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Dear Reader

Thank you for picking up Blank Slate.

This story doesn’t sit quietly. It doesn’t play nice. It clawed its way out of my head, dripped across the page, and demanded to live—well, un-live. What started as a spark mutated into something I can barely contain. If the voices inside (and outside) have their way, it might even spawn a sequel.

(Okay... they’re whispering right now. And no, I can’t make out what they’re saying. Which is somehow worse. Cue incoherent background muttering.)

So... buckle up buttercup, you are in for a ride.

— E.L. Marr

WARNING

This book drips with blood, bone, and brutality.

The dead don’t whisper here—they scream, claw, and bite.

If you open these pages, be prepared: nothing holds back.

Not for the faint of heart. Not for Young Adult readers.

Reader Advisory

Possible side effects of reading include:


	Sleepless nights.

	Sudden distrust of dark hallways.

	An urgent need to double-check that thing twitching under the sheet.



This book is bloody, brutal, and probably bad for your sanity.

Enter if you dare.

BEWARE


This story bites back. Hard.



The horrors within are raw, graphic, and merciless.

If you’re looking for a safe bedtime tale—close the book now.

One Last Note

This is not your grandma’s bedtime story—

unless she was a chainsaw-wielding ghoul with a taste for chaos.


Inside you’ll find gore, madness, and very bad decisions.

Proceed at your own risk... or your own funeral.








	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Prologue
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The man in the mirror is a lie.

In his mind, he is a titan—broad, sharp, carved for greatness. A leader with a jaw of iron and eyes that can command nations. The kind of man history bows to.

But the glass betrays him.

What stares back is squat and heavy, flesh pressing against his collar. His scalp shines through the thinning strands he tries to comb across, a desperate disguise. Beneath his nose, the clipped smudge of a mustache clings like a bad joke, a parody of an old tyrant he fancies himself descended from.

His wet eyes dart, bulging and small. A rat dressed for a wedding.

He turns away from the reflection to the table—his altar. A cracked ring box. A wilted veil. Gloves stiff with dried lace. He touches each relic with reverence, fat fingers brushing as though they might awaken at his touch.

“Twelve,” he whispers.

That is the number they know. The Brides the world has dug up. But his true tally is higher. The hidden ones belong to him alone, nameless, faceless, carried like holy secrets.

The hum begins low in his throat, the fractured echo of a wedding march. It twists as it leaves him, sour notes collapsing into something closer to flies buzzing over carrion.

And then, beneath it—another sound. Not in the room. In his head.

“Obey, boy. Obey and be chosen.”

The old voice slithers back, ragged and booming all at once. The voice of sermons, of dark tents lit by firelight, of his father’s hand gripping his shoulder until it bruises. A cult that promises power to the chosen men, obedience from the women, blood for the rest.

He claws at the drawer, spills a plastic bottle into his palm. White tablets rattle across the table. He shoves two, then three, down his throat dry, choking them into silence. For a moment, the voice still lingers. Then the edges dull, muffled, drowned.

Breath steadies.

The mirror shows what it always does—failure. But in his mind, he straightens, puffs his chest, and the tyrant returns.

He lays his hand upon the veil, stroking it as though it were hair. His voice drops low, thick with hunger.

“Tonight,” he whispers, “we wed again.”
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Chapter One - The Gruesome Groom
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The morning of the end

––––––––
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The voice slides in through the dial, low and velvet, like smoke curling under a locked door. It purrs with comfort yet drips with venom, the kind of voice that makes you lean closer when you know you should run.

“Only the brave... or the broken... walk these streets in the hollow hours before dawn. This is the dead zone—silent, but never safe. Beyond the hum of failing lamps, down alleys where shadows breathe... something waits. Something hunts.”

The microphone catches her pause, the faint brush of breath. She speaks again, softer, more dangerous.

“They call him the Bride Killer. Online, the whispers crown him the Gruesome Groom. But he does not care for names. Not yours. Not mine. Only the twelve we’ve unearthed carried names worth remembering. His Brides.”

Her words linger, heavy as confession, curling into the dark like a promise.

“This is Midnight Rose.”

The name alone tastes like legend. A siren in modern skin. A myth reborn through static and sleepless hours, her voice hypnotic, her words carrying the weight of both comfort... and damnation.

“These streets lay quiet, too quiet—and more will surely fall. Yet those already gone will not be forgotten. They shall not fade.” The piano of We Will Not Fade rises, soft and defiant, as the car glides through the backstreets, claiming the night as its own.

“What do you know—you just squawk.”

The driver’s voice snaps from behind the wheel as his palm smacks the black radio.

The city is broken... and only he can see it.

Buildings sag beneath their own rot, leaning inward, conspiratorial, as if eager to overhear. Streetlamps flicker above, coughing up sickly halos across fractured pavement. Glass shards glitter in the gutters—cold, sharp, a fallen constellation scattered at street level. Windows gape hollow and black, the eyes of a city that has witnessed too much. Walls sweat mold, metal rusts like dried blood, and somewhere—faint but undeniable—old screams still echo.

Yet in the reflections of the side mirrors of the car, storefront windows gleam with impossible neatness: fresh brickwork, flower baskets in bloom. A bakery sign glows warm and inviting—CLOSED, yet still inviting. Behind spotless panes, curtains sway gently. Even the puddles contradict—the one by the storm drain glimmers with a streetlight pure and steady, untouched by the jaundiced strobe above.

Two cities—one corpse, one mask—coexist in glass and shadow. And only the brave... or the broken... dare to see which one is real.

The driver sees only the broken as he drives with one hand, strangling the wheel. The other lifts a battered tube of balm to his cracked lips. He smears it across torn flesh like a priest anointing relics. It burns. He drags it harder this time, grinding wax into raw skin until flakes catch like ash. Slow. Deliberate. Each stroke seals the cracks, a ritual more sacred than prayer. The sting sharpens his vision. He adds another layer. Then another. Pain is progress. Pain is holy.

“This is how rebirth begins,” he mutters.

The radio snaps channels on its own, cutting sharp.

“This is WXR-9, and a brief warning to our listeners: the following report contains graphic content and may be disturbing. While these details are unsettling, this station believes in honest, unfiltered reporting.”

He snorts—loud, sharp, derisive.

“Honest,” he spits. “You lie for a living.”

The reporter’s voice stays cool, measured.

“The man referred to by the public as ‘The Gruesome Groom’ is now officially linked to twelve confirmed homicides over a three-year span.”

He drives on, eyes locked forward, grip steady, pulse hammering in his skull.

“All victims are female. Each body is posed after death. All are found in wedding dresses—some purchased, others handmade or torn. Blonde hair, whether natural or dyed. Pink fingernails applied post-mortem.”

His thumb presses into the wheel. Hard. Control. Focus.

“We’re joined now by Detective Trent Steele, the lead investigator on the ongoing Bride Killer case. Known to many by the chilling moniker ‘The Gruesome Groom,’ this individual has—”

A new voice cuts in—smooth, polished, angry.

“Stop right there,” Steele snaps.

The reporter stumbles. “I—Detective?”

“He’s not ‘The Gruesome Groom.’ He’s not a character in a horror novel. He’s not some twisted antihero. He is the unsub—an unknown subject, nothing more. Don’t give him a title. Don’t give him credit.”

The driver exhales slow, lips curling. A grin creeps like rot across his face.

“Oh, Detective,” he whispers. “You always were jealous of a good name.”

“For the public,” the reporter pushes back, voice stiff, “he’s—”

“For the public, he’s a killer,” Steele cuts in. “A predator. He’s not a groom. He’s not grieving. He’s not romantic. He’s a murderer with a fantasy and a deep hatred of women who don’t fit his script.”

The driver laughs, low and bitter. “They all fit. Until they break it.”

The reporter presses on, his tone slipping toward fascination.

“In Bride Five’s case, which we now know involves the removal of the victim’s tongue—”

“That detail is not cleared for broadcast,” Steele growls. Each word cracks like a whip.

“And yet, she is posed at a fully set dinner table,” the reporter insists, reverent. “Candles. Silverware. Her wedding vows carved into her thighs...”

Steele’s breath hisses against the mic, loud, angry.

“Do you hear yourself?”

“I’m only trying to illustrate—”

“You’re not illustrating anything. You’re sensationalizing torture.”

Silence floods the airwaves. For a beat, only the hum of the tires.

Then the reporter returns, hushed but still hungry.

“Bride Seven is displayed in a cedar chest. Her ribs cracked outward—intentionally spread like corset lacing. Bride Three—public park. Hanging from a child’s swing by her veil.”

The driver hums, almost a purr. Fingers flex against the wheel.”

They remember the details. Good.”

Steele’s voice slices back in, colder.

“Those are women. Not exhibits. Not storybook deaths. The unsub isn’t a tragic artist. He’s not grief-stricken. He’s not complicated. He’s entitled. He punishes when women refuse his fantasy. Then he dresses their corpses to convince himself it was love.”

The driver scowls. “You still don’t understand.”

“He punishes them for being human,” Steele goes on, unrelenting. “For daring to exist outside his script. And then he stages the bodies, convinces himself it’s devotion.”

The driver jerks at the wheel, teeth grinding. “You’ll see it soon, Detective. Everyone will.”

He slams his fist against the radio. Once. Twice. Then he claws at the dials, jerking them back and forth, stabbing buttons like they’ve personally betrayed him.

Static shrieks, then cuts into a clipped report—

“...and when the torso is opened, authorities find—”

Click.

“...the pink polish is applied with surgical precision—”

Click.

“...one of the most disturbingly theatrical murder scenes ever documented, she is—”

Click.

A new voice. Bright. Cheerful. Commercial-perfect.

“Planning a wedding? You deserve the perfect dress for your perfect day! Visit Bridal Loft for the latest in—”

His palm slaps the button so hard the panel rattles.

“Don’t mock me.”

Static hisses again, then clears into a deep, gravelly podcast voice:

“Maybe he thinks he’s God. Maybe he thinks the world cheated him. But what he’s doing? That’s not love. It’s rot.”

The volume warps suddenly, rising, falling, breaking like a faulty heart monitor.

“...and what kind of man carves vows into skin and calls it romance?”

Click.

“...a bridal chest, her ribs opened like—”

Click.

“...designed for the modern groom. Look sharp. Feel confident. Be unforgettable.”

His eyes snap to the dashboard.

Dark. No station ID. No signal strength. No glowing screen.

He doesn’t blink.

The voices bleed together in the static haze.

“Bride Nine... flayed.”

“Swing set. Veil...”

“Say ‘I do’ in style.”

He slams the heel of his hand against the radio. Silence swallows the cab.

Then—flicker. Buzz. The voices return, too bright, too cheerful.

“...and we’re back!” chirps a voice dripping with perk. “So, if you’ve been following the Bride Killer case—yes, that one—this next part’s gonna hit hard.”

Another voice joins in, smooth and self-assured, a podcaster’s practiced cadence.

“Right. And we’ve been tracking this guy since Bride One. Let’s be real—nobody’s gone as deep as we have.”

The man behind the wheel shifts, elbow pressed into cracked vinyl. He doesn’t speak. He listens.

“We know he’s posing them,” the first voice presses on. “Wedding dresses, floral arrangements, manicured nails—always pink. And they’re all blonde—real or not. But it’s not just aesthetic. It’s methodical. It’s a message.”

“Bride Five proves that,” the deeper voice agrees. “Romantic dinner table. Veil in place. Tongue gone. Vows carved into her thighs—half in ink, half with a blade. That isn’t rage. That is ritual.”

The driver breathes through his nose, a thin hiss.

“She interrupted,” he mutters.

The podcasters keep firing details, faster now.

“Bride Two is a surgeon. Three, a lawyer. Four—pharmaceutical researcher. He holds them for weeks, maybe months. Some are beaten. Others restrained long-term—scarring at wrists and ankles. And still, he dresses them like fantasy dolls in the end.”

“Which only proves no one’s safe,” the deeper voice cuts in. “These aren’t runaways or addicts. They’re professionals. But let’s not forget the women no one talks about.”

“You mean the ones they don’t call Brides?”

“Exactly. Escorts. Streetwalkers. Waitresses who never come home. The official reports don’t link them, but come on—the signatures are too close.”

A pause. Static breathing.

“Some cases go back forty years.”

The chirpy one laughs, sharp and mocking.

“What, you think he’s a hundred years old?”

“I think maybe he isn’t the first. Maybe he learns it.”


The driver stills. A flicker runs through him, sharp as lightning.

Then the sneer comes—slow, crawling, inevitable.



It is his father’s fault. Always his father’s fault.

The thought curdles in his gut. That drunk hick. That gasoline-reeking, whiskey-soaked animal. Dragging him into the Montana wilderness, miles from nowhere, to hide the trash.


Not trash. Not really.

Brides.



The old man always calls them Brides. Always, before he snaps their necks and leaves them in the snow like broken dolls.

The driver snarls at the memory, hatred bubbling raw, alive. The wheel creaks under his grip.

The voices on the radio keep chattering, but they’re drowned under something older, heavier. A childhood echo. His father’s voice.

And this time... he isn’t laughing.

He remembers the bitter wind knifing across his face, the crunch of boots on frost, the drag of cold limbs scraping uphill while the old man barks orders through whiskey breath.

He hates that town. Hates that man.

So he leaves. He slips out, vanishes into lecture halls across the country. Sits in classrooms coast to coast—never enrolled, never a name on a roster. He tells himself it’s strategy, staying off the radar, avoiding a trail. The truth—it’s failure, every time. But in his mind, he hasn’t failed. He has audited greatness. Left traces in labs and auditoriums while his father rots behind bars—dragged down by some no-name deputy, Walter Long, and the brother of his “first bride,” Matthias Running Horse.


They say her death is his father’s crime.

They are wrong.

She is his.

His first.

His masterpiece.



The memory burns in his chest, hot and sharp, like whiskey poured over an open wound. His hands lock on the wheel until the vinyl groans.

He isn’t his father. His father is sloppy—loud, predictable, weak. His father gets caught.

But he? He will finish the work. He will perfect it.

The world won’t remember some drunken backwoods fool.

It will remember him.

And it begins tonight.

Silence. No static. No hum. No glow. Only the promise of what comes next.

The Groom scans the shadows, murky brown eyes flicking from alley to alley, hungry, hunting, searching for the one who will christen his new world.

The city’s edge stretches before him. His car crawls past the dark husks of the high school and grade school—brick shells squatting in the early morning gloom. His headlights drag across boarded windows, peeling paint, glass teeth missing from every frame.

But in the reflections, another world waits. Glass panes show brickwork neat and strong, paint fresh, windows whole. Classroom lights glow faintly behind clean glass. Laughter echoes faintly, but only in the reflection.

The car creeps along the curb. Behind a rusted chain-link fence, rows of school buses sleep like beasts in cages, their windows dead and hollow.

But their reflections gleam polished and bright, chrome bumpers shining, headlights clear and eager. Painted smiles beam from mirrored glass, yellow coats unblemished by rust.

A mural looms above the lot, cracked and worn—Transportation Department. The cartoon bus painted there rots to a ghostly smear of pink-grey. The smile is gone, peeled away years ago.

On the sheen of a bus window, the cartoon still beams—fresh paint glistening, grin stretched wide, impossibly white, untouched by time.

Movement.

By the dumpster, something stirs. Just a twitch beneath a mound of cardboard and rags. A man lies there, breathing faintly, barely visible in the flicker of a dying streetlamp.

Trash.

The Groom’s lips curl back, teeth flashing. “That man doesn’t deserve even that tattered box. He has no place in what comes next... except as catalyst.”

The car eases down to a crawl. His hands crush the wheel, eyes narrowing as he leans forward. Breath snags in his throat. He watches. Waits.

Then the grin breaks across his face—crooked, wide, triumphant.

Perfect.

A blur cuts across the road—black fur, yellow eyes.

He jerks the wheel. Tires scream over the curb. The bumper clips a trashcan—CLANG.

It rocks violently. He freezes. Watches.

The can wobbles... then steadies.

Exhale. Slow. Controlled. His improvised U-turn—executed flawlessly. Barely.

Now angled like a predator at rest, the car slides into park. Lights dim. He sinks into the shadows, patient, waiting for the moment the curtain must rise.

Restless in the dark, he scans the street, making sure no one sees. The only light pools under a jaundiced streetlamp half a block away.

“Bureaucratic, money-hungering fools,” he chuckles, remembering the levy they beg for, the one he votes down. They want more for their children but not enough to pay for it. So the school stays starved. No money for light. No money for safety. Perfect.

The reflections disagree.

The Groom wipes sweaty palms on his stain-resistant running suit, then stretches stubby fingers into a tight, bright pink latex glove. On the other hand, he forces an oversized blue glove over his skin. His breath hitches. Complete. Balanced. He retrieves a black doctor’s satchel, leather cracked and dry, and snaps it open. Inside lie the tools he steals piece by piece—vials, syringes, forbidden chemical whispers scavenged during his years cleaning labs. Janitor, they call him. Nothing. Invisible.

He hates the word. Hates being their shadow. But the disguise works. They never see what he carries away. The best supplies come from their trash.

“Now is the time,” he mutters.

He smooths the wiry mustache with the bristles of a toothbrush, then pulls a purple surgical mask across his face. His mind swells with images so vivid they ache: the man in rags reborn, rising perfect and pure, stumbling into the playground before sunrise. Children will scream. Some will run. Most will fall. The survivors will be his creature’s children. Teachers will follow. And the infection will bloom across the globe. He and his Bride will watch from their sanctuary, rulers of a perfect world.

The dome light flicks on when he opens the door. He snarls, slamming it shut, palm cracking the bulb from its socket. The tiny thing wobbles into his hand. He glares. His utopia will not be delayed by something so small.

He eases the door again. Shadows hold. No one watches. Sludge oozes down the gutter, thick and black. He lifts his shoe carefully, stepping over the mess with a grimace.

Then fur collides with his ankle. A rat. He jolts, stumbling onto the curb. His heart hammers as the creature squeaks and disappears. His gloved hand tightens. Not yet. Soon.

The stench finds him first—alcohol, rot, and excrement leaking from the man sprawled by the dumpster. The Groom moves closer, mask filtering the bile in the air. His gloved hand clamps down over nose and mouth. The drunk’s eyes flare open in shock, but the knife is already sliding. Cold steel opens flesh, severs artery and vein, stops only at the vertebra.

Blood gushes hot, thick with liquor. The homeless man collapses into silence, mouth stretched wide in a toothless, final grin. The Groom’s eyes gleam. Behind the mask, his lips twitch. He bites down hard, holding back the urge to lick the crimson flood trailing down his gloves.

“You are nothing if you can’t prove you are something. You need a trophy for that.”

His father’s voice crawls into his skull. A cruel reminder. He rubs at his crooked pinkie, remembering the times his father broke his fingers for daring to touch the trophies.

Not this time. This is a trophy no man can ignore. The last trophy of the old world. The first of the new.

He plunges both hands into the wound, fingers sliding through blood-slick tissue until he grips the cervical spine. He twists, toys with it, spinning vertebrae like a child’s trinket. Blood coats his gloves to the wrist.

“I could not have picked a better candidate to begin the new world order. Mine.” He chuckles low, producing a metal-and-glass syringe filled with thick, yellow fluid, viscous as congealed gravy.

“It fits. Trash to clean trash.”

The blade wipes clean against the dead man’s pants. He positions the syringe, hesitates only long enough to savor it, then drives the three-inch needle into the wound. Once. Twice. Three times before it strikes true. He depresses the plunger, forcing golden fluid into the spinal cord.

Done. He shoves the syringe back into the satchel. His shoulders quake with laughter, thin and high, before he shuffles to his car, eager for the show.

Back inside, he strips the gloves and mask, cramming them into a greasy fast-food bag. He flings it into the back seat, where it lands atop a growing nest of refuse. Trash to anyone else. Trophies to him.

Wrappers, clippings, rags, and worse—all his victories hidden in plain sight. Years of work piled high.

A hidden compartment under the passenger seat snaps open, revealing an old 35mm camera with a 200mm zoom and a pair of battered binoculars. No hesitation. His trembling hands seize the camera, slam the compartment shut, nearly pinching his fingers. He jerks them back, hissing—he learned that lesson the hard way when he first started stalking his Brides.

Minutes crawl into eternity. Nothing. The little man drums his fingers on the steering wheel, jittery, feverish, until the need for relief claws at him. He rips open the glove box, grabs one of the familiar orange bottles. Pills clatter into his palm. No glance at the label. He swallows them dry, throat bobbing as his eyes stay locked on the corpse.

He doesn’t know. His shady, sleepless online pharmacist botched the last order. These aren’t his antipsychotics—they’re bargain-bin antidepressants. Low doses mean rashes, dry mouth. High doses? Hallucinations. Rage. Breaks. A chemical landmine ticking in his gut.

Twenty dragging minutes. His leg bounces. Sweat slicks his fingers on the shutter. Just as he’s about to hurl the camera into the passenger seat—

Twitch.

The corpse spasms hard. Legs snap outward grotesquely, splitting like a broken doll. His heartbeat rockets. Click-click-click. He can’t stop shooting, each flash of film catching another jerk, another grotesque convulsion. Arms thrash like a fish drowning in air. He snaps faster, sweat stinging his eyes.

Through the open window, silence. No moan, no cry. He almost smiles—maybe he sliced its voice box along with the throat.

Then—thirty unbearable minutes later—the body lurches upright. Unsteady feet drag, swaying left, right, as though yanked by invisible strings.

He fumbles a fresh roll of film into the camera, hands trembling, just in time for the dead thing to turn.

Yellow, lifeless eyes lock on him.

Light-headed, the Groom slumps back against his seat, sweat running down his bald crown. He can’t tell if it’s fear—or the thrill of success.

Neither man nor monster notices the school buses pulling out for their morning routes.

The thing opens its bloody jaw wider than any human can, unhinging like a snake. It staggers forward, limbs jerking like a marionette handled by a tantrum-throwing child. Step by step, it closes in—drawn toward the one who made it.

Panic shatters his focus. The Groom fumbles with the ignition, strikes the wrong switch. Headlights flare.

The creature lurches faster.

It stumbles into the street just as a yellow bus thunders out of the yard, bound to collect its first students.

CRUNCH!!!!!!!

Followed by a wet, nauseating squish. A very vocal school bus driver bellows, “OH SHIT! NOT AGAIN!!”

The giant yellow bus lurches, brakes screaming, but too late. The undead body doesn’t fly across the hood dramatically—it flops, slides, and disappears beneath the front wheels. The rear duallys bounce, squashing what’s left with another sickening thud.

The bus jerks to a stop. The driver yanks the emergency brake and sits frozen, knuckles white on the wheel, chest heaving. She pats herself down—arms, legs, torso—making sure she’s still in one piece. Satisfied, she whips out her phone and hits speed dial as she fumbles for her keys and first-aid kit.

Seatbelt forgotten. She tries to stand. SNAP—her neck jerks back, and she swears loudly before finally releasing it with a huff.

Across the street, The Groom stares. His jaw hangs slack, eyes bulging. His perfect creation—smeared across asphalt like roadkill. His dream. His new world. Flattened in seconds by a goddamn school bus.

The driver’s voice carries clear as day on speakerphone.

“Transportation, this is Karen. How may I help you?”

“Karen, this is Erika in Bus 41. I’m leaving for my morning route when ANOTHER homeless guy steps in front of my bus.”

The Groom squeezes the wheel so hard the vinyl groans. His temple throbs.

“Are you all right? Have you secured the bus and checked on the condition of the homeless person?”

“I’m fine. The bus is secure. And he is definitely not okay.” Erika leans out and stares down at the mess oozing from beneath her bus. Her face twists.

“How... bad?” Karen sighs through the phone.

“Well... he’s flatter than a pancake. What’s left is kind of... meshed into the duallys.” Erika winces, covering her nose. “It’s gooier than the last time.”

The Groom almost hears Karen rolling her eyes.

“Call 911. I’ll grab a mechanic. And Erika...”

“Yes, Karen?” Erika answers, just shaking her head at the scene before her.

“Only you could manage this twice in one month.”

Click.

“This is NOT my fault!” Erika snaps at the corpse, as if it can hear her.

Goo drips steadily from the undercarriage. She gags, swallows it down, and mutters, “I’ll be lucky if Karen doesn’t kill me herself. Please, just let this be some senior prank...”

She fumbles out her phone and dials 911, shaking her head. Single, but married to Murphy’s Law—that’s me.

Across the street, The Groom seethes. His face trembles with rage. Women. Always destroying. DESTROYING! He almost floors it, almost rams her where she stands, but another figure appears—an older man in mechanic’s overalls. Too risky. Too messy. He gulps down another handful of pills instead, forcing calm, forcing focus. He has to leave.

He creeps away, muttering curses at fate itself.

But Murphy isn’t finished.

Two miles down, the Groom stumbles upon a lone gangbanger dressed as a bad knockoff of Vanilla T, the rapper, bent over to snatch up a dropped phone in the middle of the road.

“Yes!” The Groom slams the pedal. “This is for every time I hear your garbage rap!”

The sedan rockets forward. CRUNCH. The man flips spectacularly up and over the roof, lands with a crack like breaking lumber, and sprawls across the pavement. Blood pools fast and dark.

The Groom reverses, careful not to hit the head. He parks on the legs, jumps out, cackling, “And THAT is why you use the crosswalk.” 

He strips the chains, jams them into his doctor’s bag, preps his syringe. Red glove on one hand, green glove on the other. A ceremony.

The vial tips. Yellow liquid sinks into the dead man’s neck.

“Don’t worry,” he whispers, reverent as a priest at altar. “You’ll mean something soon.”

He already moves the car, easing it to a shadowed stretch half a block away—close enough to watch, far enough to vanish if anyone comes sniffing. From his seat, the city is a stage, the alley his theater, the corpse center spotlight.

Moments later, the body convulses, then jerks upright, eyes flaring sickly yellow. It staggers, swaying in the glow of the dying streetlamp.

The Groom’s lips peel back, triumphant—until tires scream and a black SUV rips around the corner, gang colors blazing in its windows.

“Peer99 rules, you motherfucker!” someone screams, spraying bullets from an Uzi. The reanimated corpse dances like a marionette, riddled with holes, then collapses.

The SUV spins, doubles back, and the tires roll over the skull. POP. Wet and final. Laughter trails as they vanish down the block.

The Groom howls. “NOOOOO!” He smashes his fist against the wheel again and again until—BANG—his airbag detonates. His nose crumples. Blood sprays.

“DAMN STUPID CAR!” he wails, muffled by the deployed bag.

He yanks himself free, whining as blood drips down his chin. Napkins from Taco Hell come to the rescue, shoved up his nostrils like sad little plugs. His engine backfires as he limps the car forward, broken-nosed, broken-dreamed, muttering at the heavens.

Murphy laughs.

The Groom drives to St. H’taed, rage simmering, his new world order delayed yet again.
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Chapter Two - So it begins.
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Later that morning at a hospital

––––––––

[image: ]


The Groom swings his lumbering Ford LTD into the hospital’s E.R. lot, jaw tightening as he circles. The car wallows with every turn, too wide, too long, too stubborn to squeeze anywhere near the entrance.

“Damn it,” he mutters. “Never a parking spot when you need one. What the hell are all these people doing here at this hour? Don’t they have anything better to do with their miserable little lives?”

Sweat slides down into his eyes as he loops the rows again. Every space near the door mocks him—blocked by minivans, beat-up sedans, a pickup straddling two lines. Then, finally, luck: a white van pulls out, right in front of the emergency entrance.

He whips the LTD into the slot, tires screeching, and exhales in relief. Perfect. A prime handicap space. He fishes the counterfeit blue placard from his glove box and hangs it on the mirror with a satisfied flick. He doesn’t see the red curb, doesn’t read the white letters screaming AMBULANCE ZONE.

On the seat beside him, the battered black doctor’s bag seems suddenly too conspicuous. In this neighborhood, someone might smash a window for less. He transfers the tools and vials he’ll need into a worn brown satchel, tugs the strap across his shoulder. It snags his nose, drawing stinging tears. He hisses, locks the LTD with a beep that echoes sharp against the gray concrete, and shuffles toward the doors.

Inside, the security guard, Don Jackson, watches from the monitors. He sees the LTD pull into a AMBULANCE ZONE and shakes his head. Idiot. Don thumbs a quick message to the local PD—they’ll be by in twenty minutes to slap a ticket on the windshield. When the doors open and the short man in a polyester tracksuit squeaks inside, Don groans. “Christ, I wore those things back in the day. God, I hope I didn’t look that bad.”

The Groom enters, nostrils flaring. The peach-stained walls, the bluish-gray tiles, the stale disinfectant—foul. But worse are the people. The waiting room teems with them. Coughing, twitching, reeking of sweat and sickness. Children shrieking. Old men slumped like corpses. He hisses as one brushes against him, skittering sideways to avoid the touch.

He edges to the counter. “I need to see a doctor about my nose,” he snaps. His voice is sharp, pinched with pain. “I think it’s broken.”

The nurse doesn’t look up. She slides him a clipboard. “Fill this out. Insurance card and co-pay before you’re seen.”

He scrawls George Smyth in jagged letters, slaps down the forged card, and flings the board back at her desk. Papers scatter across her workspace. A flash of satisfaction twitches at his lips.

“Have a seat,” she says coolly.

The Groom glares and turns. Every chair looks wrong. A sniveling child dives into the seat he wants. A snoring old man breathes like his father. He moves again and again, the brat following, always snatching the seat before he can claim it. When he finally sits—on the child himself—the mother shrieks, and he growls until the boy runs off bawling. Triumphant, he lowers himself again... only to leap up, trousers soaked from the warm, wet cushion.

He curses under his breath, stalking to a crooked wooden chair by a leaking wall. His head pounds, nose throbbing. He pops two more pills. Ten minutes later, two more. His legs twitch, jerking spastically, but he blames it on the noise, the rancid diapers, the screaming brats. At least the blood clogging his nose spares him the smell.

Behind the glass, Linda watches. Forty-three years in this hospital, and nothing has ever rattled her. She’s seen mothers give birth on these tiles, seen the infants dead weeks later. She’s treated drunks who walked away from killing sprees with only a stubbed toe. Addicts, amputees, fools with their body parts on ice next to six-packs of beer—she’s smiled through it all.

But this man. This squat, twitching little man in his shit-brown tracksuit. He makes her skin crawl.

She taps out an email to Billing: fake name, fake insurance, charge him for whatever he steals. Another to Security: Don, keep an eye.

The man mumbles to himself, changes seats, growls at thin air. She wants to bathe in bleach just looking at him. But she doesn’t move, doesn’t call Don. Just watches.

Her relief comes when her young colleague Mary steps out in flowered scrubs. “George Smyth?” she calls, voice bright, clear.

The Groom doesn’t stir at first. The name doesn’t click. He’s too busy sneering at the phantom child. Then a tap on the shoulder jolts him. Mary again: “George?”

He blinks, nods, and follows. He glances back once, confused. The waiting room looks empty now. But he could swear it was full when he came in. He shrugs it off and trails her through the double doors, a twisted smile tugging at his mouth.

Linda exhales, headache pulsing. She digs three ibuprofen from the dispensary. The squeak of his shoes, the twitch of his leg, the crack of the old chair—enough to drive her mad. She emails Maintenance with one last request: Burn that chair.

Nurse Mary leads George Smyth—The Groom—into a small white exam room. She takes his vitals with a polite smile, jots a few quick notes on the chart, and slips out, leaving him alone.

The door no sooner clicks shut than George slides off the exam table and starts rifling through the cupboards like a raccoon in a trash can. He pulls open drawers, tossing cotton swabs, gloves, and gauze into his satchel. A tongue depressor snaps in his hand; he grins and pockets it anyway. He finds a roll of medical tape and jams it into his pocket like a prize. The room looks ransacked in under a minute, cabinet doors hanging open, packets and tools scattered across the counter.

The handle rattles. George leaps back onto the exam table, perching there like an innocent patient caught waiting.

Dr. Bob enters, takes one look at the chaos, and sighs. He doesn’t bother confronting the man—he’s seen this routine before. Instead, he makes a quiet mental note: have Billing charge him for whatever he stole, and maybe let Security know. No sense wasting energy.

Bob steps closer, clipboard in hand, and with a quick practiced motion, examines George’s nose. A sharp snap puts it back in place. George yelps, then seethes.

“I can give you a prescription for the pain if you like,” Dr. Bob says, writing neatly on the chart, “but I need to know if you’re taking any medications or have any allergies.”

“I don’t need anything,” George snaps, scratching at the hive swelling on his thigh beneath his pant leg.

“Suit yourself,” Bob replies, tone weary. “Rest for a few days and check back with your regular doctor.”

George storms out of the exam room, mumbling about incompetent quacks. As he passes the nurses’ station, his eyes lock onto an old, fading sign: “Morgue” →.

“FINALLY!!!” he bellows.

The whole station freezes. Heads lift. Nurses, clerks, even a janitor pause to stare at him. George snaps, voice cracking like a whip:

“WHAT ARE YOU LOOKING AT?!”

He pivots on his heel and marches toward the elevators, following the arrow.

Behind him, Dr. Bob leans toward Nurse Linda and mutters, “Maybe I should’ve prescribed an anti-psychotic.”

Linda nods, arms folded tight across her chest. Her eyes follow George as he stumbles into the B elevator. The arrow above glows DOWN.

“How fitting,” she murmurs.

She knows he came in through the E.R. door. He has no reason to head toward the underground parking garage or the morgue. But she doesn’t question it. She’s just thankful he’s gone.

Dr. Bob scribbles a reminder to tell Cleaning to douse the new elevators in industrial-strength disinfectant.

Inside the pale brown elevator, George jabs the B button again and again, like the plastic might give way. The doors squeak shut with a metallic groan, sealing him inside. Muzak crackles through old speakers, a mind-numbing melody barely recognizable. George’s lips stretch into an evil grin. He hums along—badly, off-key—as though the soundtrack were written for him alone.

The ride drags. The elevator lurches to a stop on every floor, holding there, lights buzzing. Each time, George pounds the B button impatiently, muttering curses under his breath. But the delay doesn’t break him. Each stop means he’s closer. Each delay is just a test.

Finally, the mirrored doors slide open. George nearly bursts out, but restrains himself long enough to see it: an eggshell wall with a blue sign, the word “Morgue” painted in yellow, a bright red arrow pointing left.

His head jerks right. Only a stairwell and an exit sign. Not his way. He snaps back left, eyes burning with anticipation.

He jams one hand against the elevator door, keeping it from shutting on him. Then, like a nervous turtle, he pokes his head out. In. Out. The hallway is empty. Silent.

He scuttles out, the doors closing just shy of his backside. The motor kicks up; the elevator groans as it crawls back upward, abandoning him.

The hall stretches ahead under flickering fluorescent tubes. Each buzz, each blink turns the corridor sinister. To most, it would prickle skin, tighten throats. But George doesn’t notice. His focus is razor sharp.

He shuffled forward, resisting the urge to scrape paint chips from the wall where gurneys had scarred the plaster. His hand twitched with the temptation, but his gaze stayed fixed on the double doors ahead.

Metal doors, swinging, each with a small porthole window. He rose onto his toes and peered inside.

Five steel tables waited in the gloom—four draped in white sheets, still forms resting beneath. Against the lime-green tile wall, six gurneys stood in a row, two of them burdened with bodies of their own. Only two fluorescent tubes buzzed weakly overhead, leaving the rest drowned in shadow.

On the left, a solid steel wall with two massive freezer doors. On the right, a sink and counter lined with surgical tools, their edges catching what little light remained, gleaming cold and merciless.

A breathy, insidious laugh leaks from George’s throat. No living soul in sight. Perfect. He pushes through the doors, slipping into the morgue.

The air smacks him instantly—death, rot, excrement, decay. It should be overwhelming. But with gauze jammed up his bleeding nose, he smells almost nothing. He grins wider, the stink unable to stop him.

A shiver runs the length of his spine. The morgue’s A.C. howls through the vents above, icy drafts curling down like skeletal fingers.

He creeps around the first table, hand twitching toward the sheet. Just a quick yank and his prize will be his—

DING.

The elevator. Returning.

George freezes. Mind spinning, instincts snapping tight. He lunges onto an empty gurney, stretches himself flat, and yanks the sheet over his body. Breath shallow. Muscles locked. The morgue doors swing wide.
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