling him
my entire stock! What are the rest of us supposed to use?”

By “stock,” he was referring to the spell packets that had been placed in careful rows upon the picnic table. To represent the use of
magic, we pour birdseed inside swatches of fabric and tie them off with rubber bands, until they look sort of like oversized
shuttlecocks. Players can simulate the casting of powerful spells by tossing these packets at their target.
Scott hefted a bulging backpack onto the table, where it landed with a glassy crunch. “I don’t understand, my Lord. I have more than
enough gems. Does not our realm use them as currency?” He gave a smug smile and tossed me one of the beads. It was purple with
tiny flecks of green suspended inside - the same unique color combination that I’d only seen available at one particular online retailer.
It’s how I ensure that players aren’t able to get rich by hitting up the nearest Dollar Store.
“Indeed we do, Sir Awesomus,” I said. “Tell me, how does a simple bard such as yourself end up with such a vast amount of treasure?
Regale us with a song about your travels.”
Scott pursed his lips for a moment, then said, “Common tongue. Look, what difference does it make? There’s no rule against having
tons of money. Who cares where it came from?”
The wizard, whose cheeks were now red as a fire spell, pounded his fist against the table. “It doesn’t need to be a rule, it’s common
sense!” he spat. “That’s meta-gaming!”
When a player gains an advantage by using information their character shouldn’t have, that’s called meta-gaming, and it’s one of the
most frowned upon tactics in our hobby.
In this particular case, Scott’s eighteenth-century bard couldn’t have known that the entire realm gets its currency from a Zurich-based
manufacturer of fish tank accessories.
“Sir Awesomus, are you quite sure you wish to purchase such a large quantity of magic spells?” I asked. “What will the other
townspeople use to defend themselves against the Archdemon and his minions?”
“Quite sure indeed, my Lord,” Scott said, then dumped the contents of his backpack onto the ground. Thousands of glass beads
scattered in all directions. “Old wizard, I believe you’ll find this is more than enough compensation for your goods.”
The rest of the group silently watched our exchange, their eyes glancing nervously around the clearing. How I chose to handle this
dispute would set the tone for the entire session and beyond. The plastic crown resting on my head felt heavier with each passing
second.
“Common tongue.” I said. “Look, Scott. Not cool, man. You’ve had your fun, but we need to keep the game moving. I’ll ask you one last
time, do you really want to mess with everyone like this?”
Scott knelt down and raised a fist over his heart. “I’m positive, my Lord,” he said, then grinned. “Why, with this much magical energy, I
could defeat the Archdemon myself. Worry not, peasants. I, Sir Awesomus, will protect our borders!”
The wizard turned to me, his mouth hanging wide. “What the hell, Dave?” he said. “You’re just going to let him screw us over? You
need to make an official ruling on this kind of nonsense!”
He was right. In my never-ending quest for player happiness, I’d been far too lenient on Scott’s past behaviour. I’d let him get away with
painting himself black and spending an entire session as Beth’s shadow. I’d found ways to rationalize all of his ridiculous character
names, including Darth Gator, a lizard-man with breathing issues, and Yolo Swaggins, the hip-hop Halfling.
But this time, he’d gone too far. He was willing to unbalance our economy, to handicap every other player during the upcoming battle
sequence, and to ignore the in-world explanation of where he’d found his treasure.
He was trying to tank my game.
I clapped my hand against the wizard’s shoulder. “Vindli, you are the wisest sorcerer in the realm. I applaud your loyalty to the citizens
of Drakmour, but you are honour-bound to accept this bard’s patronage.”
Scott’s grin widened, and he began stuffing his backpack full of spell packets. “Thank you, Lord Gadrius,” he said. “You truly are a
wise ruler.”
“Unbelievable,” Vindli muttered, then tightened the belt on his bathrobe and stormed off, while the rest of the crowd drifted away in a
rush of murmurs. As I headed back down the path to Castle Rathguld, Beth trudged up from behind and grabbed my arm.
“I can’t believe you let that happen,” she said. “People might actually quit the game over this, Dave!”
“Was that in-character? You didn’t say common tongue,” I replied. Before she could protest, I continued, “Trust me, Drakmour won’t be
conquered by the likes of Scott Miller.”
We approached a small dome tent that was pitched a few yards away from the throne stump. The door unzipped as we arrived, and a
devil with a bright-red face poked his head out through the opening.
“Hey, Dave, can you give us a hand in here?” he asked. “We can’t figure out how to keep my horns attached.”
“Sure, no problem.” I turned to Beth, who was padding the corners of her eyes with a silk handkerchief. “Do me a huge favour, okay?
Find Vindli and Scarbane, and all three of you meet me back here.”
Beth blew her nose in the handkerchief, then tucked it inside her corset. “The barbarian guy?” she said. “What for?”

I struck my most heroic-looking pose. “For the very survival of the kingdom, Lady Esmeralda! Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to assist
our four o’clock monster.”
***
The rest of the day went by without incident. After meeting with the other players (and discovering the perfect amount of spirit gum to
firmly attach a set of ram horns), I was entertained by a group of travelling minstrels, watched a highly-competitive series of swordfighting matches, and then helped slay a wild bugbear.
When it was finally time for the Archdemon to make an appearance, the entire group was gathered back in the merchant’s clearing,
which we also used for large-scale battles.
“Be brave, good citizens!” I shouted, as the black-caped Archdemon emerged through the treeline, flanked by two of his snarling
minions. “We will defeat them for the glory of Drakmour!”
Scott bounded to the front line, his arms full with various spell packets. “Foul demon!” he cried, “taste the magical might of Sir Awe-”
“Everybody, freeze!”
The unknown voice turned our collective heads, as four uniformed police officers burst into the clearing. After a moment of blankly
staring at the group, one of them said, “Okay, which one of you is Scott Miller?”
A line of hands pointed toward the skinny bard, who stepped forward, obviously confused.
“Um, is there a problem?” he asked, his voice unsteady.
“Sir, could you drop what you’re carrying, please?” The officers surrounded Scott, then descended on his pile of spell packets. “What
are these supposed to be?”
“Th-they’re just birdseed,” Scott said. “We use them in our game. Blue means ice, green means nature…”
“Oh, they’re nature all right,” the officer replied, tearing open a packet to reveal a cluster of dried marijuana buds.
When a player gains an advantage by using information their character shouldn’t have, that’s called meta-gaming, and it’s one of the
most frowned upon tactics in our hobby.
In this particular case, Scott’s eighteenth-century bard couldn’t have known that Theo, our resident barbarian chieftain, is also one of
my Wal-Mart employees, and he happens to grow enough pot in his garage to supply the entire tri-state area.
The problem with buying dozens of spell packets is that you’d never notice if a few more were discreetly slipped inside your backpack.
Especially if they collectively held about forty grams of hydro.
“Wha? No, that isn’t mine!” He jabbed a finger towards Vindli. “I got them from him! The wizard guy!”
The officer motioned for Vindli to step forward, then gave him a quizzical look. “Carl? Carl Wheeler, is that you?” The officer laughed.
“Jesus Christ, Carl, I didn’t know you liked this dress-up shit.”
Carl smiled, and adjusted the brim of his pointed hat. “Hey, Phil,” he said. “Everyone needs a hobby, I guess.”
“Well, I hope you play make-believe better than you bowl,” the officer said. “Anyway, I hate to even ask, but did this kid get these from
you?”
Carl shook his head. “You know I’m not into that stuff, Phil. I’m just here to enjoy the game like everyone else.”
The entire population of Drakmour nodded in agreement as Scott burst into tears. “That’s not true!” he shrieked. “They’re all screwing
with me! It’s not mine!”
As the police led Scott out of the clearing in handcuffs, Beth nudged me with her elbow. “Common tongue,” she whispered. “That was
fucking rad.”
Word is, Sir Awesomus has a court date set for next month, where he’s facing a Class A misdemeanour for possession. Next week,
I’ll be informing the citizens of Drakmour about a group of mysterious blue creatures who infiltrated our borders and eviscerated an
unlucky bard. In fact, the whole ordeal has given me a ton of ideas for future sessions. Our game will be better than ever.
Sure, it might all be a lie, but it’s our collective lie.
And that’s what makes it real.

Confidential Phone Record Transcription May 4, 2012
Case# 12-24506
Ms. Teri: Thank you for calling The House of Cards, where your future is always in the cards. This is Ms. Teri speaking. Can I have
your name and date of birth, honey?

Simon: Oh, yeah. Simon. August seventeen, sixty-eight. Is this the real Ms. Teri? Like, from the commercials?
Ms. Teri: (Laughs) Of course, honey. Who else would it be?
Simon: I don’t know, another random psychic? I’ve been trying to reach you for hours, but I get someone else every time. What, do you
people run an all-seeing cubicle farm?

Ms. Teri: (Laughs) Not at all, honey. Our network just happens to employ many of us who have the gift. As for me, I am indeed the real
Ms. Teri, at your service. Now, Simon, you’re calling for a reading, correct? And you-

Simon: (Audible Noise)
Ms. Teri: Hello? Are you there?
Simon: Yeah, sorry. Just getting out of my car. I’m here.
Ms. Teri: No problem, honey. And you agree to the standard $5.99 per minute fee?
Simon: Mmm-hmm, sure.
Ms. Teri: Excellent. I’d like to begin by giving you a tarot card reading. Do you have a particular layout in mind? The Celtic Cross?
Mirror? The Mandala Spread?

Simon: I don’t know. Regular, I guess?
Ms. Teri: (Laughs) All right. Tonight, I’ll be using the traditional five card spread. Now then, how can the fates help you, Simon? Is it
Love? Money? Career advice, perhaps?

Simon: Actually (Pause) I’m about to make a pretty big decision. I want to know if I should go through with it.
Ms. Teri: What kind of decision, honey? Tell me about it.
Simon: Shouldn’t you know by now? You’re the psychic.
Ms. Teri: (Laughs) In that case, let’s begin. (Pause) Hmm… I see.
Simon: What is it?
Ms. Teri: Well, your first card, the center card, represents your present situation. Where you are in life. And I’ve just drawn the
Hierophant.

Simon: Is that good?
Ms. Teri: Normally, yes. The Hierophant represents knowledge. Ritual. Morality. But if the Hierophant is drawn in reverse, it means the
opposite. Poor advice. A distortion of truth. Propaganda.

Simon: Let me guess. It’s reversed.
Ms. Teri: I’m afraid so, honey. I believe the fates are foretelling of false council.
Simon: That seems oddly ironic, don’t you think?
Ms. Teri: Do not confuse the words of man with the powers of the fates, Simon. It appears as though you’ve recently been deceived,
am I correct?

Simon: Something like that, yeah.
Ms. Teri: You see, the fates are never wrong, honey. Now, to the right of the Hierophant goes the second card. The card that will
reveal to me your past. (Pause) Hmm…

Simon: Another reversed card?
Ms. Teri: Not this time, no. I’ve drawn the Page of Wands. An interesting card inSimon: (Audible Crash)
Ms. Teri: Hello? Are you okay?
Simon: Sorry, I, um, dropped a plate. I’m here. Yeah.
Ms. Teri: It’s okay, honey. As I was saying, the Page of Wands represents a trusting individual. Someone who is loyal, and follows
direction. Could this be you, perhaps?

Simon: (Long Pause) No, not me. It makes sense, though. I know someone like that.
Ms. Teri: I see. Well, the picture is becoming clearer, Simon. Now we move to the right of the Hierophant. With past and present
revealed, we must take a look at your future. (Pause) Oh, my…

Simon: That doesn’t sound good.
Ms. Teri: The cards have many meanings, honey, but the reversed Nine of Swords is especially fickle. True, it can represent despair,
but it can also be read as isolation, either mentally or physically. Would you consider yourself to be a private person, Simon?

Simon: These days? Yeah. You could say that.

Ms. Teri: Well, we must be careful to interpret these last cards correctly. You’ve come in search of advice about a major decision in
your life, and this fourth card, the one placed below the Heirophant, will give me the reason why you’ve chosen to consult with the fates.

Simon: So you’re about to find me out, huh?
Ms. Teri: (Laughs). I only speak what the fates already know, honey. Now then, I will… (Pause) Oh.
Simon: (Silence)
Ms. Teri: Simon? Are you there?
Simon: Yeah, sorry again. I’m just, I’m in the middle of something. Keep going.
Ms. Teri: It’s fine. I’m just relieved you’re still on the line. You see, I’ve drawn the Tower.
Simon: So that’s the big reason why I’m calling you, huh?
Ms. Teri: This is no ordinary tower, honey. It means upheaval. Sudden loss. Ruin.
Simon: Is that right? For once, I wish it was reversed.
Ms. Teri: Simon, you’ve recently experienced major changes in your life because of deception, haven’t you?
Simon: That’s (Pause) actually, yeah. Oddly accurate.
Ms. Teri: As I’ve told you, honey, nothing is beyond the Fates’ gaze. Which brings us to your final card, the one that will show us the
potential hidden within the outcome of your decision. When placed above the Hierophant, all will finally be revealed.

Simon: I can hardly wait.
Ms. Teri: (Long Pause) Ah ha!
Simon: What? What is it?
Ms. Teri: I’ve drawn the Eight of Wands. It is a card of hope, Simon. A card that signifies the importance of moving forward, that the
time and conditions are right for you to take charge of your own destiny.

Simon: So, you’re saying (Pause) I should go through with it?
Ms. Teri: You’ve known the answer all along, haven’t you, honey?
Simon: I guess I have. Thank you Ms. Teri. You’ve been very helpful.
Ms. Teri: It’s my pleasure, Simon. Now, if you don’t mind my saying, coping with spousal infidelity can be a very difficult time. How
about we do a tea-leaf reading next? I find them to be especially helpful in dealing with separation and divorce-related issues.

Simon: I’ve got a better idea. How about I do a reading for you?
Ms. Teri: I’m sorry?
Simon: Yeah, I’m looking into my crystal ball right now, and I’m seeing a no-talent fraud. I’m seeing someone who charges $5.99 a
minute to give marriage advice to women who believe in this shit.

Ms. Teri: Simon, honey, I think you have me confused withSimon: No, I know exactly who you are, Ms. Teri. So, how about you answer me this: who’s standing outside your apartment door right
now?

Ms. Teri: Wait, Simon, ISimon: (Audible Crash)
Ms. Teri: Simon!
Simon: (Woman Screaming)
Ms. Teri: Oh my God!
Simon: (Shots Fired)
Ms. Teri: Simon!
Simon: What the… (Pause) You said you were the real Ms. Teri!
Ms. Teri: I, I did, but a lot of us say that, honey. It’s just for show. Now, why don’t you calm down and tell me-

Simon: Aw, shi(Call Disconnected)

End of Transcript

HAILEY RESTS HER chin on the coffee table and taps the fishbowl with one tiny finger. “Daddy, you said we were getting monkeys.”
I laugh, then gently tousle her hair. “ Sea monkeys, baby girl. But they don’t live in the jungle. They live underwater, just like your friend
Katie’s goldfish.”
“But…” Her bottom lip quivers. “I wanted a kitty,” she says, blinking back tears.
“Aw, honey, you’re still going to get a kitty.” I reach across the table and grab a small, white packet that’s labelled, Instant Live Eggs.
“But first, you need to pass a special test with these sea monkeys.”
She wipes her eyes on the sleeve of her pink nightgown, once again interested in our project. “What kind of test?”

I’ve tried to instill Hailey with a love of science ever since she’s been old enough to ask questions, but not many children are
concerned with the finer points of physics and chemistry. So, if a little creative bargaining helps pique her interest, I’m willing to give it
a shot.
“Well, a kitten is a lot of work, and we need to make sure you’re old enough to take care of it,” I reply, carefully tearing open the packet.
“So, if you can look after these sea monkeys for a whole week, I’ll know that you can handle the responsibility.”
Hailey’s eyes grow wide. “And then I can get a kitty?”
“Yes, baby. Then you can get a kitty.”
She leaps to her feet and squeals. “Okay, Daddy! I want the sea monkeys! Where are they?”
I pour the contents of the packet into the fishbowl, and a clump of white powder sinks to the bottom. After a quick stir, tiny specks
begin to wiggle throughout the water. “They’re already here,” I say, motioning for her to take a look. “Say hello to all of your new friends.
Would you like to know where they came from?”
Hailey cups her hands against the bowl and peers inside. “They’re too little,” she announces. “I can’t even name them.”
“Well, they’ve just been born,” I reply, then attempt to steer the conversation back to learning. “That’s why you need to take care of
them, so they’ll grow up big and strong. Do you know they’ll double in size by tomorrow? Isn’t that amazing?”
She considers this for a moment, and I can practically hear the gears turning inside of her five-year-old head.
“That’s still too little,” she says finally. “Can I take them to my room now, Daddy?”
I bend down and kiss her on the forehead. “Of course. I’ll be in soon to tuck you in.”
After Hailey totters down the hall, I take a minute to throw out the torn packaging of the starter kit. The box is covered in cartoon
drawings of pink, humanoid creatures with long tails and smiling faces. They sit in front of an underwater castle, carefree and waving,
hovering just above a banner that reads: Own a BOWL FULL OF HAPPINESS – Instant Pets!
Misleading advertising aside, I’m still confident in my latest bout of educational parenting.
After all, Hailey will get a lesson in biology – not to mention responsibility - and I’ll get a few more days to track down a purebred
Himalayan kitten.
It’s perfect.
***
The term “Sea Monkey” is nothing more than a clever way to market to unsuspecting children. What you’re really buying are a batch of
Artemia eggs - the cousin of a crustacean more commonly referred to as the Brine Shrimp.
Still, despite being one of the biggest childhood letdowns since the Pet Rock, Artemia are fascinating in their own right. Scientists
have traced their roots back to an ancestral form that lived in the Mediterranean area about 5.5 million years ago. To put that in
perspective, sea monkeys have been wriggling around on this planet since the Triassic period. They’ve managed to thrive because of
their ability to live in waters of extremely high salinity, which means they can avoid co-habituating with any predators.
But even more incredible is how they can survive being freeze-dried and stuffed inside an air-tight packet, only to be revived with a
little H20.
It’s because sea monkeys are one of only a handful of organisms that are capable of something called cryptobiosis. When
environmental conditions become too severe, the Artemia will shut down all metabolic functions and live indefinitely until it returns to a
more suitable habitat. Even if it’s still inside an egg.
When you think about it, for twenty bucks, you can give your child the power to resurrect a group of arthropods that are older than
humanity itself.
Just add water.
***
The next morning, Hailey bursts into my room and shouts, “Daddy, Daddy! They’re growing!”
With a grunt, I roll over and glance at the clock. It’s barely 6:00AM, but I can tell by the excitement in her voice that she’s wide awake.
“What is, baby girl?” I ask, patting the edge of the mattress. “Come here and tell me all about it.”
She marches over to my side of the bed, then repeatedly pokes me in the shoulder. “The sea monkeys, Daddy,” she chirps. “They’re
big now!”
“That’s what happens, baby,” I say, closing my eyes for another moment. “Remember, I told you they get twice as large after the first
day.”

“Noooo,” she moans, “They’re really big. They look like… grapes!”
I open my eyes and see that she’s rocking on her heels, practically vibrating with excitement.
“Come see, Daddy! They’re funny!”
Hailey takes my hand and escorts me to her room, but I hold her firmly in place when we reach the doorway. We’re more than ten feet
away from the fishbowl perched on her nightstand, but I can already tell that we are most definitely not looking at sea monkeys.
Artemia have segmented bodies covered with a thin, flexible exoskeleton of chitin, and have dozens of broad, leaf-like appendages.
Besides, at less than twelve hours old, they should be no bigger than a few millimetres.
But the dozen or more creatures swimming inside of this fishbowl are already nearly an inch long. They look like pudgy, green blobs,
looping through the water in lazy circles.
I take another cautious step inside the room, but Hailey squirms from my grip and skips over to the bowl. She shoots me a confused
look, then begins gesturing in their direction.
“That’s Sweetie, and Flowers, and Pepper, and Bubbles… I don’t have enough names for all of them. I want to save some for my kitty.”
Moving closer, I can make out stubby fins and pairs of beady black eyes; puckered mouths that stretch across pointy teeth.
“Maybe they’re hungry,” she says cheerfully. “We should give them something to eat.”
I tell her that the instruction booklet says baby sea monkeys shouldn’t be fed until the fifth day, and she claps her forehead with both
hands. “Wow, that’s a long time.” She takes one more look at the fishbowl, then adds, “Well, I’m hungry now. Can you make
pancakes?”
***
After Hailey says goodbye to each member of her “sea monkey” family, she bounds out of the house and onto the idling school bus.
They’ve barely pulled out of sight before I grab my laptop and head down to her room, determined to identify the mystery species.
Sitting cross-legged on her bed, I pore over hundreds of photos, scientific journals, and sea monkey-focused message boards, but
there’s not so much as a comment about anything close to resembling these creatures. By lunchtime, I’ve read so many articles on
cryptobiosis that my own crackpot theories begin to form.
For starters, as it turns out, the resilience of Artemia has made them one of the standard organisms for testing the toxicity of certain
chemicals. What if the eggs from our starter kit were some kind of freak mutation – exposed leftovers from some classified
experiment that were accidentally packaged for the general public?
Then again, what if I’m unable to find information on these creatures because they haven’t been around since the dawn of time?
Artemia have their origins in the Triassic period, so is it possible that we’ve actually revived some long-dormant species from their
ametabolic slumber? This could be the scientific discovery of the century. A new form of life not seen on this planet for millions of
years!
I shut the laptop and glance at the fishbowl, which causes me to double-take in surprise. It’s been no more than a few hours since I’d
first inspected the strange critters, but I’m positive they look different.
Upon closer examination, there’s no doubt about it. They’re bigger now, more defined, with patches of light blue scales, and wider
jaws that house longer, sharper teeth.
They’re beginning to look so imposing that the idea of them having spent the night inches away from Hailey’s bedside makes me
shudder. I decide that it would be better to move the fishbowl to a safer location, but my hands barely grasp the glass before I hear a
frantic clinking, like an impromptu wedding toast.
Slowly, carefully, I remove my fingers one-by-one from the bowl, until it’s just my index pads pressing against its gleaming surface.
That’s when I discover the source of the noise, and it makes my jaw hang slack in disbelief.
At the points where my fingers connect with the glass, the creatures are ramming the bowl with such force that each hit causes an
audible ’tink.’ They launch against the glass again and again, tirelessly attempting to reach their target.
Although I can’t be certain whether it’s primitive curiosity or frenzied bloodlust, I stand there for well over a minute testing their resolve.
Eventually, after watching several hundred of these collisions, I take a step back, and the creatures return to their aimless swimming
as though nothing has happened.
I carry the fishbowl out onto the dining room table, and spend the next half an hour tracing my hands along the glass like a child with a
new plasma globe. I marvel at how they focus on a single digit, yet break into smaller squads when faced with multiple targets; how
quickly they switch from eagerly following my every move, to forgetting I’m even there.
I’m so absorbed in my little experiment that it takes me a moment to realize my cell phone is ringing. It’s Mrs. Greening, a Himalayan
breeder I’d made contact with a few weeks prior, and she’s wondering if I’m still in the market for one from her latest litter. She says
something about a potential buyer falling through at the last minute, and how we were the next family on her list, but I’m barely paying
any attention. I’m busy drawing a figure-eight on the fishbowl, and no amount of small-talk can pry me away.

Eventually, though, she offers to swing by with the kitten within the next couple of hours, and I agree to have the cash waiting.
As I hang up, some small part of me feels bad that my attempt to give Hailey an authentic sea monkey experience has been cut short,
but it’s for the best.
After all, Hailey will get her kitten – not to mention a new sense of responsibility - and I’ll get to track down someone who can document
my groundbreaking discovery.
It’s perfect.
***
Around two o’clock, Mrs. Greening arrives with a ten-week-old ball of white fluff. We chat while the kitten gets acquainted with her new
surroundings, then I sign some paperwork and give her enough money to make a down payment on a decent car. I’m just showing her
out of the house when I see the school bus turn onto our block, so I rush the kitten to Hailey’s room and close the door.
A few minutes later, as I’m helping Hailey untie a nasty knot in one of her sneakers, she’s bubbling over with stories from her day.
“Guess what else, Daddy!” she chirps, tugging her jacket sleeve. “I told Mr. Thomas that we have sea monkeys, and he said they only
have one eye when they’re born, but they grow two more eyes! Is that true?”
“It sure is, baby girl,” I reply.
She giggles. “That’s silly. Can I go see them now?”
“Absolutely,” I say, wrenching the sneaker from her foot. “But first, I’ve been hearing a strange noise coming from your room today.
Maybe we should check it out.”
I take Hailey by the hand and lead her down the hall, but stop when I notice that her door is slightly ajar. Unconcerned, she pushes it
open and takes a quick look around.
“I don’t see anything,” she says, then cocks her head to the side. “Hey, my sea monkeys are gone. Did you move them, Daddy?”
And that’s when we hear the crash, followed by the agonizing yowl of an animal being skinned alive.
I must not have fully shut the bedroom door, because the kitten somehow managed to slip out into the rest of the house. “Stay here,” I
instruct, then race out to the dining room, where a grizzly scene is unfolding on the hardwood floor.
Surrounded by water, and blood, and bits of broken glass, the kitten lays on its side, twitching sporadically, as the entire batch of sea
creatures tear into its exposed flesh. They gnaw, and thrash, and bore until they’ve practically ripped the poor thing apart. Within
seconds, there’s hardly anything left except bones and patches of red-soaked fur.
I’m so absorbed in the feeding frenzy that I barely hear Hailey scampering down the hall. “Daddy?” she calls. “Where are you?”
Her voice snaps me to my senses, and I’m filled with the overwhelming need to protect her from this horrible image. With no time to
think, I don’t know what else to do, so I just start stomping around in my rubber-soled slippers, attempting to grind the entire pile into an
unrecognizable mess. The kitten remains, the creatures, everything has to be mashed out of existence…
That is, until a poorly-aimed stomp sends the kitten’s skull skidding across the floor, and I glance up just in time to see it roll to a stop
in front of Hailey’s feet. She’s standing in the doorway, clutching a library book entitled, “Sidney the Silly Sea Monkey.”
I take one look at my little girl, and she starts screaming.
***
Hailey doesn’t want a pet anymore. Not after what happened. She’s even stopped visiting her friend Katie - the girl with those goldfish
she used to love so much. And you can forget about asking her to show interest in anything even the slightest bit educational. I offered
to take her to the local insectarium a few weeks ago, and she launched into a full-blown panic-attack. Then, of course, there’s the
nightmares. I don’t think either of us have gotten a full night’s sleep since the incident.
I tell her not to worry about it anymore, that she’ll never see another one of those creatures for the rest of her days, but the truth is,
under different circumstances, those freeze-dried savages could have changed our lives for the better.
My ticket to the cover of every scientific journal in the country, and I stomped them back into primordial ooze…
But I haven’t lost hope yet. After all, over 2000 tonnes of dried Artemia eggs are marketed worldwide annually, so there have to be at
least a few more batches of those things out there, right?
Maybe I’ll order a few more starter kits and see for myself.
The scientific discovery of a lifetime, hidden in plain sight.

Just add water.

THE EVENING SUN has just vanished below the horizon when the kid walks into my shop, and I can tell there’s something off about him
straight away. He doesn’t look like a troublemaker, with his blue and white-checkered sweater vest and crisply-ironed khakis, but he’s
nervous. Too nervous. Even the wind chime dangling above the front door makes him flinch. Jitters like these are typically the mark of
some first-time criminal, here to unload his bedridden grandmother’s wedding ring, or some poor sap’s prized coin collection. I get a
handful of those guys in here every week, but this one doesn’t strike me as the type to swipe and swap.
I’ll have to keep an eye on him.
My good eye, that is.
I’m in the middle of negotiating for a woman’s antique vase, but I glance at the kid every so often as he strolls around rotating racks
and display cases filled with useless junk. Each time he catches me watching he stops and pretends like he’s interested in something
or other, but he’s not fooling anyone. I can tell he’s just killing time.
I hold up a finger to interrupt the woman, who’s babbling on about heirloom this and priceless that.
“Something I can help you with, son?”

My voice startles him into knocking over a stack of used CD’s. He scoops an armful off the floor, then says, “No, sir. Just looking,
thanks.” His voice cracks on the word, “Thanks.” I peg him at fifteen, sixteen, tops.
A few minutes later, the woman I’m serving finally settles on a pair of earrings and twenty bucks. She mutters something that sounds
like, “rip-off” under her breath, then storms out.
It’s just the two of us now, me and the kid. An uneasy silence falls over the store, punctuated by the gentle tinkling of the wind chime.
I clear my throat and try my best to sound casual. “Need help finding anything in particular?”
He looks up from a nearby bin filled with vintage records, and cautiously scans the room. “Um, maybe,” he says. “But I’m not sure if you
have it.”
I pull up the brim of my old porkpie hat and flash a grin. “Kid, I’ve got stock here that you wouldn’t believe. Just tell me what it is you’re
looking for.”
He pauses, like he’s torn between answering my question and bolting out of the store, then slowly approaches the counter.
When he’s standing across from me, his voice drops to a whisper. “I need something to fight werewolves.”
The word catches me off guard, but I keep my expression neutral as I reach inside my leather duster. “Can’t help you there, kid. Try
Claude’s Sporting Goods, down the block.”
The kid’s cheeks turn bright red. “Maybe I’ve got the wrong address,” he says. “I’m looking for Nathaniel Blackmore.”
Another surprise. This time, I rest my hand over the dagger sheathed on my belt. “Well, you’ve found him.”
“Pleased to meet you,” he says, then offers a handshake. When I don’t return the gesture, he adds, “Oh, right. I’ve got something for
you.”
He reaches inside his pocket, triggering my seventy-three years of finely-honed instinct. In one swift motion, I grip the dagger and
thrust it within an inch of his throat. He screams and throws both arms in the air, which sends the silver coin in his hand clattering to the
floor. “Please don’t kill me,” he squeaks. “Duncan said you’d help!”
I draw back the blade and use it to gesture at the ground. “Duncan? You know about Lycan’s Blight?”
“Yes, sir. Well, sort of,” he says, then picks up the coin and places it on the counter, where I study it with my good eye. The snarling
wolf’s head engraved upon it looks genuine.
“Sorry about that, kid. Duncan usually warns me when he’s sending someone new.” I slide the dagger back into its sheathe. “At my
age, I’m not big on surprises.”
I hobble to the front door and lock it, then turn off the porch lights and flip the sign to: Sorry, We’re Closed. Outside, the sky has
become the deep purple of a day-old bruise. “Now then, what’s your name?”
“Garrett, sir.” His hands are still trembling from my surprise attack, so he wedges them between his armpits. “So it’s really true? You
used to hunt werewolves? Kill them?”
“That was a long time ago,” I say, returning behind the counter and easing myself down on the stool. “But enough about me. What are
you doing here? If you don’t mind my saying, you don’t look like hunter material. I’m guessing you’re not the latest recruit.”
Garrett stares at his shoes for a moment, then says, “You’re right, I’m not.” He shakes his head and looks to be building up the
willpower to get through his next few words. “I can’t believe I’m about to say this, but I think a werewolf killed my girlfriend.”
I grab the bottle of whisky I’ve stashed beneath the counter and take a swig, then exhale to relieve the burn in my throat. “What makes
you say that?”
“Because I saw her body,” he says, voice quivering. “About a month ago, we were camping with a bunch of friends. She left our tent in
the middle of the night and didn’t come back. When I woke up the next morning I found her down by the lake. She was covered in bite
marks and… bloody paw prints.”
I study his face, searching for any signs of deception, but he seems sincere. “So what did the police say?”
“They called it a wild animal attack, but I knew it had to be something else. They couldn’t even agree on what kind of animal would rip
someone apart like that.” Tears glisten in the corners of his eyes, as he starts to chew his bottom lip.
I search for something comforting to tell him, but come up empty. I’ve never been much for warm and fuzzy talk. All I can think to say is,
“What does that have to do with Duncan?”
“He approached me,” Garrett says, regaining his composure. “Yesterday, at the park on High Street. Said that he was part of a
special group that hunt werewolves. They think one killed Rebecca, and it might come for me next.”
I use my good hand to smooth down the frazzled edges of my beard. “Possibly, if it picked up your scent from her. If that’s the case,
you should learn how to defend yourself.”

“My words exactly.” Garrett points to the wolf’s head coin. “He gave me that, and told me to visit your shop tonight at around eight. He
said that you would show me a thing or two. That you’re the best hunter they ever had.”
I can’t help but laugh. Duncan wasn’t going to butter me up that easily. “Oh, really?” I say. “Tell that to the rest of The Order. I’ve asked
to be reinstated eight times now, but they won’t hear of it. Forty years of service, and they sweep me under the rug until you kids need
to learn the ropes.”
I pull up the left sleeve of my duster and show off an arm made of polished wood. “See this? Nasty bite on the wrist. Had to cut off the
entire limb to stop the infection from spreading.”
Garrett’s jaw hangs slack for a moment. “You lost an arm fighting werewolves?”
“Believe me, kid, I wish it were just an arm. Maybe then Lycan’s Blight would have let me stay in the field.” Using my good hand, I pop
out my right eye and slap it down on the counter. “Courtesy of the same bastard. Let’s just say it was a bad night for me.”
The eye rolls toward Garrett, who looks like he’s about to pass out. It stops just short of the counter’s edge, iris-side up.
“How, I mean, you, what…” He fumbles over his words until he realizes the obvious question. “Wait, why is it purple?”
“Ah, that’s lesson number one,” I say, then pick up the eye and place it back in my empty socket. “Aconitum Ranunculaceae. Better
known as Wolfsbane. It’s a flower that’s incredibly toxic, especially to werewolves.”
I tap on the glass cornea, which causes Garrett to wince. “The inside is filled with petal extract to give it that colour. Lycan’s Blight had
it custom made for me as a retirement gift. To think, most people just get a gold watch.”
I slide a long metal box off the back wall and place it on the counter, then fumble through my key ring until I reach one with a wolf’s head
on the bow. “Here, take a look at these.”
The box flips open, and inside are a dozen daggers with chalk-white blades. “I make these myself. The handles are going to feel cold,
but that’s by design. You won’t find a more effective weapon against those creatures anywhere in the world. Go ahead, try one.”
Garrett’s hand hovers across each blade before settling on the one with dozens of serrated teeth. He lifts it out of the box and holds it
to the light.
“You weren’t kidding about the cold. It’s freezing,” he says, then shivers. “What’s it made from? I thought the only thing useful against
werewolves is silver.”
“You and everyone else,” I say, choosing the dagger with forked prongs. The handle feels like I’m gripping an icicle. “What most
people don’t realize is that the word ’silver’ is a mistranslation of ancient texts. If you study the original writings, you see that the term is
actually quicksilver.”
Garrett takes a few swipes at the air, like he’s fighting an invisible beast. “Quicksilver? What’s that?”
“Solid mercury. It’s what these are made from. That’s lesson two.” I motion for him to give me back the weapon. “But it needs to be
kept cold, so there’s cooling system in the handle. Developed it myself.”
He hands over his knife and beams. “This is incredible,” he says. “Are they for sale? I’d kill to have one of these.”
I pretend to mull it over for a few seconds, then say, “For you, no charge.” Garrett looks as though he’s going to burst with excitement,
but then I add, “Unfortunately, there’s a mandatory waiting period.”
His entire body slumps in defeat. “Are you serious?” he says. “For how long?”
I crane my neck and take a long glance through the store’s front window. The moon’s silvery glow is just beginning to peek above the
skyline.
“My guess, kid? About one minute.”
Garrett seems to think I’m making a bad joke, but then he clutches his head and screams like he’s being skinned alive. As thousands
of black threads sprout from his every inch of exposed flesh, he drops to the ground, limbs flailing, and rolls sideways into a bookshelf
lined with tiny figurines. It collapses on top of him with a deafening crash that sends porcelain fragments in all directions.
I use the side of my duster to shield myself from the debris, then yank off my prosthetic hand and toss it underneath the counter.
Sheathed inside the five-fingered casing is another mercury-forged blade that extends down to the hilt of my forearm.
Nobody has ever called me unprepared. Crazy, yes. But never unprepared. Still, I should have acted sooner. Alarm bells have been
ringing in my head ever since he walked through the door, but I was hoping that, for once, my instincts were wrong.
The bookshelf shudders for a moment, then flies across the shop and slams into a display case filled with silverware as Garrett leaps
back to his feet.
Only it’s not Garrett standing in front of me. He’s wearing what’s left of his shredded clothes, but it’s not him.
Not anymore.
The creature I’m facing is covered in a thick layer of wiry fur, with three-inch claws jutting from his hands and feet. His eyes burn a dull

red like smouldering coals, and his jaws are elongated to house a mouth full of jagged teeth.
I grab the bottle of whisky from the counter and take another drink. “Still want to learn more about werewolves, kid?” I say. “Lesson
three, they’re sensitive to rye!”
The Garrett-wolf lets out a piercing howl as I hurl the bottle at his face. It bursts open on impact, and the alcohol that drenches his skin
makes a sound like water being poured on a hot griddle. The creature shrieks and topples back into a stack of old radios, thrashing
wildly.
I grab the serrated mercury-dagger and make my way out from behind the counter as the Garrett-wolf staggers back to his feet. The
rye whisky has burned away patches of fur from his face and chest like I’d doused him with acid, and what’s left underneath is swelling
with thick bubbles of blood.
Now’s my chance. Time to move in for the kill.
I take a stab with my bladed hand but he easily sidesteps the attack, then counters with a lightning-fast swing that sends me sprawling
into an old television set. I get up, wheezing, and it’s suddenly clear that age is my real adversary in this fight. Twenty years ago I could
slice one of these monsters to ribbons before it knew the difference, but now I’m already winded.
Maybe the leaders of Lycan’s Blight were right all along. I don’t have the edge anymore.
But there’s no time to feel sorry for myself now. The Garrett-wolf lunges in my direction, and I barely throw myself out of the way in time.
I thud back to floor, landing hard on my ribs, just as his head smashes through the television screen glass.
My head feels like it’s filling with wet cement as I roll onto my back and scramble to get oriented. Out of desperation, I fire the serrated
dagger at the creature, but the blade whizzes by his ear and sticks inside a hand-carved totem pole.
The Garrett-wolf howls furiously, then shakes glass shards from his fur and spins round to face me. In a flash, he crouches down on all
fours and sails through the air, teeth bared and ready to sink deep in my throat. Before I can move, his full weight crashes down on top
of my body, pinning me to the ground and knocking the air from my lungs.
A galaxy of bright lights swirl across my eyes, and I can tell that he’s ready to make a killing strike. He lurches for my neck, but I
manage to raise my artificial arm just in time for the creature to clamp down on the wood.
This close, rancid-smelling froth drips from his jaws and splatters onto my face. With my arm locked inside his mouth, he growls loud
enough to send vibrations through my entire body. I’m trapped, and the last of my strength is fading quickly.
The Garrett-wolf jerks back his neck and rips off a chunk of wood near my elbow, swallowing it whole before staring me down with his
piercing red eyes. He howls again, as though already basking in his kill. We both know that he’s just moments away from ending my
life…
Which is why he’s completely caught off guard by what must feel like a hot coal sliding down his throat and lodging in his stomach. He
lets out an anguished yelp and hurls himself to the ground, frantically clawing at his body.
“Rule number four,” I croak, staggering to my feet. “You bastards are allergic to Mountain Ash wood.”
There’s no time for anything less than a surefire counter-attack, but I’m not sure I have enough energy left to swing a blade. Even if I
could, in my current state, the Garrett-wolf will likely rip me in half before he succumbs to the wound.
I’m running on pure adrenaline now, and my mind is racing for options. I’ll never get another opportunity like this one, so I have to think
fast. What else did I have at my disposal?
In a last-ditch burst of insight, I pluck my glass eye out of its socket and slam it against the ground like I’m breaking the world’s
toughest egg. It cracks down the middle, sending droplets of purple liquid trickling down the sides.
The Garrett-wolf is still reeling in pain, and this time I take full advantage of my opening. Before he has enough time to react, I dive on
top of him and force the poisonous eye into his mouth.
“Rule number five,” I shout. “Respect your elders, kid!”
Even before swallowing, the effect of the wolfsbane is immediate. The Garrett-wolf’s entire body convulses violently and his eyes roll
back inside his skull. He makes several desperate claw swipes that catch nothing but air, then becomes still.
Once I’m positive that he’s dead, I roll onto by back and try to catch my breath, but it feels like I’m inhaling needles. After a few minutes
of laying in silence amidst a junkyard of second-hand wreckage, I hear someone knocking on the front door.
A customer? No. The timing is too perfect for that.
Surprised at my own strength, I manage to drag myself upright and hobble over to the window. Standing on the front steps, casually
smoking a cigarette, is a man wearing a tailored grey suit. When I open the door, he mimes a polite clap.
“Duncan,” I say, clutching the new-found pain in my ribs. “What a surprise.”
He points to the sign hanging in the window and smirks. “It says here that you’re closed. I can always come back later, you know.”

“Now is fine,” I say, motioning him inside. “I had a feeling you were behind this.”
He walks in and takes a moment to survey the destruction, then whistles. “Looks like you two did quite a number on this place.” He
nods at my empty eye socket. “You doing okay?”
I cough a gob of blood into my palm and wipe it in my duster. “Nothing I couldn’t handle.”
The tinkling wind chime punctuates an awkward silence that settles over what’s left of the shop. After a moment, I say, “So, you going
to tell me why you sent one of those creatures waltzing in here, with a Lycan’s Blight emblem, no less?”
Duncan steps over a pile of shattered china and snubs his cigarette butt on the floor. “I apologize for my methods, but it was the only
way to convince the rest of The Order to give you a chance.”
“A chance?” I echo. “I don’t understand. This was some kind of test?”
“It was,” Duncan says, “And you passed handily.” He takes one look at what’s left of my prosthetic arm and adds, “No offense.”
“None taken.” I prod my side for the source of a stabbing sensation. “Let’s cut the riddles, Duncan. What’s this really about?”
Duncan takes a globe from a shelf and spins it with two fingers. It wobbles rhythmically on its broken axis. “These are dangerous
times, Blackmore. The Lycan population are multiplying faster than we can destroy them. We need every last one of our members in
the field, past or present.”
I grunt, then thrust my hand-blade into the globe, stopping it cold. “Couldn’t agree more, but apparently I’m too old and damaged for
this line of work.”
Duncan yanks the globe free and tosses it aside. “That’s exactly why The Order wanted to test you. They needed to see for themselves
what I’ve been saying all along, that your skills as a hunter are still intact.”
“And if they weren’t?” I say.
Duncan dismisses my question with a wave. “But they are. That’s what matters.”
We walk over to the Garrett-wolf’s body, which is sprawled across a pile of old paperback novels. Duncan shakes his head. “I’ve been
tracking this one all month. Freshly turned. Poor lad killed his own girlfriend and didn’t even know it.” He nudges an arm with his shoe.
“Don’t get me wrong, I feel guilty for deceiving him, but it was the only way to keep the test pure. I hope you understand.”
Part of me wants to erupt at the thought of this kid being a pawn in my glorified pop-quiz from Lycan’s Blight, but that doesn’t change
reality.
“You did what you had to,” I say, then pull a musty patchwork quilt off a rack. “Someone would have destroyed him eventually. It might
as well have been me.”
Duncan smiles wider than I’ve seen in years. “That’s the spirit, Blackmore. Come on, The Order will be glad to see you.” He heads for
the door, but I just stand there, staring at the corpse for what feels like an eternity.
“Who said anything about going back?” I say, draping the quilt over the creature’s body. “Haven’t you heard? I’m retired.”

WHEN BANDIT DOESN’T greet me, I know something is wrong.
“Here, boy. Where are you hiding?” I toss my keys on the hall table, then whistle a few bars of Camptown Races. “Come on out,
buddy.”
Bandit is my five-year-old Siberian Husky, named for the black fur that circles his eyes and connects at the bridge of his snout like
those old-fashioned burglar masks. Normally I can’t make it up the front steps before he’s scratching at the door, barking excitedly at
my return. But today the house is completely silent.
I grab his harness from the closet and rattle the attached chain-link leash. “Who wants to go for a walk?”
But Bandit still doesn’t come. This isn’t like him.
I move quickly across the carpet, not bothering to remove my shoes. “Bandit?”
He’s not in the living room.
“Where are you, boy?”

“Where are you, boy?”
Not in the dining room, either.
“Bandit!”
I finally find him laying down in the kitchen, next to a landslide of dusty brown pebbles. The cupboard underneath the sink is wide open,
revealing the tattered remains of his economy-size bag of kibble.
“Jesus Christ, Bandit.” I take a few steps closer, scrunching pieces of dry food against the linoleum. “What’d you do?”
He looks up at me with sad, blue eyes, but doesn’t move. His face is buried in his front paws.
“Are you all right, boy?”
I kneel down and scratch underneath his chin, then draw back my hand. His fur is soaking wet. I gently lift his head and see that his
bottom jaw is slick with a frothy drool that drips down the corners of his mouth.
“What in the…”
He whines, and I can almost hear him telling me that it hurts. “It’s okay, buddy. Everything is okay.” When I lay my hand along his side,
his muscles quiver at the touch.
I grab my cell phone and scroll through the contacts list until Vet appears on the display. After three rings, a woman answers, “Cedar
Falls Animal Clinic, how may I help you?”
“Hi, this is Rick Townsend calling about my dog, Bandit. Are you a doctor?”
“No, but I’m a certified vet-tech. What’s the trouble, sir?”
Bandit is whining again. I give his head a reassuring pat, but it’s burning up.
“I think he’s sick or something. He’s got a fever, drooling like crazy, and having these… muscle tremors, I guess. What could that
mean?”
The line is quiet for a moment, then she says, “Mr. Townsend, has your dog ingested any sort of toxins that you’re aware of?”
“Toxins?” The word sounds almost criminal, like I’m hiding uranium in my garage.
“No, he’s just lying here in the kitchen.” I glance at the torn bag of kibble and shake my head. “He got into his food at some point today
but other than that--”
My words solidify in my throat. What looks like yellow cardboard is sticking out from underneath the kibble bag. “Wait, hang on.”
I scoot over to the sink cupboard and yank it free, revealing a box about the size of a drugstore paperback. The top flap is pressed
open and a pool of black pellets have already spilled out.
“Oh Jesus.”
Wasn’t it supposed to be empty? Didn’t I throw it away? I can’t even remember putting it underneath the sink.
“It’s snail bait. He got into snail bait!”
The tiny skull and crossbones stamped in the corner has its mouth etched in a slight grin.
“Listen to me, Mr. Townsend,” she says. “Your dog has metaldehyde poisoning, which can be very serious. How long has it been since
he first ingested the bait?”
My heart goes into overdrive. “I don’t know. He’s been alone all day, there’s no way to tell.”
Bandit’s entire body trembles as though he’s freezing. He makes a low howl that reminds me of his pain after being neutered. “What
should I do?”
“You need to remain calm,” she says. “Are you able to induce vomiting?”
I take a deep breath and try to collect myself. “Like, with my fingers?”
“Never use your hands, sir. It’s dangerous for you and the dog. Is there any hydrogen peroxide in the house?”
“No.”
“Ipecac?”
“I don’t have that either.”
“What about powdered mustard?”
“Who the hell has powdered mustard!”

With each new suggestion, I feel more like a parent who doesn’t inoculate their child against disease. No one can stop the sky from
falling, but there’s no excuse for being unprepared when it does.
This is my fault. I’ve let him down.
I pound the cupboard door, and the noise startles Bandit to his feet. He wobbles for a few seconds, then his legs buckle and he
crashes back to the floor.
“Oh Christ, I’m sorry, buddy.” I stroke his fur, and a lump begins to form in my throat. “Jesus, he can’t even walk!”
When I turn away, my gaze lands on the photo of Bandit that’s stuck to the refrigerator. It was taken last Christmas. He’s wearing a
Santa Clause hat.
“Sir, you need to calm down. How soon can you get your dog here?”
My eyes are burning. “I’m about ten minutes away.”
“You need to bring him in immediately. At this stage, every minute counts. Keep him comfortable, but try not to let him fall asleep.”
“We’ll be right there.”
I snap the phone shut and pocket it. “Do you want to ride in the car, buddy?” His tail wobbles slightly. Even now, he still understands
me.
“I’ll help you get there. Don’t worry.” Bandit was fifty-two pounds the last time he was weighed, and I’ve never carried an animal his size
before. After a few moments of deciding on the best technique, I place one arm underneath his front paws and the other by his
abdomen.
His temperament shifts instantly, and he begins to growl.
“Easy, buddy. It’s all right. I’m not going to hurt you.”
But when I attempt to lift, he barks like a savage and clamps his teeth down on my forearm.
“Bandit, no!” I stumble backwards and trip over his leash, thudding to the floor. Although it stings, the bite didn’t pass through my suit
jacket.
“It’s not your fault, boy. I know you’re hurting.” I grab the leash and adjust some of the harness straps. “Don’t be mad, okay? This is for
your own good.”
I manoeuvre some of the straps around his snout and draw them tight, forming a make-shift muzzle. He growls in protest, and when I lift
him off the floor he uses what little strength he has left to thrash around and howl like he’s being skinned alive. It takes three of these
exchanges before I finally manage to lug him out to the car. Once he’s inside, I run back to the house and grab his fleece blanket from
the foot of my bed.
“Here you go, buddy. It’s your favourite.” I drape the blanket across his back and tuck the sides underneath him as much as he’ll allow.
He wags his tail and gives me another look from those sad eyes. ’I’m sorry,’ he’s telling me. ’I’m just scared.’
In a few moments we’re peeling out of the driveway and down the block. Around turns and through neighbourhoods. I run a red light,
then race past a sign that says ’Children At Play,’ doing sixty-five.
All I can concentrate on is Bandit’s laboured breathing coming from the back seat. How it seems more shallow than it did a few
minutes ago.
Keep him awake, that’s what the woman had told me.
“You’re going to be all right, buddy.” I’m practically yelling, trying to keep both of us focused. “We can go to the park later and toss your
Frisbee all day. Would you like that? We can do whatever you want, but you need to stay with me, okay?”
The faster I go, the more memories tear though my mind. The ten-week-old puppy who chewed up my favourite dress shoes. Throwing
tennis balls in the back yard for hours on end. Late night walks to the corner store for ice cream sandwiches.
“You’re not leaving me, Bandit. I’m not going to let you.”
A sudden stench floods the cabin, so foul that I fight to suppress my gag reflex. A quick glance in the rear-view mirror confirms my
suspicion. Bandit has lost control of his bowels, and the evidence is oozing down the seats.
“That’s okay, it’s not your fault, buddy.” I say, as we speed through the final seconds of a yellow light. “You can’t help it.”
We screech onto the clinic lot about a minute later. I park sideways across the handicapped space near the door, ticket be damned.
I bolt from the car and open the rear door. “We made it, buddy, it’s going to be… Bandit?” His eyes are closed. I can’t tell if he’s
breathing or not.
“Oh Jesus, Bandit! Come on, buddy. Wake up.” I’m too scared to shake him, afraid I’ll only make things worse. Instead, I scoop him

into my arms – stained blanket and all – and burst through the clinic doors.
“Help! I need help over here!”
The reception area explodes with a cacophony of animal noises. People sit lined against the walls on folding chairs, holding their pets
on leashes or inside plastic carriers. Routine check-ups and mundane problems.
But even with chaos all around us, Bandit doesn’t stir.
A woman in pink scrubs hurries out from behind the counter. “Are you Mr. Townsend?” she says, and I immediately recognize her
voice from the phone.
“That’s me.”
She motions to a hallway on the right. “This way. Dr. Bailey is expecting you.”
I follow her until we reach a door at the end, where she ushers me inside and helps me lay Bandit down on the table. My suit is covered
in a mixture of drool and feces. The smell alone should be enough to make me vomit, but it doesn’t register. Hardly anything does. All I
can focus on is Bandit, stretched out on his side, body limp, eyes closed.
Another woman in a white lab coat enters the room from a door on the opposite side. “Mr. Townsend, your dog ingested snail bait?”
I nod. “Please, you’ve got to help him.”
She places her stethoscope on Bandit’s chest, listens for what feels like an eternity, then shakes her head.
“I’m very sorry, sir.”
My entire body feels like it’s filling with cement. This can’t be happening.
“The poison was too much for him. It’s not your fault, you did everything you could.”
Don’t say it. Please, don’t say it.
“He’s gone.”
The finality of her words steal the air from my lungs. I can’t speak. Not sure of what to say even if I could.
“I’ll give you a moment,” she says, then grants me her most sympathetic nod and leaves the room.
I just stand there, detached from everything, staring at Bandit’s lifeless body. Eventually, I work up the courage to scratch him behind
the ears, but then I realize that he can’t feel it anymore. He’ll never feel anything again. Bandit and I, we’ll never play, or ride in the car,
or sit together on the couch for the rest of my life.
“Goodbye, buddy,” I say, tracing the mask around his eyes. “I’m really going to miss you.”
I give him one final hug, then bury my face against his neck and cry until his warmth begins to fade.
As my last tears soak into his fur, I wonder what he would say to me right now if he was still here. That he’s sorry? That it was my fault?
No, that’s not what Bandit would do.
He would look up at me with those bright, blue eyes, offer me his paw, and say, “I’m going to miss you too.”
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