
  
    [image: Monochromicon]
  


  
    
      
        [image: Title Page]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Also By Todd Keisling

      

      
        Foreword

        Amelia Bennett

      

    

    
      
        
          A LIFE TRANSPARENT

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            1. A Life Ordinary

          

          
            2. The Flickering

          

          
            3. Gray Sight

          

          
            4. The Omitted

          

          
            5. Puppets

          

          
            6. Monochrome

          

          
            7. The Missing

          

          
            8. Candles

          

          
            9. The Good Doctor

          

          
            10. Negative Spaces

          

          
            11. The Pale Monk

          

          
            12. A State Of Love And Liminality

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Coda

          

        

      

      
        
          THE LIMINAL MAN

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            
              I. The Hesitant Man

            

            
              
                1. Less Defined

              

              
                2. Bad Omens

              

              
                3. Fading Out

              

              
                4. Bystanders

              

              
                5. The Trial

              

            

          

          
            
              II. The Contrite Man

            

            
              
                6. Absence

              

              
                7. Among the Shades

              

              
                8. The Strings

              

              
                9. The Wretched

              

              
                10. In The Court Of The Monochrome King

              

              
                11. Ghosts

              

            

          

          
            
              III. The Liminal Man

            

            
              
                12. Balance

              

              
                13. The Leap

              

              
                14. The Focus

              

              
                15. Reactions

              

              
                16. Threads In The Tapestry

              

              
                17. He Who Winds The Watch

              

            

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Coda

          

        

      

      
        
          NONENTITY

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            1. Strange Days

          

          
            2. Reclamation

          

          
            3. Little Sparrow

          

          
            4. Pilgrimage

          

          
            5. Dissonance

          

          
            6. Rough Beasts

          

          
            7. Black, John

          

          
            8. Cracks In The Sky

          

          
            9. Maggots

          

          
            10. Fear Of A Blank Planet

          

          
            11. Tempest

          

          
            12. The Lines Begin To Blur

          

          
            13. Vile

          

          
            14. Cosma

          

          
            15. Widows

          

          
            16. Acta Non Verba

          

          
            17. The Man, The Monk, And The Monster

          

          
            18. Fates Untethered

          

          
            19. The Day The World Went Away

          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Afterword

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY TODD KEISLING

          

        

      

    

    
      the southland mythos

      The Sundowner’s Dance

      Devil’s Creek

      Scanlines

      The Final Reconciliation

      

      the monochrome trilogy

      A Life Transparent

      The Liminal Man

      Nonentity

      

      collections

      Ugly Little Things: Collected Horrors

      Cold, Black & Infinite: Stories of the Horrific & Strange

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Monochromicon: The Complete Monochrome Trilogy

        Copyright © 2007-2025 by Todd Keisling

        Foreword © 2025 by Amelia Bennett

        Illustrations © 2025 by Red Lagoe

        Book Design © 2025 by Dullington Design Co.

      

        

      
        eISBN: 978-1-946304-13-1

      

        

      
        First Paperback Edition

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage or retrieval systems, without permission in writing from the publisher, except by a reviewer who may quote brief passages in a review.

      

        

      
        Without in any way limiting the author’s and publisher’s exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of their work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

      

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        www.toddkeisling.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book is dedicated to my longtime editor and dear friend, Amelia Bennett.

      

        

      
        You were right. It really was a trilogy.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

          AMELIA BENNETT

        

      

    

    
      It was the fall of 1998, and I was in the basement of a picturesque suburban home about 30 minutes from Chicago the first time it happened. The boy I’d been spending time with when I had a chance to get off campus had just given me a tour of his family home, and now he was telling me more about the band he played drums for.

      “We did a little time in the studio. Do you wanna hear the rough tracks?” They weren’t mastered yet, but I would get the gist of their sound. We talked about music a lot when we’d hang out, had even caught a couple shows in the city at the Metro or Fireside Bowl.

      “Yeah, let’s hear it.”

      The recording was, as promised, unpolished. Naïve, even. None of the band members were old enough to buy liquor, but their talent was as clear as their lack of experience. The singer was a baby, just fifteen. He lived here, too—my charming host’s younger brother.

      And when I heard his voice, I knew I was hearing Somebody.

      Before I graduated from college, the group would get a mention in Rolling Stone and be plucked from the Chicago scene for a mentorship with one of the greats of grunge. Odds are good you’ve heard this same voice if you’ve caught the Superbowl, or watched TV, or seen the occasional big Hollywood film.

      Experiences like that, where you run across Somebody before anybody else really does, are rare. People trot out the clichés about lightning in a bottle, but the truth is that being around Somebody really is electric.

      It happened to me again in the first half of 2005. I had joined an online forum, of sorts, where creatives of all kinds gathered to share their work, provide feedback to each other, or—in the case of at least one couple—fall in love. Maybe I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was.

      This time, I was in an IRC chat room. Todd and I had been running in the same circles, and had interacted with each other’s writing a bit, but we hadn’t yet met in the virtual sense. And the moment we did is just as clear in my memory, twenty years later, as that day in a basement outside Chicago.

      “Omg, it’s THE Todd.”

      Did you know you could meet your brother that way, two thousand miles apart and with next to nothing in common? I counted myself a poet back then, and made fun of the way Todd’s writing rambled and meandered and spent words generously, while my own style was more terse. Either way, I knew he was Somebody.

      “You don’t know when to shut up,” I taunted.

      “You haven’t got anything to say,” he shot back.

      He designed a pair of mugs with these jokes on them, and we sold a smattering of them to our friends and erstwhile fans. I still have one above my precious espresso machine.

      Years later, I would tell him about a continuity error I found in his novel, in which the protagonist picks up his mug twice in the span of about as many pages, without having put it down. When he decided to clean up the manuscript in order to re-publish it, he asked me to edit it for him.

      “You probably want to hire an editor, Todd. Someone who knows what they’re doing.”

      “Yes. You’re my editor.”

      At the time, I was close to flickering out of existence myself, but Todd saw me and told me who I was. Stubborn and insightful as always, Todd gently insisted that I was wrong about myself, and his project wouldn’t be the same with another editor. Over the next decade, we’d take turns being right about Donovan’s journey through the Monochrome. We met in person, got to know and love each other’s families, and proved the old adage about the blood of battle being thicker than the water of the womb. Sure, the battle wasn’t literal, but we fought it together anyhow.

      I balked again when Todd asked me to write the foreword to the omnibus. I don’t have an audience with the potential to goose his sales. He should ask a writer. Someone whose words will add something to his story.

      “Yes. You are a writer.”

      It remains to be seen who’s right this time, but once again, Todd has insisted and I have relented. This is the nature of our back-and-forth.

      But it’s not that he’s always right. In fact, if he were, the book you’re holding would be much shorter: a diptych. After A Life Transparent, Todd and I agreed that Donovan’s story wasn’t over. So Todd ventured back into the Monochrome to bring back The Liminal Man, I learned to use Tracked Changes to bring the editing process out of the stone age, and this time at the end of the book it was my turn to be right. He wasn’t done.

      It was a trilogy.

      It took ten more years and a lot of spent ink to bring about Nonentity. Every couple of years, between other projects or when the internal pressure built up some steam, Todd and I would have a strategy call to bounce plot elements back and forth. There were some false starts, lots of rewrites, and even a few discussions about quietly closing out the project without the final installment, but I had a feeling Todd couldn’t leave Donovan and Donna forever, not without the ending they fought so hard for.

      So whether you’re about to visit the Candles for the first time, or a struggle with your own Flickering is bringing you back for an injection of motivation, welcome to the Monochrome.

      Keep your eyes peeled for Cretins.

      

      
        
        Amelia Bennett

        Chandler, Arizona

        April 2025
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            PROLOGUE

          

          THIS BANAL COIL

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Circa 1986 CE

      

      

      Albert Sparrow didn’t know the man all that well, which made him easier to kill. Smith huddled near the mouth of the alley, his dirty paws reaching out in supplication to the people passing by. Sparrow admired Smith’s humility even though it would profit him nothing. No one ever saw them, and if their master was to be believed, no one ever would.

      “Spare some change?”

      Smith’s pleas fell on deaf ears. Lunchtime crowds raced down the sidewalks, busy with daily tasks and self-importance. The smell from a pizzeria across the street carried over, displacing the funk of garbage and exhaust fumes.

      Sparrow looked into the sunlight, basking in its simple radiance. He licked the air, tasting its intricacies. Every moment of freedom from the gray was a cherished blessing. He couldn’t remember how long he’d been trapped there, or what today’s date was. Fortunately, it wouldn’t matter for much longer, not after he’d done what he had to do. He’d had an idea, a flash of brilliance in the gloom, and it would lead him to salvation.

      “Anyone? Change for food? Haven’t eaten for days.”

      Sparrow tried to ignore Smith’s grating pleas, busying himself with the task at hand. He knelt beside the dumpster and shoved his arm into the dark gap underneath. His fingers blindly searched through the grime that blanketed the alley floor. Where was it? Sparrow sucked in his breath, stemming the panic rising in his gut. After years locked away in a drab prison, the idea struck him suddenly, violently, and he’d spent weeks planning for this moment. He only had this one chance to follow through. Their warden would not allow him another opportunity.

      His heart raced with adrenaline. He wouldn’t go back. Not to the fate that awaited him. The master had plans for him. Grand plans. He heard that monotone voice in his head, booming: We will shuffle you off your banal coil, Mr. Sparrow, and it will be glorious. The Ungod will unmake you in its unlight, and then you will be perfect.

      Sparrow’s searching fingers finally skated over the blade. He smiled, pulling the knife from its hiding place and caressing it in his hand. A day’s food rations, a mugging, a liquor store robbery. Who knew such a simple object would carry such a high price? Contraband, he supposed, had a steep cost—but here in this colorful void, their warden had little control.

      “Mister? Coins for a sorry soul?”

      Albert Sparrow climbed to his feet. He took a breath, listened to his heartbeat, and tasted copper on his tongue. Smith continued his futile begging, oblivious to Sparrow’s slow advance toward the mouth of the alley.

      Overhead, the sky dimmed. Cars crowding the street faded from view. The occupants of the busy sidewalks dissipated into transparent outlines, ghosts wandering a desolate painting of civilization. Sparrow gripped the rusty blade by its hilt and stood behind Smith.

      “They can’t hear you,” Sparrow said.

      “I can try.” Smith offered his companion a fleeting glance. The world lightened, flooding with color once more. Cars and people returned in full form. “There’s always hope I can change things.”

      Sparrow raised the blade but hesitated. He almost pitied the man. “We made our choices. Some of us belong here.”

      Smith scoffed. “Easy for you to say. You’ve got his favor. The rest of us are going to rot.” He pulled back his sleeve, revealing pale flesh marked with clusters of gray pox. “Bastard’s sucking us dry.”

      Nothing ventured, Sparrow thought. He sliced the air in a short arc, plunging the rusted blade deep into the man’s neck. Nothing gained.

      Smith convulsed in shock, clutching for his throat as blood spurted into the air. He turned, eyes wide in shock, one hand grasping for the weapon. In an act of twisted benevolence Sparrow yanked the blade free, gritting his teeth as a gout of blood shot from the wound.

      “Sorry, friend. You’re my ticket out.”

      Smith sank to his knees, gurgling in agony as he struggled to breathe. A moment later, Smith’s body crumpled in a bloody heap. Sparrow watched as life left the man’s eyes.

      He dropped the knife and stumbled backward. The sky dimmed and the world flashed gray, erasing all features and life in an instant. A force clutched at his stomach, threatening to tear it from him, but after a moment it relented. Crowds and traffic reappeared.

      Sparrow sucked in the air, calming himself as he wiped Smith’s blood on his pant leg. Smiling into the sunlight, he walked out of the alleyway toward traffic.

      His master spoke in a whisper, tickling at the back of his neck. In the gray world beyond, his master’s voice would’ve boomed across the heavens, through the very fibers of his being. Here in the glorious sunlight, the old monk’s words were no more threatening than the soft kiss of the wind.

      You are breaking the rules, Mr. Sparrow.

      But Sparrow was running, and he would not look back.
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            A LIFE ORDINARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Present Day

      

      

      Donovan Candle stirred in his sleep, eyes fluttering behind their lids as the alarm blared. He struggled to keep himself wrapped in the warmth of sleep, treading the peaceful waters of an otherwise vivid dream.

      Donna’s elbow promptly jabbed his ribs. His eyes snapped open, and after silencing the alarm, Donovan sat up. He stared at the clock and frowned. He’d already lost two minutes of his morning.

      He was careful not to disturb Donna, whose alarm was set to wake her fifteen minutes later. She justified those fifteen minutes, saying she needed them on account of beauty rest, and he didn’t argue. Donovan paused at the door and looked over at her sleeping face. He smiled and made his way to the bathroom.

      An unsteady feeling rose in his gut, a sensation like fingers curling around his insides, tugging. He put a hand to his belly, steadied himself, and waited for it to pass.

      What the hell was that?

      The feeling relented, giving way to a low rumble of hunger. He shrugged it off and busied himself with a shower and shave.

      Donna was awake when he finished. The coffee maker gurgled downstairs, and a scent of frying eggs made his stomach growl. He went to the bedroom and dressed. smiled when his watch struck 7:00. Right on schedule, he thought, and wandered downstairs for breakfast. Donna greeted him with bleary eyes, a tender smile, and a kiss. He poured himself a cup of coffee and winced when the pull in his stomach resurfaced.

      “You okay?”

      “Yeah,” he said, rubbing his gut. “It’s a stomach thing.”

      “I hope you’re not getting sick.” Donna brought over the frying pan and served his eggs.

      “Thanks, hon. How are you feeling today?”

      “Not too bad. The pain in my hip has dulled. There’s bacon on the stove, too.” She returned to the counter and placed the pan in the sink. Donovan watched her move slowly, carefully, with purpose. Her fibro flares were bad as of late, often leaving her semi-crippled half the day until her medication kicked in. One day at a time, he thought.

      “Aren’t you going to eat?”

      Two pieces of toast popped out of the toaster. Donna tossed them onto a plate and returned to the table. “I’m starting a diet today.”

      “A diet?” He took a bite of eggs and dabbed his chin with his napkin. Donna nibbled her toast.

      “Yeah,” she said. “I want to lose a few pounds.”

      “I think you look great, honey.”

      “But I don’t.” She took another bite of toast. They finished breakfast in silence. When he was done, Donovan took his plate to the sink, poured himself a second cup of coffee, and went for the newspaper. He checked his watch again. 7:22.

      When he returned to the kitchen, he kissed Donna once more.

      She blushed. “What was that for?”

      “Nothing. I can tell today’s going to be a good day.”

      “Yeah?”

      He nodded. “It’s just a feeling, I guess. Besides, everything’s still on schedule, so that always makes for a good day.”

      Donna chuckled. He delighted in her laughter. The sound of it made his heart skip a beat, and always brought a smile to his face. A good morning indeed. Still grinning, Donovan sat and unfolded his newspaper. There wasn’t much worth reading—mostly articles about local politics, the announcement of a new reality television show’s premiere, rising taxes, falling stocks, and so on. He beamed when he saw a familiar advertisement: “Has your identity been compromised? We can help! Contact Identinel, your security sentinel.”

      He’d worked for the company going on nine years, although it had been a bumpy road at first. Fresh out of college, he’d quickly learned that an English degree was useless. The liberal arts were sinking fast, and needing something to make ends meet, Donovan had finally taken a low-end position in the sales department of Identinel.

      Nine years later, he’d managed to work his way up the corporate ladder rung by agonizing rung, and now he was a team leader in his department. Sometime soon, hopefully tomorrow, he would receive another promotion. Spotting the company’s latest ad in the paper was a good omen. He skimmed the rest of the paper and finished off his coffee.

      “Anything good?”

      He passed the newspaper down to her and shook his head. “Same ‘ol, same ‘ol.”

      The microwave clock read 7:39, which Donovan confirmed with his watch. If he left now, he’d make it to the office with a good twenty minutes or so to spare. His punctuality could earn him a few points when it came time for his review.

      “I think I’m going to leave early today, hon.”

      “What’s the rush?”

      “No rush,” he said, rising from the table. “That review’s tomorrow. I want to impress Butler.”

      She snorted. “I hope he paid attention this time.”

      Donovan shared his wife’s disdain. Impressing Butler was no easy task, given his inflated sense of self-accomplishment, but Donovan had proven himself reliable and earned the highest sales record for four years in a row. How could he not have earned this promotion?

      “I’d better be going,” he said.

      “Don’t forget to charge your phone.”

      He double-checked his pocket, nodding as the phone knocked against his car keys. Donovan had resisted acquiring one for as long as he could, but Donna wore down his arguments, and they’d settled on a pre-paid model. A new addition to his morning routine, he still struggled to remember charging it. The damn thing drained its battery every day.

      “Got it.”

      Donna’s attention remained with the newspaper. “Have a good day, dear.”

      “What, no kiss?”

      She looked up at him, arching an eyebrow. “You’ll get more than that tonight, Donnie.”

      Donovan grinned, leaning over to kiss her. He felt a flush of heat in his cheeks. He loved it when she called him Donnie.

      “Hold that thought,” he told her, and opened the door. Mr. Precious Paws, their brown-haired Persian housecat, scampered out past him, furry head and tail held high. Excuse me, your highness.

      He stood on the porch and breathed in the crisp, morning air. That phantom hand tugged at his gut for only a moment and then it was gone. Donovan steadied himself. He looked up. The sky was clear. Birds chirped overhead.

      He slowly exhaled and smiled.

      A good day, he thought. A very, very good day.
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        * * *

      

      The morning commute was bumper to bumper for most of the way, as it was on every weekday, but nothing could dampen his spirits. He wasn’t about to give up his good mood for a few angry drivers. The heavy traffic let up after ten minutes, and soon Donovan was speeding down the freeway listening to a morning radio host welcome a guest on the air.

      Bits and pieces of the show worked their way into his thoughts as he navigated the car. The guest was an author promoting his latest book.

      “—itle of the book is A Life Ordinary: A Comprehensive Study in Human Mediocrity.”

      Donovan frowned. A life ordinary? What was wrong with being ordinary? He was content with his life. Sure, he didn’t have the best job in the world—not the kind he’d imagined having during those dreamy days of college—but for now he had to give up that youthful idealism and work nine-to-five like every other John. Q. Taxpayer. Paying those dues, they called it.

      Though Donovan still dreamed of writing the Great American Novel, the demands of work and marriage limited his writing time. One day, Donovan mused, he would be the one on the radio promoting his latest work.

      An image floated in the back of his mind. He saw himself seated in his home office, fingers poised over a computer keyboard, while the joyful sound of his wife playing games with their children carried down the hall.

      That fantasy took him away from the radio program and back to Donna’s pleasant face. The two of them had wanted a baby for so long, and now, after several years of saving and planning, they were finally giving things a try. Donna insisted her health wouldn’t be a problem, and their doctor agreed, but her irregular flare-ups were always cause for concern. He couldn’t stand to see her in constant pain, but he also wanted her to be happy. Sometimes he wondered if the two could ever be reconciled.

      The radio program cut to a commercial as Donovan took his exit. He looked at the console clock: 8:38. The lights at each intersection turned green upon his approach, and he sped through them without interruption. When he reached the Identinel parking lot, he pulled into a space near those reserved for upper management.

      The odd tugging sensation intensified as he walked across the lot toward the building. He paused at the door, took a breath, and put his hand on his belly. What did I eat last night?

      Donovan shook off the discomfort, promising himself antacids for lunch, and pushed his way into the building.
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        * * *

      

      Click.

      Donovan removed his headset and sighed. Another sale lost. He tapped a few keys on the keyboard, adding another phone number to the growing “no call” list. The old tricks to save that sale just weren’t working anymore, and people did not want to guard their identities as much as they should.

      From somewhere beyond his cubicle, he heard the screeching call of the Two Tammys, Identinel’s dual Human Resources Coordinators. Tammy Perpa and Tammy Quilago formed an unholy union of professionalism, leaving most employees trembling in their wake. Their voices stirred the acid in his stomach.

      Around the office, many called them “The Terrible Tammys.” Tomorrow, along with Butler, they would preside over Donovan’s review. Understandably, this did little to ease the discomfort slowly climbing into his chest.

      He stood, peeked over the wall of his cube, and watched the two women make their way down the main aisle of the call center. After an unproductive morning, the last thing he wanted was a conversation with them about performance.

      Donovan ducked back into his cube to check the time again: 10:30. He reached for his coffee cup—a custom-made mug featuring a photo of Mr. Precious Paws—and made his way to the employee lounge. The Terrible Tammys were no longer in sight.

      The lounge was furnished with two refrigerators, three microwaves, and four coffeepots. A lonely water cooler sat in a corner. A few of Donovan’s coworkers loitered around the tables in the room, chatting about their weekend exploits. Donovan wasn’t there to make small talk. He just needed coffee.

      “Hey, Candle!”

      Timothy Butler entered the room, his bright face split with a smug grin. The other employees scattered. Donovan shot a quick glance over his shoulder, muttered “Shit” under his breath, and poured his coffee.

      Just smile, he told himself, but it wasn’t that simple. When Donovan did not respond, Butler repeated himself. Donovan closed his eyes for a moment. Butler’s insistence on dropping a person’s first name was grating on even the best of days. Donovan tried to maintain his composure.

      “Morning,” he said. He poured cream and sugar into his coffee.

      “How was your weekend, Candle? Mine was great…”

      Oh really? How great was it?

      Timothy Butler yammered on, and the discomfort in Donovan’s gut returned with force, startling him so badly that he almost dropped his mug. A few drops of coffee spilled onto the counter. Butler’s words—something about a weekend, a lake, time on a boat with his wife—ran together, and for a few agonizing seconds, all Donovan heard was a low, metallic drone.

      What the hell is happening to me?

      The feeling ceased. Butler was still talking. Donovan put a hand to his forehead, and it came away slick with sweat.

      “—played eighteen holes after we got home from the beach on Sund⁠—”

      Donovan knew this conversation, had heard it a thousand times before. He’d seen others caught in this same corner, forced to listen to Butler’s monologue about weekend excursions, and now it was his turn again. After nine years Donovan had learned to tune him out.

      He stirred his coffee. The sensation swelled in the pit of his stomach once more, but only for an instant. Maybe Butler’s sucking the life out of me, he mused. The thought made him smile.

      “So, yeah, how was your weekend, Candle?” Butler clapped a hand on Donovan’s back, causing him to spill a few more drops of coffee on his shoes. He looked into his Butler’s cold blue eyes and forced a smile.

      “It was a weekend.”

      Staring into his superior’s face, Donovan was reminded of how little he’d accomplished—how, after nine years, he’d advanced only one or two rungs up the corporate ladder. Timothy Butler, only a few years older, had a much higher salary and a more fulfilling life.

      Your time will come, he told himself. He wanted the extravagant stories and financial freedom. He wanted that new TV, he wanted to buy Donna that jewelry she’d had her eye on, he wanted to finish that novel. He wanted to remodel the guest room, to have a child, to build a legacy and pass it on.

      He wanted life with all its trimmings. Staring into Butler’s eyes, he realized he’d have to work harder, to toil and reach for that goal. He’d have to want it more than anything else.

      “Mr. Butler.”

      “What’s up, Candle?”

      “I wanted to remind you about my review tomorrow.”

      Butler’s expression faded, and for a moment Donovan feared the man had forgotten about his review, but then his face lit up and he said, “Don’t worry, amigo! It’s all taken care of!”

      Relief came over him, but it was short-lived. As Timothy Butler walked away, Donovan saw the man’s reassuring facade fall away for an instant. He stood there, not quite sure whether it was his imagination or something more sinister. Butler’s conniving expression made him uneasy, a feeling that followed him back to his desk.

      There he finished his coffee and continued working through his lunch hour, making cold calls to customers to sell them a service they did not want. As the hours crawled by, he found he was unable to escape the black cloud of Butler’s troubling expression.

      Was it that he did not trust his own boss? Was it the insincerity in Butler’s eyes that put him on edge? He thought about asking around the office, but that would only lead to gossip, and this would be better played close to the chest. Even so, uncertainty nagged him. It encompassed his mind so completely that he almost missed the clock striking 5:00 P.M. The entire day was lost to an odd hint of suspicion.

      He felt like a failure when he left the office. His sales for the day were the lowest in months. People under his wing—even new hires still in training—made more sales that day. Donovan had no one to blame but himself. He wanted to blame Timothy Butler, but his rational conscience spoke too loudly to be ignored. It’s all you, it told him. Quit worrying and get on with it.

      Donovan sat in his car for a few minutes, waiting for the emptiness to subside. When it did, he felt the first pangs of hunger rumbling in his stomach, accenting that deeper, more troubling sensation. He tried to ignore it.

      Traffic was less agreeable that evening. Shortly after taking the highway entrance ramp, Donovan found himself sitting bumper-to-bumper with other lost souls trying to get home. He switched on the radio to help pass the time. A recap of the morning’s interview was playing, and this time Donovan caught the name of the book’s author.

      “Please welcome Dr. Albert Sparrow⁠—”

      Outside, an SUV blared its horn and sped around Donovan’s car. He gripped the steering wheel and tried to focus on the road.

      “Thank you,” said Dr. Sparrow.

      “I understand you’ve got a new book available?”

      “Yes, the title is⁠—”

      Donovan chimed in, “A Life Ordinary: A Comprehensive Study in Human Mediocrity.” He snorted. So pretentious.

      “Care to give us the gist, Doc?”

      “Through my studies, I’ve found that most people live painfully boring lives. We get up, we go to work, we slave away for eight, ten, even twelve hours a day, only to go home and meander for a few more before sleep.”

      “Yep,” the host quipped. “Sounds about right.”

      “Over the last five years I’ve studied this phenomenal tendency toward the ordinary life. While some of my contemporaries refute my argument, I believe atypical activity is essential for our species to survive.”

      “So, what, we should go camping or something every other weekend?”

      “Not exactly, for even in such an escape we may confine ourselves to routine. Our failure to recognize these patterns leads to a kind of ennui which⁠—”

      “On-what?”

      “Ennui. It’s⁠—”

      Donovan changed the station, replacing Dr. Sparrow with the screeching singer of AC/DC.

      As he listened, the faint metallic buzzing filled his ears. He grimaced at the sound and switched off the radio to help clear his head. The droning stopped. By the time he pulled into his driveway, he’d forgotten all about the good Dr. Sparrow, AC/DC, and Timothy Butler. For a day begun with such high hopes, it had fallen far below the mark.
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        * * *

      

      “So, I was wondering…”

      Donna dabbed the corners of her mouth with a napkin. Steam from a platter of broiled chicken rose between them.

      “Uh huh?”

      “I was wondering if we could, you know, maybe take a vacation?”

      “A vacation?”

      “Not for a week or anything. Just, I don’t know, a long weekend?”

      He swallowed his chicken, cut another piece, and asked, “When? To where?”

      “I don’t know, Don. I thought we could go to the shore. It would be nice.”

      Donovan finished his chicken, washed it down with a glass of iced tea, and released a low belch. He excused himself, then stood and walked to the fridge to examine their cat-themed calendar. A kitten-shaped magnet held it to the refrigerator door.

      “We could go early next month,” she offered, “before the tourists arrive.”

      He flipped back and forth between the current month and the next, frowning. “Honey, I—” he began, but then interrupted himself. “Oh hell.”

      “What?”

      He held out the calendar page and pointed to a circled date. “Today’s the 16th.”

      Donna shrugged. “So?”

      “It’s Michael’s birthday.”

      Before she could say anything else, he reaffixed the calendar to the fridge door and reached for the wall-mounted phone. He lifted the receiver from its cradle and dialed. Donna sighed and mumbled something. He turned away just as she rose from her seat to begin clearing the table. By the time his brother answered the phone, she was already running water in the sink.

      “Hello?”

      “Mike! Happy birthday, man.”

      Michael Candle chuckled. “Oh. Damn, already?”

      “Wasn’t sure I’d catch you at home. Figured you’d be out chasing crooks and the like.”

      “Ah well, you know me. Always busy somehow.”

      Although Donovan grew up reading the work of Raymond Chandler, he never fashioned himself as much of a detective. His brother, on the other hand, eschewed the fiction of their youth and chose to make detective work his career. Donovan admired Michael’s dedication to hard-boiled facts, so it didn’t surprise him when Michael struck out on his own as a licensed private investigator. Whenever Donovan spoke about his brother, he was always sure to mention Michael’s career as a Private Eye.

      Donna turned off the faucet. Dishes clanked together in the sink.

      “Yeah, I actually just got back from vacation this weekend. Went down to the shore. You know how it is. I like to get out of town this time of year. You know…”

      “Yeah, I know.” Donovan closed his eyes, listening to the hesitation in his brother’s voice. Their parents had died in a car accident seven years ago, the anniversary just a week prior. They’d both taken the loss hard, but between the two of them, only Mike had the means to get out of town. Donovan buried himself in his work to make himself forget. Donna took care of the annual floral arrangement. “I’d do the same thing if I could.”

      The silence on the line unnerved Donovan, and he knew what came next. The same thing as last time.  “So, little brother…what’s up? How long’s it been now? A few months at least. How’s life?”

      There it is. He sucked in his breath. He pictured his brother on the other end of the line, arms crossed. After the loss of their parents, Michael took it upon himself to act as the concerned father figure. Their conversations, however innocent, always shifted focus to Donovan’s quality of life and what he was doing to improve it. They’d drifted apart over the years since their parents had passed, and if pressed, Donovan would say Mike’s need to play Dad was part of the reason. He cleared his throat and tried to redirect the conversation’s flow.

      “Same as usual. You know how it goes…”

      He glanced over at Donna, and his face fell when he remembered their conversation. Maybe they could drive down to the shore, but not soon. A list of financial reasons raced through his mind. They had to save up money for the baby, there was Donna’s upcoming appointment with her doctor, and the interest rate on his student loan had spiked again. The job at Identinel kept them afloat, but barely.

      “Don? You there?”

      “Huh? Yeah. Sorry, just spaced out for a sec.”

      “I asked how Donna’s doing? Is she still having those flares?”

      “Donna’s doing all right. She still has flares, but not as often. She’s happy.”

      Donna paused for a moment, shot him a quick glance, then splashed her hands back into the dishwater.

      “How’s—how’s your girl? Jennifer, right? Any kids yet?”

      It was laughable, the thought of Michael having children. He was too wrapped up in his own life to focus on kids. It was astounding that he even had time to date. Donovan hadn’t met Michael’s new girlfriend, but he hoped to soon. From what his brother told him, she seemed lovely, a perfect match.

      Michael said, “No, no kids yet. We’re not that serious.”

      “You know, Donna and I are trying⁠—”

      “You still a phone jockey?”

      Donovan closed his mouth. Thick pockets of heat collected around his face, accenting his shame. The phone’s plastic casing popped, and he realized he was gripping it too hard. That invisible hand pulled at his gut again, working its nonexistent fingers around his spine and threatening to pluck him away. Donovan heard a hiss of static, and then it was gone.

      He collected himself, measured his words. “Yes. I still work for Identinel. Just like the last time we talked.”

      Michael chuckled. Donovan imagined his brother’s smug grin. It was an expression he knew well. While growing up, his brother picked on him for burying himself in his books, mocking his choice to view life through imaginary eyes rather than living in reality. Even now, well into the age of thirty-three, Michael’s condescension still pulled at Donovan’s strings. Michael knew this, and that made it even worse.

      “You need to live a little, Don.”

      “I’m happy with the way things are, Mike.”

      It was the same conversation as always. Why did it always come to this?

      “No, Donovan,” his brother said, “I don’t think you are. I really don’t. And you want to know why?”

      I’m sure you’ll tell me anyway, Donovan thought, biting his lip in silence.

      “It’s because you have no life. Not really. You only think you’re happy because that phone jockey job⁠—”

      “I’m one of the top salesmen⁠—”

      “—Whatever. That job is all you know. You’ve worked there, what, ten years? Twelve?”

      “Nine,” Donovan muttered. The phone’s casing popped again. He relaxed his fingers.

      “Nine years and you’re a top salesman. Congrats. Four years of college, tens of thousands in debt, and you’re a fucking salesman. I thought you wanted to write, Don. What happened to that book you were working on?”

      He sighed. Every damn time. It always turned into a bickering contest, revolving around how his older brother thought he should live his life. There was always that air of elitism hanging over every conversation, about how Donovan wasn’t living up to his expectations, how he was letting himself and his wife down by not reaching his potential.

      Donovan frowned. Somehow Michael’s always been happier. Always more successful. Once Michael knew what he wanted, he went after it, not stopping until it was his.  On the other hand, Donovan meandered in indecision. He wasn’t sure what he wanted. As the years slipped by, he chose the path of least resistance, and now he was frowned upon for swimming with the current. He didn’t understand how someone who went against the grain could be so successful, while he—the more compliant of the two—remained static.

      “Go out, Don. Take Donna and just go somewhere. Do something, don’t just plan it. Pick up your shit and go, man. Otherwise you’re just living in a box while the world moves on without you.”

      “I can’t afford to,” he snapped. His voice was shaky, eyes watering, and a lump had lodged itself in his throat. Worse, the weird indigestion kept coming back. Sweat dotted his forehead. In the span of the last five minutes he was reduced to a bullied ten-year-old all over again.

      “And that’s because⁠—”

      “Look,” he said, “I’m sorry I didn’t live up to your expectations. I’m sorry I don’t live the glamorous lifestyle, Mr. Private Dick. I’m sorry I don’t make as much money as you do, or that I’m not as successful, or that I took the wrong path according to you. I’m doing the best with what I can, Mike. My job is my job and it pays my bills.”

      “It pays your bills,” Michael countered, “and that’s all. To top it off, your job is sucking the life out of you one day at a time.”

      “No.” He slammed one hand against the refrigerator door and startled Donna. She dropped a plate into the sink. “It’s just a job. I’m still working on that novel. One day soon⁠—”

      Michael sighed. “Y’know what I want for my birthday, little brother?”

      “What?”

      “For you to get a fucking life.”

      He scrambled for a retort, could even feel one climbing up the back of his throat, warm and boiling with venom. Thanks, Dad.

      But the line was dead. The dial tone hummed in his ear. He hung up the phone and turned. Donna leaned against the counter with her arms folded across her chest and a damp dish towel hanging over shoulder.

      “How’s your brother?”

      Donovan stared at her, noting the slant of her lips and the glint in her eyes. He knew that look. He knew he should choose his words carefully, with little hesitation.

      “He’s an asshole.”

      “What did he say?”

      “Same old crap about how I should find another job, how I’m not really living, blah, blah, blah.”

      He twirled one finger in the air. Mr. Precious Paws pranced into the room and rubbed against his leg. He knelt, picked up the cat, and scratched between his ears.

      Donna frowned. She turned back to the sink, reached into its murky water, and pulled the plug.

      Donovan said nothing, kept scratching the cat’s ears. The dishwater gurgled as it went down the drain, and he cleared his throat when it finished.

      “So, about that vacation.”

      “Just forget I said anything, Don.”

      There it was. The tone. It grated down his spine.

      “Honey, you know we can’t⁠—”

      “And why not?”

      “We can’t afford it.”

      “We can afford it.” She turned to face him. “I’m not sure what your brother said to you, but I’ve got a pretty good idea.”

      She counted off details of their conversation with her fingers. “He probably asked you about your job. He asked how long you’ve worked there⁠—”

      He smirked. “You’re pretty good at this.”

      “—and how you’ve not done anything with your life because you don’t have one. Am I right? Am I in the ballpark, Donovan?” His face fell. Donna shook her head. “If you don’t want to go, just tell me. Don’t give me the same excuse as everything else. We can afford it, Don. I can check the savings account too, you know.”

      He chewed his lower lip. “But we have to save for the baby, Donna. With you out of work, we have to watch every penny. You know that.”

      “I just—” She stammered. “I just want to do something with our lives, Don. It’s always save, save, save, and for what?” She paused, held back a sob, and said, “It’s not about the money. You know that. We don’t have to stay at a five-star resort. I would be happy just driving to the shore for a day, but you won’t let me finish. You’ve already made up your mind.”

      The first tears streamed down her cheeks.

      “Face it,” she went on, “your brother’s right. You live for that job, and nothing else. Money, time, routine—it’s all that’s important to you, and what you earn is never enough for you.”

      He squeezed Mr. Precious Paws tightly enough to elicit a low growl from the feline.

      “That’s not true.”

      Donna wiped the tears from her face. “Then take a day off.”

      “To do what?”

      “Nothing! Absolutely nothing! Not a goddamn thing!”

      “But—”

      “But what?”

      He searched for an answer. A plausible answer. One that would make sense to her in this state. He scratched away at the interior of his mind looking for the perfect thing to say, and still he came up with the very excuse he’d tried to avoid.

      “But…we have to save.”

      Donna forced a smile, shook her head, and made her way out of the room. His words hung in the air, thickening, weighing down upon him.

      He had a life, dammit. He had a wife, a job, a house, and maybe a child soon—what more to life could there be? Had he missed some vital detail about growing up, something explaining the process of “having a life?”

      Mr. Precious Paws yowled and scratched at his cheek. He yelped in pain and watched as the feline ran for the stairs. He stood there for only a moment longer, rubbing the scratch and nursing a battered ego. He looked at his watch: 6:49. Within the span of twenty minutes, he’d managed to alienate every member of his family. It was a personal record.
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        * * *

      

      Donovan retreated to his office and turned on his computer. He tried to escape into the world of his novel, hoping he could salvage the day with something productive. On the page, a disillusioned private eye named Joe Hopper and the often philosophical, often dangerous Mistress Colby experienced their plight as two people trying to survive in the decline of Western culture.

      He pecked at the keyboard for an hour, listening to the dry Southern drawl of Hopper in his own head. When he typed a thousand words, he stopped to read over them.

      Ain’t no good, hoss. Donovan frowned and deleted them all. He started again.

      He’d been stuck on this scene for over a year. Every evening he would sit down to work out the details of the plot’s climax, and no matter how much he wrote, no matter the quality, it would always end in deletion. The story was frozen on page 299.

      After a second attempt and another deleted set of words, he sat back in his chair and shook his head. The cursor blinked.

      He leaned forward, buried his head in his hands. “I don’t know anymore.”

      He looked back at the stack of pages on his desk. The first 298 pages of his magnum opus stared back, waiting for completion, but he couldn’t find the narrative. His head was too clouded by conversations with his brother and his wife. Memories of Timothy Butler’s smug grin only served to drive the feeling home. And there was that damn indigestion, too.

      Perhaps Identinel was sucking the life from him. Had he made the right choice by staying with the company for so long, rather than working for a few years before moving on to greener pastures? Of course, he told himself. I did what I had to do, especially when Donna couldn’t work anymore. I’ve kept us afloat. I’ve made enough money to sustain the both of us for years.

      Donna’s voice chimed in his head, It’s not about the money.

      And it wasn’t. He knew that. Turning in his seat, Donovan stared at the document on his screen. He frowned. Should’ve finished this damn thing by now, he thought. I could’ve pumped out five novels in the time I’ve spent on this one.

      He thought about Joe Hopper, and wished life could truly imitate art. He wished he had the guts to face an uncertain future, walk into work tomorrow, and tell Butler to cram the review up his ass. It was something Hopper would do with Southern grace and style. It was something Michael Candle might do, too.

      Staring at the great white nothing beneath page 299, Donovan suddenly saw the story’s faults. Page 300 would never be realized, because nothing had really happened in the previous 299. He’d fallen into complacency with the story, certain that this was the best it could be. In that security, he’d resigned his characters to the same fate.

      He’d lost his drive, his vision. To fix the story, he realized, he would have to start over from the beginning. A fresh perspective might change things. Going this far only to throw it all away wouldn’t be a total loss. Knowledge of the journey would allow him to fix past mistakes.

      Satisfied with his intentions, Donovan closed the document and deleted the file. The indigestion, which had grown from an occasional discomfort to a constant annoying sensation, relented for a moment.

      Maybe I’m getting an ulcer.

      He looked at the blank page and was just about to type the first sentence when he glanced at the clock. He smiled, closed the document, and turned off the computer.

      “Almost forgot,” he muttered, “it’s time for CSI.”
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        * * *

      

      The discomfort in his stomach grew worse as the minutes passed. It wasn’t pain, so much as uneasiness building up within him. A sharp droning chime filled his head, making concentration difficult, and he gave up halfway through the TV show.

      Donovan tiptoed into the bedroom half an hour after Donna retired. He thought about waking her to tell her about the strange sensation he felt, but that would make him even more of a jerk. The pain was negligible, so he decided to take it like a man.

      Donna stirred as he crawled into bed. She rolled to her side, facing him. He pulled the blanket over himself and stared at the ceiling.

      Her fingertips brushed his arm, and when he looked over, he saw her eyes were open.

      “Hi,” he said. She smiled, leaned forward, and kissed him. That kiss led to another. He began to say something, but she pressed her finger against his lips. She sat up and climbed on top of him. He gasped when she took him in her hand and slid him into her.

      They made love for what seemed like an hour, their bodies entwined in a chaos of sheets and blankets, until they collapsed into one another with one, climactic shiver. Sweaty, dizzy, Donovan leaned back against the headboard and sighed. He closed his eyes. Donna raised up, kissed his forehead, and said, “I love you, Donnie.”

      “I love you too.” He opened his eyes and expected to see her there, but she wasn’t. She’d rolled away from him.

      “I’m still mad at you, though,” she said. He remained there for a moment longer before uttering a long sigh. The room suddenly felt cold, gray. The weird pull in his gut strengthened. He closed his eyes and rolled over, trying his best to ignore the feeling. For now, Donovan was just happy to go to sleep.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      His night was filled with odd, troubling dreams. The alarm woke him, and he silenced its blaring call on his way to the bathroom.

      He yawned, flipped on the light. Phantom shapes of static faded in and out of view, and Donovan dismissed them as a figment of his lingering dream state. Wake up, he told himself. Early bird and all that crap.

      Something tugged at his guts, threatening to disembowel him. He almost didn’t mind the sensation, would’ve preferred it to what he saw happening before his eyes.

      The world around him dimmed, lost its detail and texture, the colors slowly draining from his sight. He held out his hand, staring in slack-jawed terror as his skin—flesh, meat, bone, all of him—flickered in and out of existence. For a fleeting moment, Donovan Candle disappeared, and the only thing rooting him to that waking reality was the sound of his horrified scream.
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      He silenced himself and watched his reflection fade in and out. I’m dreaming. Gotta be. He ran water over his hands, expecting the stream to pass through his palms, but instead it pooled and spilled over into the sink. Certain that he was truly awake, Donovan stared at his hands once more. They were solid, opaque.

      Get a grip, hoss.

      Donovan pushed the thought aside, leaned forward, and took a long look at his reflection.

      “Just a dream,” he muttered to himself. “That’s all.”

      The uncomfortable force wrenched at his gut so hard that he doubled over in pain. He fought off nausea and a surging drone in his head. Keep it together, he thought. Just getting sick, is all. Take a shower.

      The warm water delivered him from the sickening feeling, and he let his mind wander. Perhaps he was sleepwalking? He’d read about it happening to people of all ages. It was a sound conclusion, one that put him at ease. He chuckled about it, his voice a hollow echo in the shower stall. What a strange dream, he thought. Almost like I wasn’t there—like a projection.

      He burst into laughter and reached down to turn off the water. His hands faded in unison, followed by his arms. His laughter twisted into a hollow sob. He ran his hands over himself, down his torso, hips, manhood, and buttocks. All of him seemed to fade in and out like static, his skin first growing transparent, then vanishing entirely for an instant before reappearing as solid matter.

      Donovan pushed open the shower door and returned to the mirror, staring in abject horror as his own reflection dimmed and faded.

      “Donna,” he muttered. It was low at first, then grew to a trembling plea. “Donna!”

      He staggered down the hall, leaving a trail of damp carpet in his wake. The alarm clock on the nightstand read 6:40, five minutes shy of Donna’s alarm.

      “Honey.”

      She stirred beneath the blankets. Frightened, Donovan’s eyes darted between his fading self and his sleeping wife. Beads of water rolled down his forehead and fell to the floor.

      “Donna?” He nudged one of her exposed feet.

      She grunted. “What, Don?”

      “Honey, there’s something wrong. I⁠—”

      Donna sat up, squinting. “Where’re your clothes?”

      Her question seemed strange to him. What did it matter where his clothes were? He stared at her, held out his flickering hands and frowned. Water dripped onto the bed.

      “I was in the shower, and⁠—”

      “And you’re still wet. You’re dripping all over the floor, Don. Go get a towel. Jeez.”

      Donna pulled back the blankets and gasped when her feet met damp carpet. She glared at him. He stood there, naked and soaked, with both hands held out in a gesture of confused apology. His stomach lurched again as his skin flickered into a transparent state.

      “Don’t you see this?”

      She looked at him, groggy-eyed and puzzled. “See what?”

      “This!” He held out his arms. The tug in his abdomen settled down. His skin returned to normal as if to mock him.

      Donna covered a yawn, and he watched her in disbelief. How could she not see? Was this some sort of weird head game, retaliation for their argument yesterday? No, they’d known each other for too long to sink to such petty levels. Besides, he knew she loved him too much to ignore something as serious as this.

      “I see you making a mess I’ll have to clean up. And,” she fought back another yawn, “I see that if I don’t get some coffee soon, I’m going to bite off your head.”

      Donna pushed past him, uttered a small sigh when she saw the soaked trail to the bathroom, and went downstairs to the kitchen. Donovan stared at his hands again and flinched as his flesh began to deteriorate once more.

      I must be dreaming, he thought. I have to be⁠—

      The second alarm startled him. He reached over, turned it off, and fanned out his fingers. They were there, and yet they weren’t, fading from opaque to translucent, from flesh to nothing and back again.

      You ain’t dreamin, hoss. Hopper again. He cursed his imagination for breeding a Southern detective.

      More water dripped from his arm. He regarded his hands once more with caution before retreating to the bathroom for a towel.
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      Donovan skipped shaving. His flesh vanished every time he drew the blade across his face. The last thing he wanted was to misjudge and slit his own throat. Getting dressed was just as difficult. His leg would dim and vanish each time he tried to put on his trousers. Once clothed, he found his shirt and pants flickered along with the rest of him.

      When he finally journeyed downstairs, Donna watched him with mild irritation. An empty bowl sat before his place at the table along with a box of cereal. He took the hint. She was still angry, but for God’s sake, couldn’t she see what was happening to him?

      Donovan ate his cereal in silence. Mr. Precious Paws traveled into the kitchen and sat at his feet. The cat looked up at him with wide eyes, ears perked with attentive curiosity. When Donovan lifted a spoonful, his hand dimmed and flashed out of reality. A quick jerk in his gut startled him. He dropped the spoon, startling Mr. Precious Paws out of his reverent stare, and frowned as the cat scampered away.

      For a moment the room drained of color, and the sensation in his stomach tugged with such force that he cried out in pain. He wiped tears from his eyes and stared about the room. Its warmth was gone, replaced with a stagnant gray tone covering every surface. Donna was cast in its hue as she poured herself a bowl of cereal.

      He blinked. Color returned to the room.

      “Donna,” he whispered, “there is something wrong here. With me.”

      She flipped through the morning newspaper, seemingly oblivious to his statement. He reached down, picked up his spoon, then leaned forward to stare at his wife.

      “Donna.”

      Nothing. Not so much as a raised eyebrow.

      Mr. Precious Paws wandered over, stood on his hind legs, and scratched at Donovan’s knee. He yelped, startled by the prickle of the cat’s claws, and kicked his leg. The cat yowled and slid across the kitchen floor, colliding against the cabinetry with a soft thump.

      “Don’t kick the cat.”

      He looked back at his wife. She glared at him, frowning. He held up his trembling hands and twiddled his fingers.

      “Look at this,” he said flatly. All ten digits vacillated between solidity and transparency.

      She strained to look at him. After a moment of eye contact, Donna put a hand to her temple and rubbed.

      “What, Don?”

      “This,” he said, and recoiled as his hands flashed in and out of existence.

      “Sorry.” She rubbed her temple and winced. “I have a headache, and you aren’t helping.”

      His heart dropped into his stomach. She can’t see it. He placed both hands on his knees and frowned. Had he finally snapped? Was this hallucinatory transparency just the first step? He wondered if other strange mental anomalies would follow.

      He tried to work out what was happening to him, but all he could do was stare at his skin, at the way it faded and filled with a flesh-colored static. His vision danced from a full spectrum of color to cold gray tones. Color-blindness along with insanity? He grew so distracted by these disturbing possibilities that time slipped by him. Donna snapped him out of these troubled musings.

      “Don,” she said, “you’re going to be late.”

      “Late?” He scrambled to his feet. “What time⁠—”

      His eyes fell upon the microwave clock. It read 8:05 in large, digital numbers.

      “Oh hell.”

      Donovan quickly kissed his wife’s cheek, grabbed his keys, and darted out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Donna sat back in her seat and rubbed at her temples once more. It was an ungodly headache, slicing through her thoughts with measured, low throbs.

      Her husband’s behavior meandered on the strange side of things. It’s just stress, she told herself. Just stress over his review⁠—

      A drone of noise surged through her head, filling it with an interminable buzzing. She lost her concentration. For a moment she stared off into space, lost in a white, agonizing static. Finally, after a few seconds, the buzzing stopped. Donna looked about the room, then down at her feet. Mr. Precious Paws stared up at her.

      “What’s up, Paws?”

      The cat blinked. Donna reached down and scratched between his ears.

      “Good kitty.”

      She went back to her reading. The headache did not return.
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        * * *

      

      Driving on Tuesdays was no different than on Mondays. The same traffic, the same commute, the same moronic drivers. Now he was one of those morons, leaving too late and driving too fast to make up for lost time. He honked the horn and screamed as another driver cut him off.

      “It’s okay,” he told himself. His voice was distant and empty in the absence of the usual radio banter, but he couldn’t bear listening to morning radio personalities go on about inane garbage. His mind was elsewhere. “There’s an explanation. Always an explanation.”

      His hands flickered, disappeared, and reappeared on the wheel. Though he still maintained the sensation of touch, he could not see his own flesh, and the very idea horrified him. He wondered if he should go see a doctor. And just what the hell would you tell ‘em, hoss?

      Donovan didn’t have an answer to that. A red Suburban came to a stop ahead of him, and he slammed on the brakes just in time.

      A logical explanation. There had to be one. He retraced his steps in hope that somewhere along the way his memory might creep upon an answer. Perhaps he’d inhaled a toxic fume of some kind, or maybe⁠—

      There ain’t a logical explanation, hoss, ‘cause what’s happening ain’t logical at all.

      Joe Hopper’s drawling wisdom wasn’t helping, but Donovan knew there was truth in those words. There was no logical explanation for this, other than a loss of his sanity. His hands flickered again, and he saw the steering wheel through them.

      I’m crazy, he thought. Certifiably insane.

      The explanation made his stomach lurch. The world faded gray for a blink before shifting back to a vibrant sunny morning. The most damning piece of evidence to support his newfound insanity was Donna’s inability to see the phenomenon. He considered the possibility that she was angry enough to ignore his malady, but even that did not make sense. Pissed or not, she wouldn’t do that to me.

      Traffic lurched forward once more. Donovan took his exit. The dashboard clock read 8:49. He tried to ignore it and pressed his foot on the gas.

      “Come on,” he said, smiling at the purr of the engine. He shot off the exit ramp and sped through the intersection just as the traffic light turned red.

      He was two blocks from the office when he spotted red and blue flashing lights in the rearview mirror. As the police cruiser neared, he caught a glimpse of his own reflection. His face, eyes, forehead—all disappeared before his eyes. The world went gray again, turning the cruiser’s red and blues into meaningless shades.

      “No,” he moaned. “No.”

      The officer flipped on the siren. Donovan frowned, signaled, and pulled the car into an empty gas station parking lot. The clock read 8:56. In four minutes, he would be late for the first time in nine years.
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        * * *

      

      He shoved the ticket in his pocket and sat down at his desk. His watch read 9:22. He checked his phone and discovered three missed calls—one from Tammy Quilago, Tammy Perpa, and Timothy Butler.

      His legs turned to limp noodles, his arms and stomach to jelly, and he felt his pulse on the back of his tongue. For the first time since waking, Donovan did not mind that he was disappearing. At that moment, he wanted nothing more than to vanish from the face of the planet.

      According to the messages, his superiors were waiting for him in the conference room. On any other day he would have walked into the conference room calm and collected. Today he had a five o’clock shadow at nine in the morning, a speeding ticket, and an order of invisibility with a side of colorblindness. His plate was full.

      “Oh hell.” He leaned over to pull up both pant legs. His left sock was blue; the right was brown. His hairy shins flickered as if to mock him.

      A young woman walked past his cubicle just as he dimmed. She said nothing. He sighed, rose from his seat, and made his way down the aisle toward the conference room.

      One of his coworkers, Phillip, got up from his seat as he passed.

      “Good morning, Don.”

      “Morning, Phil.”

      The young man recoiled at the sound of his voice. He pinched the space between his eyes. The room went gray, and Donovan thought he saw movement over Phil’s shoulder. He blinked. Everything was back to normal—except for Phil. He was pale.

      “You all right?”

      Phil said nothing. He pushed past Donovan and hurried to the restroom.

      Work carried on around him, and no one else gave notice his strange affliction. Their attentions were focused on their monitors while they spoke into headsets, performing monotone sales pitches about a full range of Identinel’s services. He passed a trainee on her way to the employee lounge and felt himself flicker as he opened his mouth to say hello. She simply smiled and went on her way.

      A gut-wrenching thought occurred to him: his symptoms really were figments of his imagination. It explained everything, including Donna’s apathy. I’ve truly lost my mind, he thought. He reconsidered going to see a doctor. You best stop that, Hopper scolded. You got other things to be done ‘sides bellyachin’.

      Donovan obeyed his creation and made his way to the conference room. He stood outside for a moment, sucked in his breath, and waited for his pounding heart to calm itself. When he was finished, he entered the room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The conference room was sterile, its white walls accented by a pair of large potted plants which sat in opposite corners at the far end. In the center was a long table, around which sat Timothy Butler, Tammy Quilago, and Tammy Perpa.

      Donovan stood with his hands clasped behind his back, trying to smile while the icy fingers of the phantom hand yanked at his insides. He strained to conceal his discomfort.

      They paid him a series of short glances before returning their attention to the pages of Donovan’s file. The Tammys put their hands to their heads almost in unison, squinting as they tried to read the words on the page. Butler dug a finger into his ear.

      Can they even see me? His fear grew with each passing second. Finally, after a full minute of waiting, Butler spoke.

      “Have a seat, Don.” Butler motioned to the table.

      He sat. Tammy Quilago smiled coldly before looking away. He realized none of them would make eye contact.

      “Let’s get started, shall we?”

      Donovan nodded. He wiped his sweaty palms on his trousers. Yesterday, he was prepared for this. He knew what he would say in response to their questions. Today he found the words weren’t there. They were stolen from him by an apparent lapse of sanity.

      “Mr. Candle,” Tammy Quilago said, “we commend you for nine whole years of service.”

      Tammy Perpa chimed in. “That’s quite a feat!”

      “Indeed.” Tammy Q. nodded. “Turn-over rates in this business are embarrassingly high. It’s employees like yourself who keep Identinel ahead of the game.”

      She looked down at a sheet of paper. Her script. Donovan wondered how many other employees had heard this spiel. She began to speak again, but he could not hear her. A series of chimes rose in his ears, filling his head with the drone of distant bells, signaling his further descent into madness. His skin prickled, blinked out, and reappeared. He held his breath, expecting one of them to say something, but he was met with a silence that confirmed his suspicions. He was on his own.

      The chimes slowed just as Tammy Q. finished her part of the script. Tammy P. took her turn to go over the review’s structure. When she was done, Butler cleared his throat and flashed Donovan that award-winning smile. Sweat beaded on his forehead.

      “Got any questions for us so far, Candle?”

      “No.”

      “Good. First off, let’s discuss your punctuality.”

      Donovan slumped back in his seat. He put a hand to his forehead. That prickly feeling crept up again, like thousands of insects crawling across his skin. Butler spoke, but Donovan could not understand him. He tried focusing on the man’s words, but the more he tried, the more incomprehensible they became.

      His vision turned gray once again. It lingered this time, and he watched in panic as objects lost their color and texture. His coworkers were dark gray ghosts, silhouetted against planar walls absent of texture. The  furniture lost its features, appearing as simple geometric shapes. The air had no warmth, and it was possessed of an unsettling gravity pushing against him. He felt its familiar grip down in the center of his gut.

      What the hell is happening to me?

      Even Joe Hopper was silent in his mind. There were no answers for this. He wanted to flee the room, race back to his car, and check himself into hospital before something worse happened. Instead he remained frozen in place, unable to make out Butler’s words as the world around him was systematically drained of color.

      That’s when he saw the shape—a long slender figure standing almost as tall as the ceiling. It had long white limbs, and through the gray haze he saw the faint indentations of a face. The giant figure had eyes and a mouth, lingering in the gray gloom, watching them from its corner.

      He realized he could no longer see Butler’s features, nor could he understand anything the man said. His voice was a garbled mess. The same was true of the two Tammys, who made various quips and asides throughout Butler’s conversation, but Donovan could not understand a damn word of it.

      The lanky albino thing swayed lazily in the corner, shifting its weight from one foot to the other. Its knuckles brushed the slate floor with slow strokes. Donovan watched in confusion, fear.

      I’m insane. He admitted it to himself. His heart beat a heavy tattoo in his chest and sweat ran from his pores. I’ve lost my mind. In that moment he realized how limitless the depths of his insanity truly were.

      The pale thing noticed him. Its swaying ceased as it planted its full weight on both feet. The creature cocked its head in his direction, raised a spindly arm, and beckoned to him with a loud forlorn moan.
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      The creature squinted empty black eyes and pointed at him with a single spindly finger. Another guttural cry escaped its maw, and a tremor rippled across its pallid flesh.

      Donovan’s heart raced. The pale thing’s presence defied his grasp of logic, tickling a place down in his brain, a place he used to call his imagination. This was a figment of his own creation, a repressed idea manifesting in the form of a waking nightmare. He’d  lost his mind after all, and this was his body’s way of telling him.

      He blinked. The room flooded with color, texture. Butler and the Tammys were still in their seats, each one sounding off a number which did not make any sense to him. He was still distracted by what had just happened. It was a hallucination. Had to be. It was a chemical imbalance in his brain, maybe, or perhaps a side effect of head trauma he could not remember. These possibilities plagued him so much that Butler’s voice startled him.

      “Whoa, easy there. Are you okay, Candle?”

      Donovan stared at his superiors, then back to the corner of the room. The lanky creature was gone. He slumped in his chair, and the tension slowly leaked from the room, replaced with a wave of dread.

      “I’m sorry, what were you saying?”

      Timothy Butler chuckled. “Overall we gave you a score of 3.8.”

      Donovan’s eye twitched. He forgot about his bizarre hallucinations. A 3.8? What kind of number was 3.8? Never in his nine years had they given him anything but a whole number, which was usually a four. But 3.8? He repeated it to himself. Three. Point. Eight. It implied he’d done worse this year than the last, which made no sense to him—after all, he’d worked harder this year than any other. He could understand receiving a 4.8, but this?

      “A three-point-eight?”

      “Yeah.” Butler shuffled his files together. He stood and finished off a cup of coffee. “New ranking system. Nifty, huh?”

      “But a 3.8?”

      Tammy Q. frowned. “Is there a problem with your score, Mr. Candle?”

      He shook his head, ignoring the flashes of gray before him. “No, not a problem. I was just…”

      Tammy P. strained to look at him, wincing as she forced a smile. “Yes?”

      “The score seems a little low, that’s all. I thought I worked very hard this year. Harder than last year.”

      “And you have, Candle! We just see it as a means of incentivizing you to achieve even better results. Am I right, Tammy and Tammy?”

      The Tammys nodded, spoke in unison. “That’s right, Mr. Butler.”

      Donovan chewed his lip and studied their smiles. “Incentivizing me to achieve better results? But my results were better⁠—”

      “That’s right. For you to work harder and strive for even more excellence.” Butler stood and opened the door. He wore that same smug grin from the day before. Donovan’s blood pressure spiked. “Besides, there’s always room for improvement!”

      Timothy Butler didn’t wait for a reply. He turned and left the room. The Tammys whispered among themselves. Tammy P. giggled at something Tammy Q. said, but Donovan could not hear what passed between them. After a moment, he cleared his throat and spoke.

      “Was there something else?” They looked up, startled by the sound of his voice, and stared in his direction. Tammy Q. strained her eyes as though he were a mile away instead of sitting across the table.

      The room shifted gray for an instant, allowing Donovan a glimpse of a second lanky figure standing behind the two women. A moment later they were gone, replaced by a world in full color, and Tammy P was speaking.

      “—a teensy-tiny thing,” she said.

      “Your salary increase,” Tammy Q. added.

      Donovan nodded. “Which is?”

      “Since your performance score falls into the median bracket, you’re eligible for the standard half-percent increase.”

      His stomach lurched once again, and he tried to ignore the feeling as he rolled their words in his head. Half a percent. Not even enough to cover the cost of living. After taxes and the annual insurance premium increase, Donovan stood to earn less than last year. Kissing ass and working self-imposed double-time was only worth half a percent?

      Donovan opened his mouth to speak, but a flash of gray silenced him. A sharp jolt shot through his gut, and his skin crawled with the prickly sensation of needles like physical static. One of the Tammys spoke, but her voice was slow and garbled.

      He forgot about the measly raise and focused his attention on the pair of tall albino figures in the room. They stood in place, swaying in tandem as their spindly arms scraped the ground. Their black eyes looked upon him with unflinching apathy. He was but an insect to them, a passing curiosity.

      The second figure stepped toward the table. Donovan recoiled, listening to his heart race. What were these things? And why did he see them? His imagination filled in the gaps. Ghosts, he thought, or demons⁠—

      “—any questions, Mr. Candle?”

      Color bled into the room, and he found himself staring at Tammy Perpa. He couldn’t bring himself to speak. His mind raced with impossibilities, all of which seemed alien. Spirits? Invisibility? These things weren’t possible. This was reality, and⁠—

      “Mr. Candle?”

      “Y-Yes?”

      “Do you have any questions?

      He shook his head without thinking.

      “Good!” The Tammys stood and collected their things, giggling at their sickening uniformity. Donovan watched them leave the room. When they were gone, he closed his eyes and buried his face in his hands.

      My God, what next?
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        * * *

      

      Tuesday morning’s confusion spread through the rest of the week, and Donovan struggled to rationalize the strange transparent disease afflicting his body. He spent the next few days in a state of disbelief and horror. There was no pattern to the flashes of gray sight, nothing to prepare him for the fleeting glimpses of a world bled of life. A world inhabited by impossible monstrosities.

      Donna ignored his distress. His attempts to  communicate with her were met with silence. The few times she did acknowledge his presence was to reciprocate the staples “I love you” and “Good night.” Even then, he saw the confusion on her face, as though she hadn’t noticed his presence until those precise moments.

      He wanted to believe it was a dream, that he would wake up Wednesday morning and discover it was still Tuesday. He imagined waking to find his life the same as before, full of hope and color. Maybe Donna wouldn’t give him the cold shoulder, would make him a nice breakfast, would kiss him on the cheek again when he came home.

      But when he woke the next morning, nothing had changed. He rose at the same time and found himself cloaked with a curtain of gray static. The room shifted back to normal as he rubbed the sleep from his eyes. He got up, frowned at himself in the mirror, and went about his morning ritual.

      Downstairs, he watched in silence as Donna made herself some toast and took a seat at the table. He sat across from her, watching her mannerisms, waiting for her to acknowledge his presence. She did not look up from her breakfast.

      Frustrated, Donovan flipped through the morning newspaper. He stopped when a photograph caught his eye. A young woman stared back. Below the photo, a caption read HAVE YOU SEEN ME? He considered how easy it was for someone to vanish without a trace. Maybe I’m going to disappear, he thought, and shook off a chill.

      The young woman’s dark eyes rendered grainy and pale by the newsprint filled him with anxiety. A deep hum rose up from within his head, causing a slow throb at his temples. He looked away from the photograph. The hum stopped, and the room around him shifted, losing its color. The kitchen’s gray tones deepened, the cabinetry and appliances losing their texture, becoming nothing more than blank slates of empty geometry. Donna became a silhouette, and that’s when he saw the tiny creature on her shoulder.

      A white figure emerged from behind Donna’s head. It was small, no taller than a few inches, its rubbery flesh glistening in the dim un-light of the room. The tiny creature stood on two stubby legs, its hands settled on what might have been its hips.

      He stared at it, unblinking, unable to move—not out of fear, but out of shock. Just when Donovan thought he’d reached the bottom of his sanity, the floor dropped out from underneath, spilling him further into an abyss.

      The white thing sat next to Donna’s ear, put its head against her earlobe, and spoke in a droning language he could not understand. The voice sounded like a record played in reverse, tinged with the electronic interference of a bad phone connection.

      Kitchen walls flickered and slowly lost their gray hue as the world returned to normal. Donna’s features regained their definition. For a few seconds both realities overlapped, and Donovan saw the white thing sitting beside her head. She chewed on her toast, unaware of its presence.

      “What the hell is this?”

      The white thing looked at him with two black beady eyes and said something else into Donna’s ear. She didn’t notice, stared at the table.

      “Get off her.” Donovan reached forward to knock the pale thing from her shoulder, but his fingers passed through it. Donna did not move. The white thing grinned at him, extended its white hand and gave him the finger.

      He scoffed. Fuck you too.

      The overlap of color and gray subsided with another flash. Donovan ignored the prickling of his skin as the kitchen returned to normal. He watched the creature fade from view, and though it was gone, he still felt its eyes upon him.

      For the first time since the affliction began, Donovan considered the possibility that he wasn’t imagining these horrific creatures. No, things like this don’t happen. They’re impossible, unnatural. He’d written about things like this in his youth, long before he traded supernatural stories for hard-boiled crime, but for the precise reason that they didn’t exist.

      Donovan stood and he looked down at Donna, unsure of himself and his sanity. He reached out, expecting to feel the form of that creature rendered invisible by the kitchen’s lively color. Instead, his hand fell upon her shoulder.

      Donna looked up at him and smiled. “I love you, too. Have a nice day at work, dear.”

      “I didn’t—” he began, then remembered the thing on her shoulder. He remembered the way it whispered its backward language into her ear. Was it filling in the blanks? Was it the reason she couldn’t understand him?

      He glanced at the clock, saw he was running late, and made his way to the door. He stopped short, looked back at Donna. She flipped through the newspaper.

      “Love you,” he said, and closed the door behind him.
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        * * *

      

      He agonized over the morning’s incident for the rest of the day. At work, even as he read the sales prompt to a stranger on the line, his mind wandered back to Donna. He saw the white thing on her shoulder every time he closed his eyes. When a potential customer hung up on him, he removed his headset and retreated to the men’s room.

      Donovan closed the stall and sat on the toilet. He ran his hands over his face, through his hair.

      You can figure this out. There’s a logical, reasonable explanation. There gotta be. To this argument, Joe Hopper replied, Only logic I see in this is that you’re crazy, hoss. How’s that sound?

      He didn’t like it one bit. The alternative prospect was also one that filled him with dread. What if he were truly disappearing? What if these creatures were real? The little thing on Donna’s shoulder was bad enough, but the tall ones lurking in the corners of the office conference room terrified him. A chill slowly worked its way down his back.

      When he returned to his cubicle, he discovered he’d been gone for almost a full hour. There were no messages waiting for him in his inbox or on his phone. Given all that had happened—and all that was happening—he was not surprised. First his wife ignored him, and now his coworkers. With enough time, everyone just might forget he existed.

      Donovan studied the sales floor. His stomach twisted into itself as the room overlapped its gray counterpart. Other salespeople darkened into silhouettes, and he saw more of the little white things sitting on their shoulders. They turned their bulbous heads in a single uniform motion. Their dark eyes looked through him.

      Donovan flickered back into reality. The office returned to its normal state. He sat and put on his headset, determined to ignore the impossible things he’d witnessed. Unlike those in his immediate presence, the strangers to whom he spoke over the phone always heard his voice.
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        * * *

      

      “Seriously, man, don’t you ever get bored?”

      “Sometimes.”

      “I’d say all the time, from the sound of it. Do you always call customers sounding like this?”

      “Like what?”

      “Like you’ve had the shit kicked out of you six ways to Sunday. Seriously, you sound like you’re completely drained. How long have you been doing this?”

      “Nine years.”

      “Wow. I dunno, dude. That’s a long time to be making calls to strangers. Did you go to college?”

      “I did. Haven’t thought about that in a long time, though.”

      “Didn’t you have any goals? Any dreams?”

      “Yeah. I wanted to be a writer.”

      “I can dig that, man. Well hey, I gotta go, but look, dude, don’t waste your life there, okay? Go write something. Realize your dream.”

      “Yeah,” Donovan sighed, “I’ll get right on that.”

      “Cool, cool. Oh, and thanks for the introductory offer, but I don’t think I need to protect my identity right now. Peace.”

      Click. Beep.

      The script for saving a sale lingered on his tongue. No one ever wants to protect their identity until it’s taken from them. Donovan cancelled the automated dialer and sighed. Dozens of calls, not a single sale, and he did not care.

      What could he do about the gray visions and his own disappearance? To whom could he turn?

      Michael crossed his mind. He imagined working with his brother to track down the cause of the phenomenon. Twin detectives. The notion stirred a dying ember of creativity in his mind.

      Whatever. Michael may have been his inspiration for Joe Hopper, but he was hardly empathetic. Michael Candle was more likely to laugh at his plight than help him. That was assuming his brother could even see or hear him.

      Donovan pushed the thought away. He was desperate, but not that desperate. Not yet.

      He flickered and colors drained from his vision. He caught a glimpse of the lanky white figure standing between two cubicles along the far wall. It saw him, took a few shuffling steps down the aisle, and was gone in a blink. The office bustled around him. He checked his watch, gathered his things, and made his way out of the building.

      By the time he got to his car he’d forgotten all about his brother. Whatever was happening to him, he understood he would have to handle it on his own—and that, above everything else, frightened him most.
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      Donovan saw more of the tall white things and their Lilliputian counterparts over the next few days. On Wednesday night he happened to look outside and spot a lanky one on the sidewalk. He turned away from the bedroom window and looked at Donna, but she was rendered a dark specter in the gray gloom.

      When he turned back, the creature beckoned to him with a spindly finger. Its mouth shivered open as it uttered a low moan. A moment later, the creature vanished as color returned to the world.

      Donna was already fast asleep, wrapped in a tangle of blankets. He tried to snuggle next to her, but she rolled away from him. Defeated, Donovan turned on his side and fell into a troubling sleep in which he was haunted by nightmares of the white creatures.

      Donovan woke Thursday morning drenched in sweat and twenty minutes late. Donna was already downstairs, and like the day before, she did not acknowledge his presence. When the gray sight overcame his vision, he saw the tiny white bastard sitting atop Donna’s shoulder. It pressed against her ear, whispering with backward chatter.

      “Stop it.” He wished his voice didn’t sound so weak. The creature’s head twisted in place. It grinned, revealing a set of prickly teeth, and winked at him.

      The kitchen returned to normal. Donna did not look up at him. She ate her breakfast and read the newspaper in silence. He left that morning without saying goodbye, and found that things at work hadn’t changed, either.

      At lunch time, he spent an hour in the men’s room trying to sort out his troubled life. What if this is permanent? Joe Hopper spoke up in his head: What makes you think it ain’t, hoss?

      The symptoms were getting worse. He was isolated now, living among the rest of the world while slowly being omitted from it. Logic and reason had failed him, left in the past with Monday and some semblance of reality. He wondered if his soul would fade away with the rest of him. He wondered if Donna would remember him once he was gone.

      Until this bizarre malady, Donovan thought he had his life under control, and the hard times were behind he and Donna. He considered his life after college, when they’d moved in together. Tiny apartment, tiny paychecks, massive bills. They’d lain awake at night, stressing over the next due date, the next loan payment, how they would afford to replace the brakes on their only car.

      Life pulled no punches for young Donnie Candle, but he’d learned to get back on his feet, swallow the pain and his pride, and push back. Bills came and went, money came and went, and the hardships only strengthened his resolved.

      He wasn’t alone in his endeavor. The day after he proposed to Donna, she’d received her medical diagnosis. Fibromyalgia, chronic flare-ups which varied in severity, treatable but incurable, and though Donna wore a brave face, he saw the pain she dealt with every day. Long afternoons on her feet at a retail job left her in agony every night.

      Holding her while she sobbed from the pain wasn’t enough. He loved her, needed to help her however he could. He’d heard Identinel was hiring for a new sales office, heard they paid well and offered decent insurance plans, and applied. Never mind the hours, the commute, or the loss of flexibility. Donna was his best friend, and he’d do anything for her.

      The day he accepted the job offer, Donna sat with him in their tiny apartment kitchenette—the “shoebox,” they called it—and asked him if he was sure about his decision.

      “It’s an hour each way to work, hon.”

      “I know, love.”

      “But we only have one car. You know we can’t afford another one. Not if we want to move out of this place.”

      “I know that too. That’s why you’re going to stay home.”

      “Don—”

      “You know your job isn’t helping your pain, and we can’t afford the medication without better insurance.”

      “But what about you? It’s not fair to you. You won’t have as much time to write, or much else…”

      “I don’t care. This isn’t about me. It’s about you. Putting my goals on hold isn’t going to kill me. And if giving up the writing is what I have to do to get you the care you need, well, I would for you. Besides, this is just until we get on our feet. It isn’t forever.”

      That was nine years ago. In the time since, Donovan rolled with life’s punches, working his ass off to keep the seams of his world from tearing. At the center was Donna, and if he could overcome those early years of hardship, he could overcome this—whatever it was.

      I would for you, he thought. I’ll find a way through this.

      He left the restroom strengthened by his determination, but as the day wore on, he wasn’t entirely sure he believed it.
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        * * *

      

      A five-car pileup on the highway made him late for dinner, and Donna was finished with her meal by the time he arrived home. He tried to apologize and explain himself, but his efforts were in vain. She could neither hear him or see him; worse, she didn’t seem to miss him, either.

      He thought of the crude thing on her shoulder, of the way it whispered its strange language into her ear. Was it the reason she didn’t notice him? Donovan struggled against a tide of hopelessness washing over him. How could he stand to confront these strange circumstances when he didn’t understand its nature? The tide was strong, and he feared he might drown in the current.

      Donovan locked himself away in his office, busying himself with his novel while trying to put the troubling thoughts out of his head. He struggled for half an hour as he tried to begin again, but his mind kept wandering back to the matters at hand. How would Joe Hopper solve this? Or Michael Candle, for that matter?

      He looked at the phone, contemplated picking it up and calling his brother, but feared he would be met with more silence. Just because the unwitting customers at work could hear him did not mean anyone else could.

      Instead, Donovan retired early and tried to sleep away his trouble. His thoughts kept him awake, and he laid there for an hour before Donna crawled into bed beside him. She usually kissed him goodnight, but for the last two nights she hadn’t, and tonight was no different. If his suspicions were correct, he couldn’t blame her, but the lack of affection still hurt.

      He reached over to give her a kiss and she rolled away. The move was sudden and cold, and watched her in stunned silence. I would for her, he reminded himself, but sometimes it’s so hard.

      “I love you, Donna.”

      She said nothing, and he lay there for a time, fighting back tears until sleep finally claimed him.
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        * * *

      

      Friday morning began with more of the same. He woke, experienced the gut-pulling transition between color and gray realities, and saw creatures that should not be. Donna ignored him, as did his co-workers. By eleven o’clock he’d progressed through a block of automated calls, and the strangers on the phone were the only ones who paid him any attention.

      He didn’t understand how they could hear him when those around him could not, but Donovan was so starved for interaction that he didn’t care. Many shouted and screamed at his intrusion, but even in their hatred for an annoying sales rep, Donovan found hope in their frustrations.

      To better connect with his temporary audience, Donovan abandoned the standard Identinel sales script. Instead he interacted with his potential customers, engaging them in all manner of conversation. What else did he have to lose?

      All topics were fair game. If he connected with the right person, the conversation could last up to an hour. One call went to a woman in Iowa named Eileen Carmike. For forty-seven minutes and fifty-three seconds, she and Donovan held a conversation about philosophy and the proper way to bake a turkey. Another call went to an elderly gentleman in Oregon named Zachary Rosen who had a passion for old cars and The Grateful Dead.

      Though he enjoyed these conversations, Donovan grew increasingly depressed as he realized what he was missing from life. Here were people living their lives, with their own quirks and faults, and yet they were still somehow perfectly content. After a call with young Jimmy Frank, and their strange conversation about the nature of first and last names, Donovan removed the headset and checked his watch.

      He had time for one more call before braving traffic for another silent night at home. He rubbed his eyes, yawned, and put on the headset. The automated dialer generated a new phone number with a single keystroke.

      Click. Beep.

      Static surged through the earphone, punctuated with the screech of an old dial-up modem before devolving into a regular series of rings. Donovan cringed from the abrupt noise, was about cancel the call when a connection was made.

      The monitor revealed no name or address. All information fields were blank.

      “Hello? Anyone there?”

      More electronic interference shot through the line and took shape as a man’s voice, steady and confident and cold. A whine of digital noise hung in the background.

      “Hello.”

      Donovan cleared his throat. “My name is…you know, it’s not important. I’m just a sales rep for Identinel Security Services. We offer identity theft protection. Do you mind if I give you a sales pitch?”

      “I find it ironic that a man of little identity is offering to protect the identity of others. How noble.”

      Donovan held his breath, unsure of how to respond.

      “In lieu of a sales pitch, I would not mind hearing a life pitch from you.”

      “I’m sorry, but I’m not sure I understand what you mean.”

      “You sound like a man who is not getting all he wants out of life. Perhaps you are stagnating in your current station. Tell me, Mr. Candle, what do you want out of your life?”

      The stranger’s words hung in the air, and Donovan froze up trying to think of a reply. Customers rarely turned the tables on him so effectively, and he found he lacked the desire to redirect the conversation. The cold tension in the stranger’s voice unnerved him, but Donovan’s curiosity pushed him to answer.

      “It’s not every day I’m asked that question. Let’s see…”

      “You do not have to answer that now, Mr. Candle. It was rhetorical.”

      “No, sir, it’s perfectly fine. My life has taken a strange turn these last few days. To be honest, I’m not sure what I want out of life anymore. Today, after talking to other folks like yourself, I’ve realized just how much I’m missing.”

      “Missing?”

      “In life. There’s not much that defines me anymore. I guess if something interesting doesn’t happen to me, or if I don’t do something soon, I may disappear for good.” An uncomfortable silence followed his words. The static on the line rose and fell, accenting a low chuckle from the strange man beyond it.

      “Do you truly think so?”

      “Yeah, I do. Just a feeling, really.”

      “Actions birth definition, Mr. Candle. Good luck finding your way.”

      The noise ceased with a faint click and the line went dead. Donovan stared at the screen, puzzled by the lack of information, and canceled the auto-dialer. Before he packed up his things to leave, a quiet thought wriggled to the front of his mind. I never told him my name.
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        * * *

      

      “So how are things?”

      Donna Candle juggled the phone and a mixing bowl. Her sister, Amanda, waited on the other end of the line for a response.

      “That’s a loaded question and you know it.”

      “Oh, please. It is not. You’ve bitched about Don all week.”

      She reached into the cupboard and retrieved a bag of flour. “I haven’t bitched. I’m just concerned, that’s all. He’s never behaved like this.”

      “I don’t know, Donna. From what you’ve told me, it seems pretty damn suspicious.”

      Donna sighed. She regretted mentioning Donovan’s odd behavior. “I trust my husband, Amanda, so don’t go putting any ideas in my head. There’s something going on, but I doubt it’s what you think it is.”

      “If you say so. You know the man better than anyone.”

      “I do,” Donna said, and trailed off. I thought I did. She’d run the gamut of emotion and suspicion in response to Donovan’s silence. At first, she wondered if there was someone else, but he wouldn’t do something like that. Not the man she knew, anyway.

      “Donnie’s no cheat. He knows what I’d do to him if he ever did.”

      Amanda laughed. “Oh, hey—I should get going. Quinn just got home.”

      “Give my love to my favorite nephew”

      “I will. Hang in there, okay? Call if you need me.”

      They said their goodbyes. Donna hung up the phone and looked at the mixing bowl. After spending most of the day in a restless fervor, she’d decided to bake a chocolate cake from scratch, with peanut butter icing. Donovan’s favorite. She’d gone over every plausible reason as to why he would act in such a manner toward her, and their argument was the only logical solution. The cake would be her olive branch.

      Her discomfort and irritability hadn’t helped matters. Along with the usual fibro pain in her hip, Donna spent the last few days suffering from a series of strange migraines. The headaches came out of nowhere, in buzzing surges filling her head with blinding static. They made concentration so difficult, erupting at the most inopportune moments.

      She’d tried explaining them to Donovan, but he was distant and quiet. Some nights, she thought he was with her in the living room, but when she looked over, his chair was empty. Sometimes, when he was there, he said strange things that didn’t make sense, but she couldn’t remember what they were. She went to bed alone, and her concerns grew as the days went by.

      Had she gone too far? The more she strained to remember the details of their argument, the more they slipped from her grasp. She remembered her tone and regretted it. She remembered the gist of what she’d said, and that it was honest. She was tired of always saving, always scrimping for a goal that he kept pushing farther back. He’d promised her the job wouldn’t be forever. Just a few years until they got on their feet, but they’d been standing for nearly a decade now, and she wished Donnie would take some time to sit down. It disappointed her, seeing her husband slowly transform into the man he was, when she remembered how vibrant and lively he was in college.

      Donna smiled. Those were better days. She loved Donovan with all her heart—always would—but she admitted to herself that this week tested her resolve. It simply wasn’t like him to ignore her. That morning he hadn’t even said goodbye. She’d called her sister to vent, and now suspected Amanda was already on the phone with their mother, spilling the latest gossip.

      One of the headaches crept into her forehead. She winced, steadied herself against the kitchen counter, and waited for it to subside.

      When the migraine passed, she looked at the clock. Donovan would be home in an hour. She turned on the radio and went about preparing his cake.

      The doorbell rang. Donna turned down the radio, listening. A series of knocks followed in quick succession.

      She wiped flour from her hands and left the kitchen. There was a man at the door, his features distorted by its segmented windows.

      Great, a salesman. Donna opened the door. When she saw the look in his eye, she caught the door with her foot, wishing she’d not opened it.

      Smudged glasses clouded his bloodshot eyes, his irises painted gray with flecks yellow. Burst capillaries marred his nose, and a smudge of dirt clung to his chin. He wore a bulky green coat over a tattered suit. His tie was torn in half and flapped limply in the breeze, its threaded entrails stretching the length of his stained white shirt. Slick silver strands of matted hair were tucked behind his ears, and a rank smell of musty earth and old sweat haunted his presence.

      Donna wrinkled her nose and held her breath. The man looked beyond her, into the kitchen. She tightened her grip on the doorknob.

      “Afternoon, ma’am.”

      She offered the stranger a smile, but inside her alarms were sounding. Close the door, she told herself. God, that smell.

      “Are you Donna Candle?”

      “Yes, I am.” His eyes darted back and forth, focusing on her and something behind her. “Can I help you?”

      His lips curved into a nervous smile as his greasy hand shot to the door. He shoved his weight against it with such force that Donna lost her balance, sprawling backward. She landed hard on the kitchen floor and cried out in pain.

      The dirty stranger stepped over the threshold and laughed.
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        * * *

      

      Donovan caught the middle of another interview with Dr. Albert Sparrow while inching along the highway. He turned up the volume to drown out the noise of idling engines and blaring horns.

      “—sometimes, when we’re at our very limit, we may find ourselves in what I have labeled a state of liminality.”

      The line of cars lurched forward a few more inches. Donovan flickered gray, and for a span of seconds he saw the white figures wandering between the rows of traffic.

      “A state of transition. Think of it as if you were standing in a doorway, with one foot inside and one foot out.”

      “So, you’re saying mediocrity places us ‘in the doorway,’ so to speak?”

      “Something like that, yes. In this so-called doorway, a person stands on the threshold of two states—one of complete and dissolute anonymity, and one of profound activity. In my book, I⁠—”

      He switched off the radio. Traffic finally eased up, and ten minutes later he parked in his driveway. He took a breath as he approached the door, preparing himself for another evening of solitude. On a whim, he called out to Donna as he stepped inside.

      “Honey, I’m⁠—”

      His voice faltered, and his brain refused to accept the message relayed by his eyes. Every mental function shut down and he forgot to breathe. His aborted greeting echoed across the entrance and into the kitchen. He had an unobstructed view of the disarray.

      The garbage can was on its side, its contents strewn across the tile floor. Package wrappers, soda cans, and potato peels mingled with an overturned canister of flour and a puddle of milk. Some eggs remained on the counter, while others were crushed into a runny, yellow amalgam on the floor. Donna’s mixing bowl sat on the counter next to a jar of peanut butter.

      What the hell happened?

      He stepped forward, saw the scattered cutlery and pattern of footprints in the dusting of flour. The wooden knife block was overturned in front of the refrigerator door. One of its knives was missing. Donna’s name repeated in his head, a constant mantra of panic and fear urging him to move.

      “Honey?”

      His voice rang hollow in the empty room, too small, too weak. The clock in the dining room ticked off the seconds Might be best shut your mouth, hoss. S’pose you ain’t alone?

      If he wasn’t alone, then who might still be in the house? His imagination built the scenario. Donna was preparing to bake a cake when someone—man or woman, it didn’t matter—burst into the room, catching her off guard, and⁠—

      He looked at the knife block again. The scene played on in the back of his head. He saw a person in a black ski mask lurking in their bedroom closet, Donna bound, and gagged on the bed⁠—

      Donovan blinked, tried to calm his racing heart. He knelt, plucked a steak knife from the floor, and followed the trail of violence into the dining room.

      Blood dotted the table cloth. He moved along the edge of the table, whispering a silent prayer that the blood didn’t belong to his wife. A lump rose in his throat when he saw the furry shape in a dark pool of scarlet.

      Mr. Precious Paws lay sprawled on the floor, the largest of Donna’s butcher knives buried in his back. Another blade jutted from the cat’s neck. A dark trail of arterial spray trailed between the poor animal and the wall. The cat’s eyes were relaxed, staring on a point in space beyond the room.

      Donovan chewed his lower lip and grimaced at the taste of bile at the back of his throat. His efforts couldn’t last, and he retched.

      “Mr. Precious Paws,” he whimpered, and the reality of the situation struck him. “Oh God, Donna!”

      Blinded by panic, Donovan dropped the knife and scrambled up the stairs.

      “Donna!”

      He threw open the bedroom door, ready to tackle any intruder he might find there, but the room was empty.

      “Donna!” He screamed until his throat burned, the words scratching their way out of him like a frightened animal. The bathroom was empty, as were the office and spare bedroom at the end of the hall. Donna, his mind raced. Donna, Donna, Donna. Spots of black and purple blossomed across his vision, and he teetered on his feet.

      When the splotches of color dimmed, Donovan found himself filled with a new urgency. The cops. He had to call the cops.

      On his way into the office, he realized he’d trampled right through the crime scene. They’ll get over it, hoss. He sucked in his breath to calm himself, reached for the phone, and nearly dropped the receiving when it rang in his hand.

      The screen lit up to say UNKNOWN CALLER. Donovan pressed TALK. He lifted the receiver to his ear and tried to speak.

      “H-Hello?”

      A hiss of electronic noise filled his ears, and the drone took shape as a man’s voice.

      “Hello, Mr. Candle.”

      Realization spread through him in a series of chills. The hairs on his arms and neck stood at attention. He shook so badly that he almost dropped the phone. How could that man get my number? He had to hang up and call the police. He didn’t have time for this, he had to⁠—

      “Focus, Mr. Candle. I require your full attention.”

      Donovan closed his eyes. “I’m here.”

      “Good.”

      Electronic noise filled the line, ghostly banshees shrieking and distorting in his ear. Donovan replayed their conversation in his racing mind, desperately attempting to make sense of what was happening. No information on the screen, no phone number on the auto-dialer, so much interference—and he knew my name. He knew my name.

      A cold weight settled in the bottom of his gut as the digital noise unmasked the mysterious caller’s baritone laughter. The erratic chirr was unlike anything Donovan had heard before.

      Cold and deep, the sound of glaciers shredding the earth over eons, sheathed in a layer of gray static. A pulsing voice spoke in tandem, swollen with waves of white noise, undulating above and below the laughter before forming a single tone.

      Donovan trembled, remembered to breathe.

      “Is this interesting enough for you now, Mr. Candle?”
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      Donovan gaped into the phone, confused and horrified by the stranger’s revelation. Numerous replies came to mind, but all words failed him in that moment. Can’t be. Impossible. How?

      Electronic noise surged through the line, erratic glitches of audio compiled from a dozen other voices. A legion of identities masking the stranger’s ominous persona. Donovan swallowed his fear and gripped the phone. “Who the hell are you? What have you done with my wife?”

      “Please answer my question, Mr. Candle.”

      Donna. Oh God, Donna, what has he done to you? A suffocating cloud of anxiety surrounded his face, cutting off his air and making his head swim. His knees buckled, and he sank into his office chair.

      “Mr. Candle.”

      “What question? Look, I⁠—”

      “Is this interesting enough for you?”

      He tried swallowing the lump in his throat. “Yes.”

      “Good.” The stranger’s tone lightened, now almost jovial. “Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Aleister Dullington.”

      Donovan closed his eyes. “Mr. Dullington, did you take my wife? Did you hurt her?”

      “Do not despair, Mr. Candle. I assure you that your wife is quite safe for now.”

      For now. The bottom dropped out of Donovan’s gut. Keep it together, hoss.

      “Where is she?”

      “In due time.”

      Donovan shot out of his seat. “You tell me where she is, you son of a bitch. You tell me now.”

      “Now, now, Mr. Candle. It is not wise to curse the one who determines whether your precious Donna lives or dies.”

      The last of his adrenaline drained away, leaving him weak, feeble. He sank back into his chair and closed his eyes. Whether your precious Donna lives or dies. The words tumbled and spun in his head, bouncing off images of the kitchen and dead cat. He’s hurt her, oh God, he’s hurt her or he’s going to hurt her, or⁠—

      “Calm yourself and focus, Mr. Candle. What I have to tell you will be most displeasing.”

      Sweat dotted his brow. The air in the room was hot and stale, and Donovan took it all in with one prolonged breath. He held it in until his lungs were on fire and his heart calmed, his head cleared. “I’m listening.”

      “You are a boring man, Mr. Candle.”

      Donovan scoffed. His wife was missing, and this bastard had the gall to criticize him? “Where is Donna? I want to talk to her right now⁠—”

      “I ask for your patience, Mr. Candle.” Dullington spoke in measured syllables, with a flat intensity which ran beneath every vowel and consonant. “Do not push me. Or else.”

      Donovan shut his mouth. He tried to ignore the thoughts racing through his head and took another deep breath.

      “You have spent the last nine years of your life in a job that stifles you. You slave toward empty goals, making empty promises to yourself and your wife.”

      “Mister, I don’t need your insults.”

      “These are not insults. These are truths. If you find them insulting, I implore you to consider why that might be.”

      Donovan choked back a bitter reply.

      “The transparency afflicting you is what I refer to as the ‘flickering.’ It is the result of your supersaturation with mediocrity.”

      “What? Listen, asshole⁠—”

      “Mr. Candle, if you interrupt me again, I will have  your wife’s non-vital organs separated from her body.” His voice darkened, tinged with electronic resonance hiss through the phone. “We will begin with her ovaries.”

      Donovan fought back tears. His mounting frustration broke and withered under the man’s threat.

      “Do I have your undivided attention, Mr. Candle?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good. You are experiencing odd things, seeing things that should not be, and your eyes reveal a world in gray.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Indeed. You are seeing the Monochrome, the world behind the world. This place will become your prison should you fail to cure your banality.”

      The strange man’s words tumbled through Donovan’s mind as he tried to process everything. Monochrome? A world behind the world? The words sounded ridiculous when spoken aloud, and Donovan would have discounted them as the ramblings of a mad man had he not experienced things exactly as Dullington described them.

      But there was something else, something far worse than his own absurd affliction. Donna was gone, and Dullington was behind it. That was all Donovan needed to forget himself. Donna was his priority now, flickering be damned.

      “Are you listening, Mr. Candle?”

      “I am.”

      “You may speak. I am eager to hear your response.” Aleister Dullington spoke with authority, his inflection cold, proper, almost courteous.

      “What have you done with my wife?”

      “Mrs. Candle is well.”

      “Answer my question.” Donovan clenched his teeth, desperate to keep his temper under control. The situation demonstrated the sort of man he was dealing with, and he knew igniting Dullington’s fuse would be a grave mistake—not just for Donna, but for himself.

      “Your ire is encouraging.” Dullington’s rise in pitch gave Donovan the impression of a smile on an otherwise expressionless face. “I like a good show, Mr. Candle, and you seem like a man with the potential to deliver.” He paused. Static filled the line like crashing waves. “Forgive me. You asked a question, and I will answer. Your wife is bound ankle and wrist. A bag covers her head. Before you ask, Mr. Candle, no. No one has had their way with her. Yet.”

      Picturing Donna in such a predicament made him nauseous. “Go on,” Donovan said.

      “As to where she is, I am afraid I cannot tell you now. She is safe, as comfortable as her situation allows. On this you have my word.”

      “Why are you doing this?” Donovan’s voice was dry, weak. Distant bells rang in his ears and cold sweat blanketed the back of his neck. He fought against the nausea stirring in his stomach.

      “We all serve a purpose, Mr. Candle. I am a reaper of mediocrity and a keeper of the Monochrome. The flickering delivers you to me.”

      Donovan thought of the visions, the white creatures lurking in the gray haze. Was this what he had to look forward to? Was this Monochrome his destination?

      “Are there others?”

      “You are one drop in a vast ocean, Mr. Candle. Your purpose is like so many before you: to sustain a balance.”

      Sustain a balance. The implication drove a chill down Donovan’s spine.

      “If you do not change your course, you will flicker out entirely. Most will not miss you, many will not remember you existed. But all is not lost, Mr. Candle. I am willing to offer you a rare chance at redemption in exchange for something I have lost.”

      “What do you want from me?”

      “One of my prisoners escaped some time ago. Find him, return him to me, and I will return Mrs. Candle to you unharmed. Agreed?”

      “But—” He paused, considered hanging up the phone and dialing 911, but what would he say? And what could the police do? He feared that doing so would only bring harm to Donna. The ball was in Dullington’s court, and Donovan would have to play by his rules or forfeit.

      “Before I leave you, Mr. Candle, I will tell you the man who kidnapped your wife is at a place called Rossetti’s. His name is George Guffin. I have instructed him to guide you onward. Do you understand?”

      Donovan’s heart sank, and he once again fought the urge to vomit.  The taste of bile filled his mouth and his stomach burned. Rossetti’s, where he and Donna had their first date. He felt a deep hatred for the man on the phone. Though he’d never considered himself a violent person, he wanted nothing more than to wrap his fingers around Dullington’s throat and squeeze.

      “Time is running out, Mr. Candle. What you do next is your choice alone. Deliver what is mine, or your wife will die, and you will be forgotten. I look forward to your decision either way.”

      “Yes, but—” Donovan began, cut off by a pulsing drone surging through the line, a rhythmic noise like heavy digital breathing. “—but who are you?”

      Dullington spoke through the drone, his voice one with the noise. “Who are you, Mr. Candle?”

      Donovan wasn’t sure how to respond. The question probed far deeper than he cared to explore. There were more pressing matters at hand.

      “You do not have to answer now, Mr. Candle, but you will before our business has concluded. On your plane of reality, or mine.”

      A crush of static swept over the line before the deafening silence of a disconnect. In the solitude of his office, Donovan Candle hung up the phone, buried his face in his hands, and cried.
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        * * *

      

      Think, Don.

      The cops. Should he call them? Logic dictated he should, but his gut said otherwise. After everything he’d experienced over the last week, Donovan was hesitant to dismiss the stranger’s warning. Reporting Donna’s abduction made sense in a logical world, but Donovan’s world had dismissed logic days ago. What would he tell the cops? What could he say?

      In the time it would take for the cops to arrive, investigate the scene, and question him, he could be well on his way to meeting George Guffin at Rossetti’s. Even then, Donovan knew he would be the police department’s prime suspect. His wild story would be laughed at by the entire police force.

      He looked back at the phone. Aleister Dullington’s demands flashed through his mind. The world behind the world. His stomach churned. He flickered, his office suddenly cast in a gray tone. After four days of seeing and experiencing the impossible, Donovan still found himself in disbelief. He struggled to reconcile the apparent cause of these bizarre symptoms. A boring existence? Mediocrity?

      Many will not miss you.

      When the flickering stopped, Donovan realized he had no choice but to accept his predicament. Dullington had him whether he liked it or not.

      He thought of Donna, imagined her curled up in some dark room, the restraints cutting into her skin. Was she in pain? Had she taken her medication before her abduction? And how long before it wore off? Could she move, keep her muscles from getting stiff?

      The dangers of a fibro flare-up weren’t his only cause for concern. What lurked in the darkness beyond? Though he believed Dullington’s statement that no one had touched her, he was certain this was merely circumstantial, and that if he didn’t act soon her situation might change.

      Donovan rubbed his eyes. Get it together. You can do this. She’s okay.

      He picked up the phone and listened to the dial tone. What would Joe Hopper do?

      He wouldn’t call the cops. Too much red tape, and he hated the cops. But who, then? The answer came immediately, blurted out by the frantic voice of his conscience: Call the real Joe Hopper.

      Michael was born to be a hero—from their childhood days in the backyard to his current career in private investigation, he always had to be the good guy. It was this trait upon which Donovan drew much of Joe Hopper’s character, and one that hadn’t diminished in its significance to him despite all the years of suppressed sibling rivalry.

      He dialed Michael’s number, preparing himself for assault with the press of each button. What if Michael couldn’t hear him? Worse, what if he didn’t believe Donovan’s story? He hoped the news of Donna’s abduction would be enough to erase any doubts his brother might have. For once, the issue at hand was not Donovan’s inability to live up to his older brother’s expectations.

      As the phone rang a third time, Donovan realized he didn’t care what Michael thought of him, so long as he got Donna back safe and sound. After a fifth ring, Michael’s voicemail answered. Donovan waited for the beep, then cleared his throat.

      “Mike, it’s Don. Listen, I need your help. I really don’t know how to say this, but—Mike, she’s missing. Someone broke in and took Donna while I was at work. Please call me back as soon as you get this. Thanks.”

      Minutes later, Donovan stepped outside into the cool evening air. He shivered in the breeze as he locked the front door, zipped up his jacket, and went to his car.

      The dashboard clock read 6:37, but he tried not to think about what he would have normally been doing on a Friday evening. Right now, he had only one thing on his mind: George Guffin.
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        * * *

      

      A jolt of pain ripped Donna from a troubled slumber. Her head swam and her hip ached. The world was dark, the air hot and stale, and her exhalations clouded her face.

      I can’t breathe. The words surfaced from a murky pool of thoughts, and she panicked. She moved her head, desperate for fresh air, only the warm cloud of breath remained. She realized there was something coarse pressed against her face.

      Confused, Donna tried to sit up. She wanted to pull the material from her face, only her hands were tied behind her back. Her heart raced, hammering nails into her chest. She tried to roll on her side and gasped from a jab of pain shooting through her hip. Her meds. How long had it been since she’d taken her last dose?

      Too long. Hours, maybe. She had to take her meds, or the pain would only get worse. Donna tried to climb to her feet and realized her feet were tied as well.

      What the hell is this?

      She tried to sit up once more and winced from a stabbing pain in her temple. What did she do to her head?

      Wait. My head.

      Memories of what happened rushed back to her in a heap of broken images⁠—

      The man smiles and quickly shoves his weight against the door. It catches against her foot with such force that she loses her balance. The world spins, and for a moment she is falling. The floor catches her, and she cries out in agony upon impact. Her hip screams louder as red-hot fire surged through her body.

      Dazed, her head fills with sparkles of light, and she looks up to find the dirty man standing over her. She sees him reach into his pocket and pull free two items. One is a black cloth. The other is a handgun.

      She panics at sight of the weapon. Her heart races, and she reacts instinctively, scrambling onto her back and aiming a forceful kick at the intruder’s groin. He yelps in pain and lurches over in agony. She struggles away from the door and back into the kitchen as he falls to his knees.

      Donna’s next impulse is to find a weapon of her own. She thinks of taking his but realizes she hasn’t the slightest idea how to use a gun, nor how to retrieve it without putting herself within his reach. He could easily grab her, wrestle her to the ground, and choke her to death. Instead she crawls to the kitchen. Her foot ignites with pain when she tries to put her weight on it, and she thinks she may have twisted it when he forced open the door.

      She crawls to the kitchen counter, reaches for a knife from the wooden block. She doesn’t care what kind, so long as it has a blade, but before she can find one⁠—

      “You sneaky bitch.”

      There is pain in his voice, but worse, there is anger. She feels his hands on her legs, and she cries out when he squeezes her bad ankle. Desperate, she clings to a drawer, and it gives way as he pulls her from the counter. The drawer’s contents spill to the floor. She spots a steak knife and strains to reach it, but the man is one step ahead of her. He kicks it away and forces her onto her back.

      He’s going to rape me, she thinks. Then he’s going to kill me. A dozen images flash before her in light of this realization—things she always wanted to do, a baby she wants to have but never will, Donovan’s smiling face—and regrets that she will die with him angry at her.

      Donna fights. She kicks at the man, her foot connecting with his stomach, and he yowls like an animal. Seizing the opportunity, she scrambles for the dining room, unsure of where to go but not caring so long as it’s away from this lunatic. Mr. Precious Paws is underneath a chair, watching. The man mumbles something that sounds like, “I won’t let you down,” and he’s upon her before she can climb to her feet. She rolls on her back in time to see him standing over her, a butcher knife in each hand.

      He moves toward her and the cat yowls. He’s stepped on the animal’s tail.

      “I won’t let you down,” the man screams. He drops to his knees, catching the cat as it tries to escape. He holds the animal steady with one hand, swipes the blade, and exterminates Mr. Precious Paws in a single violent stroke.

      Donna watches the feline’s eyes, sensing its terror as the pitiful thing utters a final gurgling cry. Blood pours from its gut and its legs twitch.

      “I. Won’t. Let. You. Down.”

      He spears the second knife through Mr. Precious Paws’s neck. Blood spurts onto the wall and dribbles across the floor.

      “No,” Donna gasps. She cannot muster a scream. The man turns to her, shaking his head, his eyes wide with rage.

      “I killed the cat,” he whispered, looking at the blood on his hands. He set his murderous gaze upon her. “You made me kill your fucking cat.”

      He pounces on her, and she does not have time to react. The man pins her to the floor. She thrashes against him, but he’s too heavy. His entire weight immobilizes her. She watches his arm block out the light on the ceiling. His hand is balled into a fist, and it drops in a swift arc.

      She feels it strike her temple, but there is no pain. There are only stars and the dark.

      

      Donna found the darkness lingered and reasoned her head was now covered by the intruder’s black cloth. She held in her breath to slow her heart. When the echo of its frantic pounding finally subsided, she discovered the sounds of movement, voices.

      “Hello? I-I need help. Somebody?”

      “She’s awake.”

      “What do we do?”

      “Shut her up.”

      Two men, somewhere in the darkness.

      “Help me,” she croaked. “I’m hurting⁠—”

      Donna tried to move closer toward the sounds, and pain shot through her hip. She uttered a sharp cry. One of the men laughed.

      “Damn right you are. Now you shut your mouth, lady, or I’ll⁠—”

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” A new voice. A woman’s voice. “Get away from her.”

      “I don’t have to take orders from you, Alice.”

      A loud smack echoed across the darkness. One of the men gasped. “Maybe not, but I’ll be damned if I’ll sit here and watch you torment her. He didn’t tell you to do that, did he?”

      “No. He didn’t.”

      “Now get out of here. I’ll watch her.” Another beat of silence filled the dark. “Go on. Fuck off, you two.”

      Donna chewed her lip, unsure whether this Alice person was any better than the two men. And who was this “he” she referred to? Donna wondered if he was the man who abducted her.

      She gasped as the bag’s coarse surface tore away from her skin. Dim light faded into view, and she had to squint to see it. An orange glow, licking the air like a serpent’s tongue.

      A shape drifted into view. Donna blinked, waiting for the blurriness to abate, and she saw the face of the woman who’d come to her rescue. She was young, barely thirty, her face spotted with dark grime. Her dark hair hung over her shoulders in knots.

      “Here,” Alice said. Hints of a smile teased the edges of her lips. “Drink.”

      She slipped her hand behind Donna’s head, helped lift her up, and put a mug to her mouth. Donna sipped, grimacing from the water’s bitter taste, but she forced herself to drink. When she was done, Donna pulled away from the mug and looked into the hardened eyes of the woman called Alice.

      “Please let me go.” Tears filled her eyes. “Please, I won’t tell anyone. Just let me go. Let me go back to my husband.”

      Alice frowned. For a moment Donna feared Alice would put the bag over her head again. She watched the young woman rise to her feet. The fire beyond the room turned Alice into a silhouette.

      Beyond the doorway, Donna saw columns of some kind, and benches. Trash bags piled atop one another, a rusty shopping cart tipped on its side.

      “Where are we?”

      The young woman turned and shook her head. “Just be quiet and lie still. It’ll be over when he gets what he wants.”

      “Let me go. Please⁠—”

      Alice left the room, pulling the door closed behind her. The darkness returned, washing over Donna’s body in a cold wave.
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        * * *

      

      Rossetti’s parking lot was filled with Friday night patrons, and the memory of his first date here with Donna twisted Donovan’s stomach in knots. He parked the car and sat for a moment.

      What would he say to this man? He’d thought about it during the drive. Playing the tough guy wouldn’t go over well—after all, he didn’t know how closely tied this George Guffin was to Mr. Dullington. He wished his brother was home to answer his⁠—

      Phone.

      Donovan remembered the cell phone. He reached into his jacket pocket and retrieved it. His heart sank. Don’t forget to charge the phone, Donna’s voice echoed in his head. He unlocked the device. There was one bar of juice left.

      He thumbed across the screen, selected his brother’s number. Three rings followed by an error tone. He tried a second time only to be met with the same result. Donovan pulled the phone from his ear and looked at the screen: CALL FAILED.

      “No shit.” He looked out the window at the restaurant. “Just get it over with, Don.”

      His voice sounded tiny, lost. He flickered and caught a glimpse of five white figures loitering along the sidewalk before the world resumed in color. He shook off the sensation in his stomach, slid out of the car, and made his way across the parking lot.

      When he reached the diner entrance Donovan realized he didn’t know what the man looked like. He imagined someone physically intimidating enough to subdue another person.

      He stepped inside, saw no such figure. To his left and right were booths filled with teenagers, adults near his age, and even a few elderly couples. Straight ahead was a bar lined with stools and a pair of cash registers. Vintage photographs of diner promo ads from the 1950s adorned the walls, and even the wait staff were dressed in pastel colors reminiscent of the era.

      Donovan stood against a sweeping tide of nostalgia. He remembered vividly the details of his and Donna’s first date, the way she smiled when he opened the door for her, the scent of her perfume. The atmosphere was inviting, comforting, and made him forget about the drab alternative he’d come to know so well.

      As he stood in the doorway, Donovan realized just how alone he truly was. No one—not even the nearest waitress—looked up in his direction. They can’t see me, he thought. The flickering overcame him, painting the café in shades of gunmetal. The diner’s patrons darkened, their features obscured in a cloudy gray haze.

      Except for one.

      When his gray sight relented, Donovan spotted a small man picking at a plate of greasy fries. He wore a green coat that swallowed him in its folds. Buried underneath were the tattered remains of an expensive suit. Thick glasses gave him a wide-eyed paranoid look, his face cast in permanent shock.

      George Guffin watched Donovan approach, a skittish animal ready to dart for an exit at the first sign of danger. He took a handful of fries and stuffed them into his coat pocket. Donovan noted the man’s gaunt features, the way his face hollowed under the diner’s unforgiving fluorescent lights, and the knotted strands of hair hanging over his shoulders. Dried blood on Guffin’s hands gave Donovan pause, and he fought back a rising tide of nausea.

      “George Guffin?”

      The man in the green coat nodded. “Sit down. Candle, right?”

      “That’s right.” Donovan took a seat across from the filthy man. George Guffin pushed the plate of fries toward him in offering, but Donovan’s attention was undistracted, staring hard into Guffin’s wild eyes. He realized he was squeezing his hands into fists, and tried to relax, but how could he? He wanted to be angry and violent, to smash Guffin’s plate, to use its shards in torturing the truth out of him.

      That’s how Joe Hopper did business. The barbaric nature of his thoughts troubled Donovan. He swept them to the back of his mind.

      George Guffin licked his lips. “Do you smoke?”

      Donovan shook his head.

      “Too bad.” Guffin dropped a wad of crumpled bills on the table. “Let’s move this party outside, shall we?”

      “Listen, mister, I⁠—”

      Guffin slammed his fist on the table. “No, you fucking listen—” He pulled a handgun from his coat. “—Yeah, that’s right. Now I’ve got your attention.”

      Donovan froze. “My undivided attention.”

      “Good. Now, you do what I say you do, and we’ll get through this nice and quick-like. Do you understand that, Candle-man?”

      Guffin tipped the gun barrel toward the door. Donovan left the booth with his hands held out to his sides while Guffin followed behind. No one in the diner noticed their exit.

      Donovan thought about turning on the man. He saw himself pinning Guffin to the wall and wrestling the gun from his grip.

      Stay put, hoss. You’re no good to Donna with a hole in your head.

      “Where’s your car?”

      “Over there.” Donovan swallowed back all the nasty things he wanted to say. He calmed himself before speaking. “Mr. Guffin, I’ll take you where you want to go, but just—just meet me halfway, all right? Where is my wife?”

      George Guffin breathed deep and smiled. “I’ve missed this air. So alive.”

      Donovan ignored him. “I asked you a question.”

      “And I heard you, Candle-man.” Guffin met Donovan’s stare. “Your wife’s fine.”

      “That doesn’t answer my question.”

      “I know, but I’ve got rules to follow, just like you do.” Guffin frowned. “Now I suggest you take me where I need to go.”

      A young couple walked past them toward the diner. They ignored the weapon in Guffin’s hand. The world flashed gray, and Donovan saw the white creatures on their shoulders. “Can you can see them?”

      Guffin nodded. “Of course I can. Dullington gave me a free pass tonight to do what I need to do, and—” His face flushed. He jammed the gun barrel into Donovan’s gut. “Quit stalling.”

      Free pass? Donovan filed it away for later. He did as he was told and led Guffin to his car.

      “You know the parking garage at 8th and Dwyer?”

      Donovan nodded. “Other side of town, across from the courthouse?”

      “You got it, Candle-man. And no funny stuff, or I’ll blow your fucking head off.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Friday night traffic was slow-moving as they crossed into the city. What should’ve taken twenty minutes took close to an hour, and by the time they turned onto Dwyer Street, Donovan’s nerves were shot. Guffin leaned forward in his seat and placed the handgun on the dash. Donovan glimpsed the weapon and wondered if it was real. He decided he did not want to find out.

      “Three more blocks. It’s on your left.”

      “Mr. Guffin, are you going to tell me what this is about? I mean, really?”

      “You know what it’s about.”

      Donovan braked at a red light and looked at his captor. “I know what’s happening to me, but I don’t understand it.”

      “Trust me, Candle-man, you don’t want to.”

      “You understand it?”

      “I understand you need to shut your fucking mouth.” Guffin took hold of the handgun. “This is about what he wants, and I should know. I’ve seen others play his games. This is my turn. We’re all his puppets. He makes the rules, and we move when he says to.”

      “We?”

      Guffin ignored him. The light turned green, and they sped through the intersection. The garage at the corner of 8th and Dwyer covered more than half a city block like a concrete fortress. Donovan guided the sedan through the entrance and pulled a ticket from the gate. The crossbar rose, and he tapped the gas.

      “Top floor, Candle-man.”

      They ascended slowly. Guffin didn’t object to their speed. Donovan took the opportunity to scout the surrounding levels in hopes that someone—anyone—might be parked there for the evening, but the garage was empty except for a few cars on the lower levels. He parked alongside the edge of the roof overlooking the entrance.

      When Donovan shut off the engine, Guffin raised the gun and shook his head.

      “Leave the keys.”

      Donovan slowly raised his hands. “Okay, no keys.”

      “Get out, Candle-man.”

      Donovan did as he was told, fighting to stop himself from shaking, but his body refused to obey.

      Outside, clouds rolled overhead, and thunder clapped in the distance. From this height he saw the twinkling lights of the lower city, as well as some of the taller skyscrapers. Across the street, the courthouse shone bright with orange halogen lights, illuminating the statue in the courtyard. Donovan cracked a smile, remembering a time when he and some college friends toilet-papered the old statue while Donna and the rest of their girlfriends watched with feigned amusement.

      That memory stirred the chunk of ice in Donovan’s gut, and he turned to face Guffin. “Where is she?”

      “She’s not here.”

      “Where is she?” Donovan took a step around the car. Guffin raised the gun.

      “You stay right there, Candle-man. Hands on your head.”

      Donovan hesitated and did as he was told. A cold breeze swept over them. Lightning flashed, followed closely by a crash of thunder. A few drops of rain pelted his head and hands.

      “What are you getting out of this?”

      He saw the man’s trembling hands in the glow of the garage lights. Frowning, Guffin approached him with terror in his wide eyes. Droplets of rain pattered and rolled off his coat.

      Donovan glanced at his feet, measuring the space between himself and his captor. Two steps, maybe three. His heart thudded a cacophonous rhythm in his ribcage. Was he really going to do this? Could he? He thought of Donna tied up somewhere at the mercy of a lunatic and decided he would damn well try.

      “Answer my question, Guffin.”

      “A permanent free pass. He lets me out of his hell. I do this, and he’ll let me go. That’s the plan. That’s our agreement. I bring you here, he takes you, and I stay. Goddammit, that’s how it’s supposed to go. Where are you, Dullington?”

      Guffin trembled as he screeched into the wind. He lowered the weapon, and Donovan made his move. His hands took on a life of their own, moving against his better judgment, and they connected with the muzzle.

      Startled, Guffin jerked his hand away, but lost his grip. The gun hit the ground and skidded across the pavement.

      Donovan met the eyes of his adversary. In that moment he saw only Donna, her hands bound, a bag over her head. He saw the lifeless eyes of Mr. Precious Paws.

      Get ‘em, hoss.

      He charged forward and tackled George Guffin. The collision sent both sprawling to the ground. Donovan’s hands found their way to Guffin’s throat.

      “You bastard, yo—urch.”

      Donovan squeezed as hard as he could, concentrating the pressure of his fingers into the tender flesh of Guffin’s neck. He was so intent on crushing the man’s trachea that he didn’t see Guffin’s fist until it was too late.

      Colored lights exploded before Donovan’s eyes, followed by a searing white pain across his jaw. The force flung him back onto the cold concrete. He tried shaking off the splotches of purple and black.

      Guffin climbed to his feet. He hacked and coughed, rubbing at his throat.

      “You motherfuckin’ asshole.” He stumbled, regained his footing, and planted a swift kick into Donovan’s ribs. The blow cleared all the misshapen forms from Donovan’s eyes, and he managed to catch Guffin’s foot before a second kick.

      He sank his teeth into Guffin’s ankle, biting down as hard and far as he could go, tearing through the man’s flesh and stopping only when he reached bone. The coppery taste of blood filled his mouth, but he dared not stop.

      This is for Donna, he thought, and bit down even harder. Guffin screamed into the night. He fell backward, kicking his foot free of Donovan’s mouth.

      Donovan realized he held a piece of Guffin’s flesh between his teeth. He spat out the chunk and retched. Guffin cried in agony as he scrambled to put pressure on the wound.

      Lightning split the sky, followed by another heavy crash of thunder. Sheets of rain fell upon them, limiting visibility, but Donovan found what he was looking for in the pale light. The gun lay just beside the car’s rear tire. He crawled across the pavement to claim it, braced himself against the back of the car, and watched Guffin writhe in pain.

      “You…you bit me.”

      “You kidnapped my wife.” Donovan climbed to his feet, wincing from the sharp pain stabbing into his ribs, and approached his wife’s assailant. He leveled the gun to Guffin’s head. “Start talking, Mr. Guffin.”

      Blood gushed from the wound in the man’s ankle, forming a dark pool around his leg. Watching the pitiful man struggling in pain, Donovan realized Guffin was far smaller than he thought. Buried within the bulk of the coat and draped in the remains of a suit was a small-framed man suffering from starvation.

      Guffin spat at his feet. “Fuck you, Candle-man.”

      Donovan squeezed the trigger. The recoil sent the bullet off course, barely missing Guffin’s head. The shot startled Donovan so badly that he dropped the gun. It clattered on the pavement at his feet.

      “He played me,” Guffin groaned. “He’ll play you, too. Dullington’s sadistic. He’s using us, feeding on us.”

      Feeding on us. Donovan shivered.

      “There are others like you ‘n me. He lets us out sometimes, only lets people see us when he wants them to. Some forget about us and others don’t. We’re just his pupp—” Guffin’s eyes widened. He screamed. “Oh God, please no, not now⁠—”

      At first Donovan did not understand what was happening, or to whom Guffin was speaking. The hiss of rain grew muffled, and when he blinked, he found himself amid the gray sight. Sensations of rain and damp air were displaced by an unsettling emptiness. The sprawling cityscape beyond was but a lifeless outline on the horizon.

      Donovan blinked a second time, and the gray sight remained. He looked down just in time to watch his body flicker and solidify.

      George Guffin moaned. Donovan looked up and saw the man flickering as well. The pool of blood around his ankle now appeared as a black puddle.

      “—no, please no, please, please! What did I do wrong?”

      A mournful sob erupted from behind them. Donovan turned, and watched in frightened awe as one of the albino figures approached. His whole body went cold. The world was soundless but for his heart, pounding with a fury all its own.

      “Not the Yawning! ALEISTER! PLEASE!”

      As the albino thing neared, Donovan realized just how large the creature was. Seven, maybe eight feet tall. Its hulking arms reached the ground, dragging lazily behind as it took one determined step after another. The lanky thing paused, regarding Donovan with its empty eyes, then uttered a deep sound that could only be described as a lazy yawn.

      Yawning.

      Guffin beckoned to Donovan. “Help me! Candle-man, I-I’m sorry, just—fuck, just HELP ME⁠—”

      The Yawning stood over Guffin and leered, swaying on spindly legs. Its mouth shivered and twitched. Donovan watched, helpless, frozen in place by his terror. The Yawning’s mouth opened wide, forming a gaping maw that appeared bottomless.

      And still its mouth opened, stretching until its jaw touched the ground.

      Guffin screamed. “NO! ALEISTER, I’M SORRY! I’M SO SORR—” The otherwise sluggish creature moved with sudden agility, engulfing the screeching man into its blackened hole of a mouth. A sickening crunch of bone issued from the monster as its jaw closed.

      Donovan gasped, felt his stomach lurch.

      The albino thing turned and faced him. A ring of scarlet circled its thin lips. George Guffin was no more.

      Now there was only Donovan and the Yawning.
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