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The malignant odor made him want to vomit. He oplehis eyes but saw only darkness,
which was the same as seeing nothing at all. Hedéis fingers experimentally and found them
swollen and slow to respond. Still, he could mowehe mentally checked ‘coma’ off his list of
possible scenarios. Though it was dark and he sgémbke at rest, he felt as if he were standing.
Where am 1?

He realized he didn’t know.

What's my name?

Rockwell. Yes, that much he knew. Rockwell ‘Rocl8mith. He was a wealthy man; a
powerful man. Yet he was still in the dark, boterally and figuratively.

Rocky should have been cursing with indignant wratler his current situation, but his
body felt curiously placid. He couldn’t seem to mate himself into action. If he vomited, so be it.
Rocky waited, quietly gazing into the blackness. diti this for a period of several minutes. Just
when Rocky realized he hadn't blinked yet, lighgaaked his eyes.

“You in the box,” a voice intoned. It was a youngjee, consciously dropped into a lower
register to sound older. “Tell us your name.” Theras a titter and the sound of jostling from
somewhere behind him.

“Rocky Smith.” Rocky could barely whisper the warB® | have laryngitis?

“Come out of there Rocky,” the same voice said firm

Rocky awkwardly moved his feet and lurched outisfdonfinement. He found himself in a
large room, dark and dank. Someone had haphazaitdly boxes into the corner to his left in an
apparent effort to clear floor space. Black plagitbage bags with misshapen contents lay near a
square steel door to his righa. kiln? Industrial ovenRocky didn’t know. Before him stood a
woman. She was beautiful; a brunette with an otiwenplexion, wearing an expensive looking
dress with a modest cut. On the floor between hwh the woman lay an assortment of lawn and
garden equipment and the contents of a toolboxwhlged to greet the woman but something felt
off-kilter. It seemed to Rocky that he couldn’t neoar speak without direction.

“This is Vanessa D’Angelo,” the voice from earlipiped up from the darkness. “She’s
contestant number one. Rocky Smith, you're conteéstaimber two.” A flicker of recognition
kindled dimly in Rocky’s muddled braiv.anessa? My new intern at the office?

HHH#

“I want to spend my life with you,” he whisperedhaer ear.

Vanessa sighed and stretched languidly. Her smaolglgaze elated him; made him love life
again. She rolled over onto him and pinned his amtke bed. “Prove it,” she challenged.

Rocky bit his lip and worked his hips. She waslgabhe most gorgeous woman he had ever
laid eyes upon.

“Say my name,” she begged.

#H#H

“Vanessa.” This voice was new and higher pitchehtthe first. “Pick up the shovel from
the floor.”

Vanessa stooped and picked up a spade. The vaigasdabriefly from behind Rocky;
conferring in excited whispers. One side apparentiy out and he heard the second, higher voice
say, “That’s a spade, but close enough.” Vanesseelbbaffled but did not speak.

“Now hit that man with the spade,” the first voimemmanded.

Rocky tried stepping back into the safe-feelingfo@s he had come from but couldn’t find
the energy to move. It was if his shoes had bedadto the floor. Vanessa edged toward him and
finally stopped about four feet away. She swungsgheede. Rocky watched it come.



“Agent Huntington, the timing is favourable for rmmal temporal corruption.”

| carefully took aim, the composite weapon warmretheu my gloves. At full charge | had
the ability to leave this dark road a smoking aratestead, | pulled the trigger and watched the fo
men surrounding my target collapse. There was nadgmo muzzle flash, no recoil, only a handful
of thugs who would wish they were dead come mornihgugh they would have no idea why. It
wasn’t wise to kill needlessly in my line of workhat sort of thing could come back and bite you
in the ass.

“Probability of corruption?”

“Probability is negligible, Agent Huntington,” mgerebral Al answered in its default
feminine voice. “All four humans are alive.”

| broke down the weapon and replaced it in its cagdch | then set to return to the
armoury. One man, amidst his unconscious bodyguaessained standing, unaffected by the
weapon’s low setting. He was my target — a man wasn’t a man at all. Belying the age and size
of the human it imitated, it quickly left the roadd vanished into the night. | was impressed. The
gJioromite was no stranger to this world to havelesely mimicked the dominant species. My job
was to make sure that species stayed dominant.

| stood from behind a crumbling stonewall that coelsily date back to the late 19th
century. | had been waiting a significantly shotiere — perhaps an hour. | suspected the wall’s
builder couldn’t have guessed his work would ong dssist, in its own small way, the saving of
the human race. | picked up the fedora | had plabede and donned it, covering my dark,
drenched hair.

Pulling my trench a little tighter to ward off thiain, | crossed the road and followed the
track the gJioromite had taken. It was a short vialkhe “Pit.” From what | had ascertained from
the mission profile, the name was apt. It was apdeath — ancient death. The creatures that had
died in and around this antediluvian lakebed hadristed on Earth for tens of millions of years.
Their fossilized remains lay in the ground, onlying been discovered in recent times.

Something else had been found here, as well — amgethat the Vril Society, a constant
source of irritation to the Organization, wantedybadly. So badly, in fact, that their leaders,
occult scientists each and every one, would detll avibeing that did not belong to this world. My
mission was to find out what they wanted and tadpit back. Barring that, destroy it.

| could see a large tent set up on the far sidthefPit, lit from within by lantern light. |
didn’t need the wide-spectrum ocular implants | redalled before the mission to see two figures
in a heated discussion. The smaller one was hokbngething that the other obviously wanted. At
this distance | couldn’t hear the words being exgeal, but | could guess the conversation. One
was my target, the other likely a palaeontologistking late cataloguing the day'’s finds. Unless |
intervened, the remainder of the scientist’s lifewad soon be counted in minutes.

“Do you detect any weapons?” | asked the Al.

“Negative, Agent Huntington, but | do sense an Anawistic power source within the tent. |
believe this is what the gJioromite is seeking.”

With gun in hand, | hurried my pace, but foundifficult to both run in the darkness and
keep my eyes on the now struggling silhouettes.mbddy, uneven ground around the quarry kept
my eyes constantly seeking footing. By the timeedahed the tent, | found the palaeontologist
attempting to pick himself up from where he hadrbkeocked down in my target’'s eagerness to
escape. Blood trickled from a cut on his forehe®thatever it was he had been clutching
protectively was gone.



Jake heard a faint jingle of metal and a snort foutside the hunting shack.

“What the hell was that?” asked his dad.

Jake wanted to tell his dad that the monster trdpigk just wouldn’t die. He looked into
his dad's weary, irritated eyes and he knew hetdihmt to hear it.

They hadn’t gutted the deer yet in order to gefftiieveight for the record, but Jake wished
they had. The damn thing had taken a shot from3@6 Weatherby Magnum, and hadn’t died.
Deer always died instantly when he shot them. & ¥ea that reason, along with a thousand-yard
range, that he loved the rifle. Jake loved to laumt loved to eat venison, but he didn't want trex de
to suffer.

When he had spotted the monster buck near dugk,blee’n almost too excited to shoot.
He'd never seen such a large deer or a biggerofaghtlers. He'd taken a few deep breaths to calm
down, aimed carefully though his scope and sque#zedrigger. The deer had dropped to the
ground as usual, but when he walked up to it twemtyutes later, it had lunged up at him. One of
its massive antlers ripped though his blaze oramgating jacket and scraped him across his
stomach before he could jump out of the way. ltlfakck to the ground where it kept trying to get
back on its feet.

His father showed up in time to see it all and shet deer in the head with his .45 Colt
revolver. The deer dropped like a stone. Ten msl#eer while they were dragging it back to their
hunting shack with the ATV, the deer had startetimicch and grunt. His dad said he must have
only grazed it and knocked it unconscious.

Jake knew better. His dad didn’t miss, especidllgant blank range. He'd had enough of
the deer’s shit and he'd jumped off the ATV antidithroat to the bone. It stopped twitching afte
that and they made it back to their place withauther incident. They cut a hole in each leg
between the tendon and bone and slipped a steeltpaugh. The deer was so heavy that even
using two pulleys, they needed the ATV’s muscldiftothe deer off the ground. The steel pole
bowed under the strain, but it held.

Now it sounded like the deer was banging againstttee, trying to break free. His dad
pointed at the door.

“Go see what that is. Might be wolves, so bringrygun.”



The Editor was not talking to Missy. He was talkingp his phone, quietly, in a language
Missy couldn’t understand.

It was her first time meeting him. She felt hopetdér friends who’'d submitted their work
had never been summoned. Their efforts had beemeat, politely: Does not meet our needs at
this time. Please try again.

Suddenly, the Editor began shouting into the phéteeshot to his feet and strode to the
floor-to-ceiling window looking out over the citydowntown. The window filled the entire wall.
From where Missy sat, all she could see out theleiwnwere sky and the roofs of skyscrapers. The
Editor’s building was the tallest in the United t8& and since the collapse of the Stem Research
Tower in Malaysia last month, it had become thesddallest building in the world.

Missy hoped the phone call had nothing to do widn. IShe’d barely done more than
exchange pleasantries with the Editor when his phamg. Now, she noticed for the first time a
plague hanging on the wall behind his desk. Theguysdawas nearly the size of the baby she’'d
birthed three weeks earlier. Black letters, asdstas her newborn’s fingers, were burned into the
wood.

The Editor
Is the Barbed Wire
Between the Good and the Bad

Her breasts tingled. The message on the plaquetiited and frightened her.

Which category did her work fall into?

She’d pumped her milk before the meeting, and sipetdpads in her bra to absorb any
leaks, but she knew from unfortunate experiencegbmetimes the pads couldn’t handle the job.
So many things could start the milk flowing: anyieturprise, her husband coughing blood. Jeddy’s
sickness after his last deployment to the spadsosthad cost him his job. Now they needed
money. The Editor had to buy Missy’s work. He hald t

The Editor was no longer yelling into the phonet ba was talking fast and furious, the
strange language churning from him in a musicalrgstaccato.

He was not looking at her. She wondered if he’dgdtten she was even there. She
wondered if it would be bad form to slip away, fitiet Editor’s assistant, and ask for a short break
to nurse. Her baby was in the nursery a few flargve the Editor’'s office. Her pump was in the
tote bag at her feet, but the pump, she’'d learnet the past few days, was not as effective as
actual nursing.

It had been so inconvenient pumping these pastifeys. It had been an intrusive chore to
keep herself in nursing status. Maybe after todeydsbe able to stop.

The Editor’s back was to her. His long fingers wagping the window as he talked into the
phone. Missy stood and hurried to the assistamsk gust outside the Editor’s office.

Robin Rucker looked up from his computer monitoe. $tniled.

“Doing fine,” he said. “I just checked.” He twisteéde monitor so that she could see the
screen. Her baby’s face, scrunched in sleep, filhedscreen.

“So where’d that amazing orange hair come from?”

“Jeddy, my husband, he had orange hair, too. Bgiohsick, his hair all fell out, and...” Her
voice broke.



As | followed the different graveyards of time,dyfig across the twinkling roadways of
starlight, sparkling drops of blood floated befone, revealing tiny snapshots of creatures and
worlds beyond my imagination. Drifting images withihe bloody teardrops of time swirled and
spiralled before my captivated eyes. And with aghacent hand, | slowly grasped hold of the small
tears of blood and peered into their depths, catigtaearching for answers to unanswerable
guestions. Surges of electricity danced acrossinggeftips, a feeling that still shakes the innetreco
of my dark heart. But then a strange emotion, & I had not felt since my rebirth through the
breaking of a mirror, grasped hold of my sight atled my attention into the depths of a strange
world hidden within the teardrop of vitae...

The darkened waves of the English Channel crasped the rocky shores as | appeared at
the edge of the blackened waters, staring at twangé individuals arguing amongst a flock of
seagulls. It was a vehement fight that seemeds® in intensity with the darkening horizon, a
beautiful day, to say the least.

The fight was intriguing, for I have not witnessadlence on the scale that erupted between
the Indian men in such a very long time. And yst] anoved closer to the gentlemen, | began to
realize that these were not normal humans, but strarge and twisted versions of horrid biblical
characters, which | believed had disappeared \wilpassing of the Dark Age.

The larger of the two men had a beautiful voica #tmnded like wind gracing the surface
of a wine glass. A pair of small wings flapped witemendous speed behind his broad shoulders
and a golden light appeared somewhere behind bty locks of ebony. | had never seen
anything quite like this creature. The smaller mhowever, had a pair of grotesque horns
protruding from his forehead, thick fur that cowkhes legs, and cloven feet.

His features were all too familiar.

“Excuse me,” | said and bowed, interrupting theiguement, “I am sorry to disturb your
most wondrous fight, but | was travelling throudte tGarden of Forking Paths, hunting for the
elusive soul of a German fellow, when the wordgair disagreement beckoned my dark heart.”

The angelic man smiled with a bewildered smile ataded with eyes that sparkled in the
fading sunlight while the demonic Indian’s red epasrowed, blazing with the fires of Hades.

“Allow me to introduce myself,” | replied, bowinghoe again, “My name is Vladimar and |
am a poet of the written word, a Socratic questimighe assumed truths of time, the Gadfly of
gadflies, vampiric hero of the old country, and-"

“Chamcha,” the angel whispered, “who is this stentgan?”

“I don’'t know, Gibreel,” the demonic Indian repliestaring at me with eyes that began to
simmer in the shadows that surrounded the small man

“- I've come to offer you my services and possislyed some light on your... unique
situation.”



Oh, Sirs, why must you be so insistent? You s#lldryet your sanity; you've kept your wits
about you; thus | envy that! Sirs, how is it thaemm such as yourselves, esteemed and well
reputable in the jurisdiction of our county’s lawould want to hear in full detail of the horror at
Shirk Manor, my own abode, the mad dwelling of tinaspeakable horror, where evil, absolute and
dreadfully malignant evil, waited ever so patierithyenact its diabolical power? How can sane men
even think to hear in full detail of that night whiwill haunt me till my dying hour? Oh, sirs, Ige
of you, for the sake of your very own well beingr the sake of every man who here listens, one
last time, please reconsider; for this mental aign that you must seek out after will only make
the angels woeful and the demons prosper... Sadlyewer, | see that you are all resolute men, all
with an inexorable grit. Do not say that | have warned you. Very well, here it is

| have, throughout my growing years, much too oftétmessed (no sirs! Never conjuring,
but with my own two eyes witnessed!) images ofrttecabre: nameless phantoms without identity,
with no purpose, other than to send my heart intacang interval. They're just there (who, you ask,
well the phantoms sirs); they're ever present, sthe long hallway of my home, waiting, stalking
in the dead darkness, with talons that could stitgaugh a hundred men; they are pale, translucent
apparitions that moves with such demonical distarthat my own bones feel to shrill and collapse
beneath my white flesh when my eyes see such thiwgen | am lying down asleep, sometimes |
hear the ones that wail. (Why they lament? - | db kmow. But perhaps it is because they must
endure an endless amount of infliction for theansgressions in their past life - a limbo of
purgatory, perhaps.) There are also the ones wiim labove me while | lie in bed and sleep. |
refuse to open my eyes, but | sense their ominasst®vering above me like a blackened blur in a
distant nebula. | cower beneath my bed-sheets btreg) and when | can no longer breathe and
give into fright, | call out “Clive!” - who is my dusehold servant, a good fellow from Hungary; its
people most superstitious about the weirdnessalways comes in, his white night-clothes flailing
about his gaunt and bony body and his hands maksigim of the cross. | tell him that | saw one;
that the things lurking in Shirk Manor will not dmack to Hell. Then he, my dearest Clive, would
take both my hands into his, and we would prayttoge..

Only in the night does the Devil do his work, siia, that is something that | have come to
believe. The beast is strongest in the night whed'€swarm embrace has left us to fend for
ourselves, for it is a test! a test of our faittiad fought the things in Shirk Manor many timethwi
prayer, with crucifixes and, as Clive had suggestedm assuming because of his eastern
upbringing - with garlic. But none had holy effeblight after night the damn things would return,
sometimes with more diabolical influences: windawegns would slam shut; an unexpected wind
would blow, rattling my trees’ boughs; the tickiagd the clamouring of my great grandfather’s
clock’s bells never ceasing to an end!

So it is then that | decided: | could no longerogp for | felt that | would surely go mad if |
permitted for this to continue. Time was of theegg® and so was my sanity.

Father McGuire was the holiest man that | knewit seemed only right, at the time, to have
asked such a man whom | believed was closest toa@ddo Heaven. | went to him with an over-
riding-sense-of-guilt, for | had not gone to churnhquite some time. But he wasn't the least bit
cordial and after seeing the gloom in my eyes agatihg the distress roll off my tongue (for |
must’'ve sounded like a blubbering fool in confes¥ide allowed me into his quarters and offered
me the liquor of the pinot noir - it was not themdj after that | told him of my tribulations, onke
was more at ease, and the wine’s vigour dancedtlegsly in my blood.

“What-ya-have here are-ye-poltergeists,” said mgttsh priest, his big belly hung over his
pants and his rosy cheeks reminded me of the sttré&d my parents had once told me about Santa
Claus - if ever such a being could exist! Suchyfadl think so.



When the first person disappeared from the caféyl@thought he might vomit.

One minute a man, young, black, heavily goateedl,irsaa corner booth, his laptop
humming. The next, he was gone. Just... gone. Ththlveas empty, no computer, no lunch.

Charlie was just about to finish off his chickempa when he glimpsed the vanishing act
from the corner of his eye. He hadn’t even realizechad been aware of the black man’s presence
before. Yet the sudden disappearance from his éfldsion had kick-started his sense of recall. He
knew without a doubt that a man had been sittirnipah booth not two seconds ago.

Chicken froze in his throat and refused to advahimeraised his glass to his lips, but the
water trembled too violently. He couldn’t drink emgt to swallow the chicken. He lowered the
glass, used both hands to steady it on the tahdespat the panini into his napkin.

He scanned the diner for signs that other patrauk rfoticed the disappearance, but life
proceeded as normal in the brightly lit confinestlué diner. An elderly pair sat at the counter,
forcing sporadic bites of food into three toddlarisuths. A young couple held hands at the table to
Charlie’s right and gazed into each other’s eyesrdg newlyweds can. Several well-coiffed men,
all with monogrammed briefcases by their sidesediby themselves, chatting on cell phones or
impatiently hailing the waitress.

Other than his shaking hands and the pestering torgpray the bites of lunch he’'d already
eaten back onto his plate, everything seemed saius

A gust of wind swept across his back. Icy tendijigled his flesh even through his flannel
shirt. His heart trip-hammered into a frantic futtThrowing in the towel, his stomach regurgitated
half a chicken sandwich into Charlie’s hastily eaisalad bowl.

Calm down. Just calm down. It's only a breeze. Mugsthe hangover. Six pints in three
hours last night, remember? You imagined the mawhis never there. He-

This time, Charlie knew he didn’'t imagine it. A bahs black as sin materialized in the air
behind the young bride to his right, and the wonwas pulled sucked backwards. Her body folded
at the waist as if wrenched towards the hole byesemormous unseen hook. Her mouth opened,
but the hole closed before any sound escaped.dwatgiad ever existed remained behind.

Charlie braced himself for the groom’s screams, itl@¥itable panicked hysteria, but the
young man sat slurping his soup as calmly as tee akthe diner's guests. The groom’s brow
creased as he noticed Charlie’'s wide-eyed staes, e rotated his chair away from Charlie and
continued his lunch.

Charlie’s limbs turned wooden. His eyes locked dhtocouple’s table. The woman'’s purse,
her lunch plate and glass, even her chair, were.gon

Damn, it's cold in here

Charlie closed his eyes, covered them with his barsgarched inside for a hint of
machismo. Just enough to steady the tremblingtigupeople... people don’t vanish unless you're
crazy. Or everyone else is. Maybe all men feelwdy, want to scream and cry and piss their pants
when the tangible world decides to change its haitisout the courtesy of a warning.

| am not a coward!

Charlie rose, knocking his chair against the wdlid you not see that?” he yelled. The
clinking of silverware and hum of conversation eshsFaces turned toward him, some with
eyebrows raised, others with furrowed brows.

“Did nobody see those people? A man, a black mght there, in that booth... gone!” He
pointed at the younger man. “Your wife, she wasryaife, right? Where did she go? Are you
drunk? She’gone, man!”



“So you can understand why I'm in a bit of a fi8fieriff Powell said.

Miriam snapped her fingers and pointed at the deskthe sheriff just blinked at her. Her
leather duster creaked as she leaned forward akddgup her glass. Powell got the hint then. He
shouted for his deputy, who soon appeared withleb@it hand. Glass clinked against glass, and
Miriam leaned back with the whiskey burning heiotdr

“And you think my husband and | can help,” she shat face deadpan.

Powell glanced at his deputy, then nodded. “JimnBsrup in Leadville says you can
provide results.”

“Well, ain’t that nice of him.” Jim Barnes wouldys#hat. How that snivelling little weasel
ever got elected sheriff was beyond her. One vamgighting and he was pissing himself like a
schoolboy. Poor bastard probably would have lodkatself in his office until he rotted if she and
Ben hadn't been passing through and offered tostigage. A few nights of poking around in the
forest had scared up the true villain: an old miwéh a habit of hunting at night. Disappointed,
they had collected their fee and moved on, butoeddre Sheriff Jim Barnes had licked their boots
clean in appreciation.

Miriam sighed and looked at Powell. “You're familiaith our fees?”

“Room and board plus expenses and $30 a day, higwéffssaid.

“Only if your spooks end up being ordinary.” Shddhap her glass again, and the deputy
obliged. “If they're real, it's on us.”

Powell shifted in his seat. “Begging your pardont bow do we know you’re not going to
hoodwink us?”

Miriam smirked. This one wasn’t a complete ididtleast. With a flourish, she removed her
hat and tossed it on the sheriff's desk. Accented btreak of white, her long black hair fell down
her back in a single braid. Tilting her head, sbhmfed to a series of small scars running along her
left cheek. Powell leaned in for a closer look.

“Each one is for a genuine monster, freak, or uddesgve put to rest.”

“Only nine?” Powell asked. “How long have you beemhis business?”

“Twelve years, not counting the few jobs of thistdbat came up back East.” Powell tugged
on his sandy blond moustache without replying. Atdew moments, Miriam stomped her boots
on the dusty wooden floor and stood up. “We hadeal or not?”

The sheriff took a deep breath and rose to his f&n’'t have much of a choice.” He
extended his hand, and Miriam took it. Retrievirg hat, she turned to leave without another word,
but his voice stopped her. “When can | meet yowband?”

She turned in the doorway, her palm resting onhilieof the sabre hanging from her right
hip. “Ben doesn’t care much for people. That's wido all the talking.” She grinned, revealing a
dark gap between her front teeth. “Besides, h&atily one.”

HHH#
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His flat feet slapped over the tarmac surface efrtadway. With each footfall he could feel
the impact jolt through his body. The hard rhytromed with his beating heart, crashing painfully
against his ribs, sending daggers of pain througlchrest.

Jack Flemming took in a heavy gasp of air. The thréaurnt the lining of his throat but
when it reached his lungs it was as cold as délcoughed it out, spat it onto the roadway and as
he did the pressure on his chest increased.

He concentrated on running, each step was an agmhylack felt his whole body rising in
protest as he pushed himself harder. All that medtevas moving forwards, running faster than he
had ever done before in his life.

He could feel the sweat running freely down hisfdtdripped blindingly into his eyes and
seeped into his mouth. On his tongue it had a &aity taste. The little hair he still had was
plastered to his scalp and the back of his neck.

“I'm too old for this.” He whispered to himself and his mind he could hear Muriel’s
voice, high and whining - You're going to kill yaself one of these days - and Jack decided that
today she could well be right.

The man running beside him stuck his fist into Jacdks, a punch as fast as a boxer’s jab.
The pain was immediate and Jack wheezed breathlEssh moment until his lungs had filled
again. Once his vision returned he glared acrosseabther man — who stared ahead, focussed. It
might have been an accident; elbows jarred agahmilders and fists rained down upon backs in
the cramped conditions of the race. It might jusvénbeen an accident and so Jack returned to
staring at the neck of the runner in front of him.

Nobody spoke and nobody smiled. The man runningamk’s right - the rib-jabber, had his
mouth pulled back in a grimace that bared his téetthe wind. He had a band of white sticking
plaster over the bridge of his nose and his nesfiiared beneath this. The man wore a black suit
and tie and as he pulled ahead of Jack the mataiaks his back ripped from shoulder to hips,
revealing a thin line of silvered lining down theas of his jacket. Rib-jabber didn’t notice but
pumped his arms faster, punching a path throughrtined.

Jack thought he recognised the man; he might heea the guy who came around to the
shop each week to collect insurance premiums.dhbtiave been him but it was hard to tell as the
man’s face was so distorted with pain and angexak hard to reconcile that person, soft talking
and smelling slightly of peppermint, with the grarlanimal that ran in front of him.

For a moment Jack followed this man’s progressutinothe heavy crowd of runners. The
way he pushed forward, forcing his way between tasuand divorcing families.

Under his feet Jack stumbled against a kerb, & breomething left in the middle of the
roadway. He felt his legs fail and begin to colepeneath him. He fell forwards, hands flailing for
something to seize upon, something secure to hatdupright. There was nothing, just his hands
snatching at the air as his vision dropped fromhbads of the runners before him to their backs
and then to their feet.

“Don’t let me fall” He begged himself and forced iegs forwards to take up the weight. It
was like running on rubber stilts, always pitchedMards, always off-balance.
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They were throwing rocks at the house again. THebles from the driveway smattered
against the wood siding like machine gun fire, ¢laeden stones crashed like artillery explosions.
Sam sat on the couch, knees pulled to his chilovsl over his ears.

He stared at his dead television, the screen srda3ihey had gotten to it somehow. Back
when this first started he had turned it on to faisemind off the rocks. But anytime he turnedrit o
on every channel, there were people blowing theainls out with handguns, jumping from tall
buildings and landing on pavement in twisted, bijobdaps, burning themselves to death, plunging
steak knives into their hearts. He tried turnin@fit unplugging it, but the images persisted. He
broke the screen with a baseball bat and the imiagaly stopped. But the rocks continued.

He had tried the radio, but they controlled thevaires that reached him. On 95.4 FM, there
was a young child who screamed for his mother awer over, but his mother never came, and his
pleas became more and more desperate, escaldingansplitting screams and sobs. On 104.9, a
teenager muttered about ugly she was, how no arel @bout her, how she’d die alone, and then
there was a single gunshot. On 650 AM, a grown mdh a deep, gravelled voice cried
incessantly, every so often choking on his teadsvamiting.

The first time Sam heard the rocks thrown agaimstiouse was right after he’d lost his job
working the drill press at the manufacturing plahit. day long he drilled holes in torch nozzles.
Over and over he guided the bit down, listenedtsometallic screech, lifted up, pulled down,
screech. He did this for hours straight every daly stopping to change bits, eat lunch, or go
home. He chewed gum to stay awake. Nod off forsee®ond and the bit could catch on the piece
and fling into his face. It wasn’'t an ideal job tlituwas the best he could find after his releasenf
prison. A month ago he was laid off. Company-wid#&eacks, nothing personal, his boss said.

Sam went home that night dejected, spent his éastdbllars on a bottle of gut-rot whiskey.
He sat at home in his small rent house, drinkimg@l when he heard the first few rocks. At first he
thought it might have been raining, but a quickaéheutside showed clear skies. Then there was a
large crash against the side of the house. He flopen the front door and looked for the
perpetrators. Teenagers playing pranks, he thottghtcanned the trees and the shadows. Nothing
moved.

“Come out, you sons of bitches!” he yelled.

Two shadows moved by the barn.

“Hey!” Sam said.

The shadows ran behind the barn.

Sam ran after them. He looked around but couldzét anyone. There were no lights, only
the weak glow from the back porch. The thick paitiwoods that separated his property from the
neighbours loomed before him. Night melded the tavgetrees into a silent black fortress.

A branch cracked above. Shadows wavered in théopeeSam hustled to the barn and
turned on the floodlights that faced the woods. tdeed back to the trees. The floodlights
illuminated what the night had hidden.

Dozens of chickens hung from the highest branchéseatrees. The ropes swayed from the
weak branches. A loud snap split the silence, aredad the hanged chickens fell at Sam’s feet. Its
beak snapped open and a groan bubbled up fromlitenzed lungs.
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