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            Surreal Estate

         
 
         Once upon a time I am in a classroom. I am a child, old enough to read and write with some degree of sophistication but not yet having reached puberty, and I am wearing the black slacks and blue blazer and red tie that we have to wear because we are pretending to be an elite Catholic school. Blobs of gum do not lurk beneath our desks, however, and graffiti is not scratched on top of them. Cell phones have not been invented yet, and we do not whisper or snicker behind our teachers’ backs. We communicate wordlessly in sign language.
 
         Our instructors don’t mind. We are being trained to hunt creatures with exceptional hearing, and our instructors want us to learn how to communicate covertly and quickly and silently. The teachers stroll among us dressed as priests and nuns, and perhaps some of them are, but they do not use rulers or wooden paddles to enforce discipline. They carry bamboo poles.
 
         I am taking some kind of test. I glance down at the question my pencil is poised over.
 
         
            13. What is the sixth pillar of Krav Maga?
            
 
            A. Any object can be a weapon.
 
            B. Techniques should be mastered before being built upon.
 
            C. Threat recognition
 
            D. I KEEP MEAT FRESH BY EATING IT ALIVE

         
 
         A drop of blood plops onto the test. I am not sure where the drop came from. I hold my hand up to my nose, and when I look at it the middle of my index finger is red. I hear another plop, but this time when I look down, I see a small blob of gray matter on the test. It looks like brain tissue. I am afraid to hold my hand up to my nose again.
         
 
         I glance up questioningly. My fellow students are gone. My desk is in the middle of a suburban dining room, flanked by glass-paneled cabinets full of tableware and waist-high cabinets covered with candlesticks and serving trays. My teacher is standing in the adjoining living room. Her back is turned to me, and she is in front of a sofa that sits before a large series of windows. The windows have a chalk tray running underneath them, and words have been scratched over the surface of the closed dark curtains in chalk, forming long, straight lines that go from one end to the other in rows.
 
         My teacher is playing a biwa, a kind of Japanese lute, and for just a moment I wonder how it is that I know this. My child self has never been to Japan. Then I am distracted when I realize what is written on the curtains. The words are not, in fact, sentences, not even words plural, just one word written over and over and over: BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE
         
 
         BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE BITE…
 
         I raise my hand.
 
         My teacher is bald. She is a young Asian woman wearing a nun’s habit, the dress, the scapular, but she is not wearing a headdress or coif over her head, and a half dozen folds of flesh in the back of her skull open to reveal eyes. Pitch-black eyes that are all pupil, with no iris or sclera.
 
         I begin to suspect that something is wrong.
 
         In the face of the teacher’s silence, I ask, hesitantly, “Why isn’t there any place to write my name?”
 
         This seems very important. My name is John Charming. My family has been hunting monsters for over a thousand years, since before the fall of Rome. As soon as I say my name, I no longer wear a child’s body. My body is that of a man, an athletic and powerful man. The desk I am sitting at is in fact a dining table, and the pencil in my hand is a knife, a silver table knife. There are also a lone plate, fork, spoon, and empty glass set before me.
 
         Names have power. The thought has a clarity that everything else lacks, and I hurl the knife over the table and into the living room at my teacher. She leaps upward inhumanly fast, but I am also very fast, and the knife anchors into her left leg in a spray of colorless blood. Her body continues to rise. The archway connecting the dining room and the living room hangs low, and it conceals her from view when her body does not come back down to the floor.
         
 
         I flip the dining table on its side and pull it into an angle so that it forms a slanting barricade that I can kneel behind. Something splats against the wood as I reach over with both hands and grab two brass candlesticks from one of the waist-high cabinets beside me. I flick the candlesticks violently so that the unlit white candles fly off. As far as weapons go, I could do worse. The candlesticks aren’t balanced well, but they are almost nine inches long and the bases are heavy. The stems have thick inch-long needle prongs. John Charming, I think crazily, in the dining room. With the candlesticks.
         
 
         Holding the heavy ornaments by their narrow stems, I try to leap over the dining room table and charge into the living room, but the top of my foot catches, and I wind up lurching and staggering into the room instead. Something is wrong with me. My balance is off. My movements are sluggish. As I stumble into the living room, I see my teacher clinging to the ceiling on all fours, scuttling over its surface like an insect. She is not, in fact, wearing a nun’s habit but a short red silk robe, and she is heading toward the front door at the corner of the living room. She stops above the base of the stairs directly before it.
 
         We both know she has no intention of leaving the house.
 
         From the ceiling, her neck turns farther than any human neck should, and mandibles emerge from inside a human-looking mouth whose jaw is hinged open impossibly wide. She spits some greenish fluid the way someone might violently discharge phlegm that has been blocking a windpipe. I whirl back around the corner of the archway, and the expectorant splatters against the glass doors of one of the wooden cabinets across from me. The glass does not break or dissolve. The liquid trails down the cabinet quickly, more pale than green as it spreads and trickles.
 
         Some kind of poison or drug.
 
         From behind the cover of the archway, I watch her reflection in the glass cabinet doors. My teacher, still clinging to the ceiling, scuttles up and over the stairs to the second floor of the house.
 
         No, not my teacher. My prey.
 
         I try to smell the liquid that she spat, and I cannot. I am congested, sweating, eyes watering, nose running. It is as if my body is trying to wash something out of itself. My head is spinning slightly and my skin feels hot. This is wrong. I am never sick.
 
         Perhaps “prey” is too strong a word.
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