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      Dark secrets.

      Everyone has them, right? That was my thought when I selected the theme for the third installment in the Behind the Shadows series, and boy, did our writers deliver. It was a privilege to be invited into their creative worlds where stories involving violence, deception, and regret were tempered with humor, intellect, and imagination.

      The nineteen stories in this book revolve around secrets—about oneself, society, nature, faith, and religion—from the neighbors down the lane to those in positions of authority.

      We have a moral-less robot, a past life regression, witchcraft and necromancy, tales from the undead—some friendly cannibalism, too. Follow characters as they outline their dirty deeds and uncontrolled impulses. Some are the secret keepers while others uncover deception the hard way…

      Who can say for certain how a deadly outbreak remains contained? Or why someone’s imperfection is another person’s treasure? What price is too high to pay for inclusion into an exclusive club?

      And the lonely losers out there? Be careful what splendors you seek in lush gardens or from an unassuming piece of mail.

      So come, wander among the tumbleweeds, or visit a place where the birds don’t sing. Tour a museum after dark (and under lockdown), traverse Central Park at night, detour through a little town called Gehenna, and take a dive to visit the bottom of Lake Sveloyar. Perhaps you’ll end up a prisoner “in the frigid expanse of space, where celestial bodies whisper galactic secrets and black holes crush hope,” or come face to face with Al Capone. Settle in and take the hand next to you: “still mostly skeletal, but (with) a network of wormy blood vessels like a lace glove.” Maybe the face just outside the window will warn you of impending doom. Just don’t forget your Samurai sword. One never knows what dark secrets lie in wait behind the shadows.

      

      Sara Jordan-Heintz, editor

      

      Sara Jordan-Heintz is an award-winning newspaper journalist. She is also a twentieth century historian with an interest in popular culture, the Golden Age of Hollywood, the Cold War and the JFK assassination. She is the author of the biographies Going Hollywood: Midwesterners in Movieland and The Incredible Life & Mysterious Death of Dorothy Kilgallen. She has written hundreds of articles for newspapers and magazines, many republished through the Associated Press and USA Today Network.

      Her novella A Day Saved is a Day Earned was published in Rod Serling Books’ inaugural anthology Submitted For Your Approval, edited by Anne Serling.

      Her fictional stories, heavily inspired by film noir, The Twilight Zone, and everyday observations, have appeared in: MetaStellar, 101 Words, Red Planet, 365 Tomorrows, Friday Flash Fiction, Blink Ink, The Mambo Academy of Kitty Wang, Better Than Starbucks, Potato Soup Journal, Dark Holme Publishing, and Shady Grove Literary. Her short story Sardines was nominated for the 2022 Pushcart Prize for Best Small Fictions and the Best Microfiction, by the Mambo Academy of Kitty Wang.

      Her work has been published in the following anthologies: Brilliant Flash Fiction’s Branching Out; Sweetycat Press’ two books Movement: Our Bodies in Action, and Jewels in the Queen’s Crown: The Best of the Best; Savage Realms’ Symphony of the Damned; Inkd Publishing’s Hidden Villains, Hidden Villains: Betrayed, Hidden Villains: Criminals, and Noncorporeal III: Nightfall; Dark Holme Publishing’s Dark Descent: Whispers From Beyond; and Dragon Soul Press’ Sea of Monsters. She serves as editor of Inkd Publishing’s horror series Behind the Shadows.

      She most enjoys writing speculative fiction, human interest stories and pieces meant to provoke deep feelings and opinions in its readers. She lives in Iowa with her husband Andy Heintz, also a writer, their young daughter Louisa, and tuxedo cat Madeline.
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          BOB JOHNSTON

        

      

    

    
      Ada’s inventor, Cam Trevaskis, had named her after the mathematician Ada Lovelace, but there any personal similarities ended. Ada, Countess of Lovelace, if contemporary paintings are to be believed, looked like virtually every other lady in the early nineteenth century. Ada, the difference engine, was roughly humanoid, about a meter and half tall, and clad in plain steel.

      Trevaskis called it she and Ferris, as a guest, complied.

      “May I inspect her?”

      Trevaskis smiled and waved a hand welcomingly around the large machine room. “Please.”

      The wall behind Ada was mostly removable steel panels, with a two-meter-wide flywheel spinning constantly in the center. Below this was an opening from which elaborate, flexible machinery extended and connected with the silent robot. The flywheel hissed quietly and there were vague noises behind the walls, but otherwise the whole room could have been a large art installation.

      Trevaskis stood beside Ada and pointed to one side wall. “We have an emergency steam engine behind that wall. The boilers can be heated by anything flammable.” He pointed to the opposite wall. “And there we have more conventional battery backups as well as our main electricity supply. When we built Ada, the world seemed to be on the brink of something bad, so we made sure she could work whatever happened.”

      Ferris stood in front of Ada and studied her featureless face, which was somehow made even more disturbing by the lack of any eyes. The body shape was also wrong, the proportions clearly designed to fit things into rather than with any thought given to aesthetics. She looked like a robot someone had given up on early in the build, a half finished project.

      “You will get used to her appearance quite quickly.” Trevaskis placed a hand gently on her head. “When she was first built we left her without an outer shell but, being a mechanical computer, there are a lot of moving parts and those movements, wrapped up in an even vaguely human form, disturbed a lot of my colleagues.”

      “What about a face? Try to make her look like a toy robot?”

      Trevaskis laughed. “We tried that and it was even more disturbing. She cannot see so the fake eyes always managed to be pointing in the wrong direction. And, of course, from time to time she would just coincidentally look straight at you.” He smiled weakly. “Those looks even got to me.”

      Ferris smiled. He had come across this before when people worked closely with complex machines. There sometimes came a moment when operators forgot that the reason the machine sounded so lifelike was because they had built it to sound lifelike.

      “Doctor Trevaskis. Can we discuss the retrieval of Susan Penrose’s information from Ada’s memory?”

      Trevaskis stepped away from Ada but kept his gaze on her. “Ada’s function certainly creates stored information but retrieval is not something we either ask for or have been asked for in the past. I think it would help if Ada took over this discussion from here.”

      Ferris shrugged lightly. Susan Penrose had tasked him with getting something out of this machine after Trevaskis and his team had ignored her. And all this had led to was a court order that he was now serving.

      “Very well, doctor, but can I gently warn you that if this is just an attempt to delay obeying the court order then I will come back with police and they won’t ask for the information. They’ll pull out those panels and take it.”

      Trevaskis seemed untroubled by the threat. “I understand. Please, speak with Ada.”
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        * * *

      

      Trevaskis stood behind Ada and pulled back two mechanical levers on either side of the opening below the flywheel. There was a pause and then the flywheel slowed as if its machinery was biting somewhere behind the panels. And then a series of clanks, getting faster and faster until it became a gentle clattering of…

      “What is that? It is so perfect, so well oiled.”

      Trevaskis looked almost childishly delighted. “Mr. Ferris, you have a good ear. What you are hearing is thousands of interlock blades behind that wall. Ada is far bigger than this small body you see here. Indeed this facility is far bigger than it looks from the outside.”

      And then Ada “awoke.” The flexible machinery that fed from the wall into her back stiffened and levers could be seen clattering quietly along the entire length. With a small jerk she stood up straight and Ferris could hear more equipment coming to life inside the steel shell.

      “She cannot see or hear you but whatever you say is being heard in a nearby room and fed back to her.”

      Ferris turned to Trevaskis. “Why a separate room?”

      Trevaskis was swinging a low lectern out from the wall of panels and this locked into place in front of Ada. She raised her rudimentary arms, both of which Ferris noticed ended in a finely made stylus, and these she held over two sheets of some white material. Trevaskis pointed at the white sheets.

      “Ada analyses a large number of personal questions, cross references an enormous amount of stored information, and provides a single written answer to anyone who comes here looking for that answer.”

      “I don’t understand. Why does that necessitate a separate room?”

      “Mr. Ferris. You are here for a piece of information and the reason Ms. Penrose wants that information is because it is personal to her and extremely sensitive. We take our duty of confidentiality very seriously here. When Ada provides her answer only two people see that answer; Ada and the client. Ada’s information is then stored and seen by no one.”

      Ada turned her head to the left and then to the right. Trevaskis stepped back and behind Ferris. “Speak to her, Mr. Ferris.”
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        * * *

      

      “Ada, I have a court order instructing me to remove any information you have stored on one Susan Penrose.”

      There was a delay as his speech was heard in the other room and input to Ada by some means or another. He waited patiently, but felt a very real shock when she replied to him using a voice. He had never heard anything like this before. It was not a modern electronic voice and it was not some pasted together set of recordings. The best he could describe it was a mechanical voice, so good it sounded like a real human being speaking through some sort of simple speaker.

      “Information on Doctor Trevaskis’ clients is physically stored within my mechanisms. It is not accessible without disassembling large parts of me.”

      Ferris was not dissuaded. “Would such disassembly be fatal to your existence?”

      “No, but as you will see I am not an electronic computer. The connections between my many physical parts are complex in a way that very few modern technicians have an understanding of.”

      Ferris took comfort from the fact that, unlike dealing with a conventional computer and the convoluted ways that were often needed to get a question answered or even a search narrowed down, Ada communicated in an almost natural way.

      “Can you demonstrate the difficulty of retrieving Susan Penrose’s information?”

      The moment passed as his question passed through the operative in the other room and back to Ada. Then the wall of steel panels behind her slid apart leaving the flywheel still spinning on its own, presumably supported from behind. As far as Ferris could see, perhaps ten to twenty meters deep, there was nothing but tall cogs and wheels and interlock blades and things Ferris had never even seen or heard of. And the whole thing, and presumably much more of it even deeper in, was in constant motion. There was no way, he thought, that something this complicated could not be alive.

      “Mr. Ferris…”

      Ferris felt a jolt and dragged his attention away from the overwhelming technology in front of him and back to the small robotic figure that was the face and body of that technology.

      “How do you know my name is Ferris? I didn’t state my name.”

      A pause.

      “The operator who communicates your words to me identified you before we started.” Another pause. “Mr. Ferris, perhaps it would help if I showed you what I do. Would you be prepared to become a client of Dr. Trevaskis?”

      Trevaskis stood beside his machine and nodded. “I would be delighted to work with you if it might resolve this matter. Clearly I do not want Ada disassembled, not after the number of years it took to build her. Work with us Mr. Ferris and you may understand why you can safely take a message back to Ms. Penrose that her information is virtually inaccessible in practice, and is not to be seen as a matter of principle.”

      Ferris gazed at the two partners. One a tall, handsome, slick genius and the other a troubling mockery of either a human or a robot. He could have sworn both were looking straight at him.
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        * * *

      

      “Ada Lovelace worked closely with Charles Babbage and both are strongly associated with the first steps in genuine computing. There is still dispute as to which of the two can properly be called the first computer programmer. However, one thing Ada can probably be credited with is lifting computers beyond dealing solely with numbers. Babbage was concerned with numbers, Lovelace could see that numbers can represent other things. Of course you need the machine that can manipulate numbers first, but it can then use those numbers to represent things like letters or musical notes. I am one such machine,” Ada said.

      She stood still, her inner workings chattering away quietly.

      Ferris considered this for a moment. “So what do you do with numbers that is so different from any other computer?”

      “Nothing. But I have been tasked with finding one specific answer. Dr Trevaskis is not impressed with modern science, which he feels is as much about fads as any other human activity. Current science is whatever the latest scientific taste is and woe betide anyone who commits the heresy of not being part of the consensus. My function is to analyze information, numbers if you will, relating to the lives of people who are in need of help. And then, from a complex system of cross referencing, identify the one thing that those people would never want anyone else in the world to know.”

      Ferris frowned, almost laughed, and turned to look at Trevaskis.

      “Secrets. This thing finds out secrets and stores them away. Is that it?”

      Trevaskis did laugh now and loudly. Ada chattered away quietly, her twin styluses poised over her lectern. The flywheel behind her was again in front of a closed wall of steel panels and still turning against some sort of resistance. No one in this room was idling.

      “Mr. Ferris I could probably rattle off a half dozen secrets about you because they are the same damned secrets everyone has. But that would just be pop psychoanalysis, and dealing with stuff from the past is the preserve of psychiatrists who are as prone to fads and tastes as any other scientists. No, what Ada does is distil all your anxieties and neuroses down to one single statement and that statement is not a question. As far as I am concerned it is the question. Every human being boils down to one simple thing and that is the thing they could not bear anyone finding out about.”

      He placed a hand on Ada’s “shoulder.”

      “Are you brave enough to face that thing, Mr. Ferris? Because I won’t see whatever it is and Ada is just a machine. She doesn’t care what it is. She just crunches the numbers, turns them into something else, and scribbles down the answer. You take one copy and she throws the other one into that mass of cogs and gears behind her because that is another thing computers do. They store information, which, for the most part, never sees the light of day again. So, are you brave enough?”

      Ferris considered his options. He had considered that this set up might be like the old chess playing automatons of previous centuries, which had turned out to have people hiding in their guts. Or should that have been “who had turned out to have people hiding in their guts”? It was strange that he could think of Ada as a she but a pretend automaton with a human at its core as an it.

      Having this machine taken apart would be a nightmare and it would be an affront to what Trevaskis had achieved. Without a single electronic component and using an electric power source, but not reliant on that source, this crazy scientist had built something marvelous. Ferris had no intention of exposing it to damage if he could just find a form of words to take back to Penrose and the court to persuade them that she had nothing to fear.

      “I don’t know about brave, doctor, but I’m willing to proceed.”

      Ada stood straight as Trevaskis stepped away from her and the questioning began.

      Ferris had experienced questionnaires like this that tried to be completely thorough but tended to start repeating themselves after a few questions. This was different and a strange rhythm developed as he became used to Ada’s strange mechanical voice and the delay between answering her and his answer reaching her through the operator in the other room.

      He relaxed as the questions came slowly but steadily, the one having no seeming relationship to the next, and none of them touching on anything he regarded as controversial or worrying. Ada asked, Ferris answered, and the machinery all around them chattered away on its beautifully built and perfectly oiled gears. And then the questioning stopped and the machinery moved into its analysis.

      The flywheel spun faster and faster, the clanking of interlock blades became clearer, if only a little louder, and Ada herself, or at least the robotic representation of her in the room, moved as if a lot of physical activity was going on inside her. All through this Trevaskis stood quietly to the side and watched. Ferris suddenly felt very weary and realized that he had been answering questions for at least two hours. Where had the time gone?

      More time passed and then the flywheel slowed. Ada moved her head from side to side as if looking for something, despite her lack of eyes. Then the styluses dropped to touch the white material on the lectern. Each “hand” scratched on one sheet. Once complete, one copy was flicked downward and into a slot in Ada’s chest. The other was left lying on the lectern.

      “Mr. Ferris, you may take your copy of my analysis.”

      Ferris felt like he was waking up but he stepped forward and lifted the sheet that represented his copy. And he slowly read the one thing in the world that he didn’t want anyone else to know. The one thing he could not share with even his closest family or friends. The one thing that gnawed at him at least once a day every day. If there was an emotional Room 101 then it was etched on the sheet in his hands.

      And the copy of it was now in the guts of this machine. Ferris suddenly knew that Penrose could worry about her own worst secret. He couldn’t have his anywhere other than in his own hands. He felt a shudder going through him as he faced this thing that he had successfully buried so very long ago. Or at least thought he had.

      Panic started to bubble up inside but he kept his composure and continued to study the sheet. His mind was spinning. There was no way this could be known to anyone. It had happened so long ago and anyone involved was now long dead. Short of them leaving it in a diary somewhere this could not be known to anyone, or anything in the world, no the universe.

      He looked down at Ada, and it hit him like a punch in the face that there was now another copy of this sheet. She had dropped it into a slot in her body but he had no doubt it was now somewhere inside that terrifying machine behind the panels.

      How often had this happened in the world? A piece of evidence dropped, a letter sent, an action witnessed and suddenly someone’s world was upended. He put a hand to his forehead and imagined people down through the millennia sitting waiting for a knock on the door, or a message from someone who had been shocked by an unexpected revelation, or something as small as a look of disappointment shattering an otherwise perfect relationship.

      Trevaskis had built one of the worst things in creation. This thing could pluck any secret from the past and cast it into the unforgiving sunlight. Even things forgotten and forgiven were capable of being dredged up again.

      He looked at Trevaskis, who remained calm and calculatedly neutral, but he could see in the man’s eyes a flicker of triumph. In that flicker Ferris saw that this was not just a scientific project. Trevaskis had found a way to secure the most valuable commodity in the world, secrets. And the hideous thing about it was that Ferris was confident Trevaskis would never use those secrets. Just having them was enough. Power is so much more than brute force.

      Ferris, for all his growing panic, was becoming angry and his mind was scrabbling for a counterpunch, anything. He looked down at Ada and suddenly realized that he could use the Penrose court order to get back his own secret. Two birds with one stone. Ada would have to be disassembled. It was a tragedy dismantling something so beautiful and ingenious, but needs must when you have your back to the wall.

      Ada looked up at him and for the briefest of moments he knew that somehow she could see him, and somehow she knew what he was thinking. She might not have eyes or ears but he had seen the heart of her and its terrifying complexity. He looked down and into the spot where her eyes should have been just as she stuck both styluses into his chest and coldly watched as he dropped to the floor.

      Trevaskis stepped forward and took the small sheet from Ferris’ dead hand. He read the short single sentence and then placed it in his pocket. He spoke up to the same room that heard and then passed on comments and questions to Ada.

      “Call the police. There has been a terrible accident.”

      As he left the room he thought again about Ferris’ worst secret. He raised his eyebrows and blew out a small puff of shocked breath.

      “Who would have thought?”

      

      Bob Johnston lives in Scotland where he scribbles, reads lots, and marvels at the beautiful landscapes. He was introduced to the work of Michael Moorcock, Algis Budrys, and H P Lovecraft at far too early an age, but the damage is done and he regrets nothing. His work has been published in many anthologies and magazines, including Amazing Stories, the Sci Phi Journal, and Andromeda Spaceways. He can be found at bobjohnstonfiction.com, which includes links, stories, and further information.
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          DEVIN JAMES LEONARD

        

      

    

    
      As a traveling man who goes wherever the work takes him, I’m uncertain most days where I’ll hang my hat or how I’ll afford my next meal. My previous gig, which lasted all of sixteen hours, resulted in my termination when I shot myself three times in the chest.

      It was a fella named Mister Allen who hired me. He claimed to make his livelihood from farming, but from the looks of it at first glance, I presumed it was not a prosperous operation. There wasn’t any equipment on the property, and the acreage was small enough to count on one’s fingers, with eight or nine digits to spare. There was some space behind the house, but not a whole hell of a lot. Gardens, sheds, coops, and fences were all crammed together, as pretty a sight as a cluttered junkyard. You couldn’t raise a patch of grass on this land, let alone animals, which, I noticed right away, were entirely absent.

      In the middle of this disorderly setup, a clothesline ran from a stone well over to the house, with bed sheets hanging out to dry. Skulking behind the garments, I spotted the one and only critter, a red fox, its eyes fixed on me as if it had predicted my arrival and was starving for blood. On instinct, I moved my hand to my hip, reaching for my pistol that wasn’t there, when the beast suddenly leaped away in a hasty retreat across the yard, zipping behind the shed and out of my sight.

      A minute later, Mister Allen appeared around the same corner, crawling on his hands and knees, and panting like a stranded swimmer finally touching land.

      I hustled over and assisted him to his feet. “You all right, sir?”

      “Ah, hello, Thomas,” he said once he saw it was me. His surprised tone suggested he wasn’t expecting company, even though I had shown up at the precise time of his request.

      “See that fox run by?” I said.

      “I might be ancient, young man, but I’ve got the eyes of an eagle yet. Just don’t have the reflexes to get out of its way in time.”

      Mister Allen was extraordinarily old and frail, with a posture not only stiff, but slouched forward like a hunchback. How much labor a man of his age and condition could endure, I wasn’t sure, but the toll that it had taken was clear as day, given his tired state. He had a sun hat clutched in one hand, and it seemed to tire him just from slapping the dirt off of it before returning it to his head.

      “I was just about to fix breakfast,” he said. “Are you hungry?”

      On the ground where he’d fallen lay a wicker basket, the contents a single egg, broken, with the yolk spilling through the wicker. I helped him pick it up and remarked, “Appears you don’t have enough to go around.”

      “Nonsense. I’ve more inside.”

      “Aren’t you worried about that fox?” I said, gesturing toward the shed and the chicken coop beyond it.

      “Surely we scared him off just now,” Mister Allen said. “He sure gave this old-timer a fright.”

      “I presume that’s the critter that’s been giving you problems?”

      Mister Allen hummed, tilting his head with uncertainty. “Yes and no,” he said. “Come—we’ll talk inside.”
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        * * *

      

      It was by luck, chance, or fate that I came into the employ—or prospective employment—of Mister Allen. What brought my initial entry into these desolate parts of Upstate New York was a seasonal job on an apple farm, only to discover the day of my arrival someone younger, stronger, and who worked cheaper, had replaced me. I had already procured a room at a boarding house nearby, and paid the first month’s rent upfront with all the cash in my possession, and with no job in sight and the homeowner refusing to refund me, I was a touch more than stuck.

      My third day stranded in town, as broke as a plow horse’s back, Mister Allen came into the local diner, took up the stool next to mine, and we got to talking. I mentioned my plight, and he spoke of his dilemma, to which he offered me a position that would net me five dollars a day, room and board, and three square meals. The wages were greater than promised on the apple farm, so I was more than thankful to accept. But the work itself was a shade different. It was a job that, in Mister Allen’s words, depended on whether I successfully eliminated the invasive creature that was killing his animals.

      After spending over three-quarters of my thirty years laboring on farmsteads, I’ve picked up a thing or two about growing and raising livestock. More importantly, what comes with the territory, that being predators. Mister Allen hadn’t specified what was giving him trouble, only referring to it as a thing, a creature, which was snatching up his livestock and tearing them to shreds. Frankly, I didn’t need to know the identity of this carnivorous mammal; my father raised me to hunt, and I’ve taken part in the shooting of many beasts. My only concern was finding the creature—the thing—as fast as possible, for Mister Allen would not bring more animals on the property until I eliminated the culprit. Without livestock, there would be no work to be done, which meant no job for me. Had I entered the property this morning with either my rifle, shotgun, or pistol, instead of leaving them stowed in the car, I’d have ended the job that paid nothing and got a significant head-start on the one that did right out of the gate.

      Inside the house, Mister Allen made coffee, and we sat in the dining room, where he elaborated on his predicament. He told me of his homestead and his animals, how, most recently, he’d been raising a dozen turkeys, a horse, a donkey, far too many chickens to count, and his pets, a hound dog named Wrinkles and his cats he referred to as “The Three Sisters,” named Maisy, Beansy, and Squash.

      “Mostly done it on my own,” he said, “but now that old age has caught up, I had me a young farmhand I hired on to help me with the work. As of today, I’ve got one hen…”

      Seemed he was going to list more, but didn’t.

      “One hen, what?” I asked.

      “That I got left.”

      “That’s all?”

      Mister Allen nodded. “Everything else has been killed.”

      “I find it hard to believe an animal as small as a fox could have taken down your animals,” I said. “Chickens and turkeys, sure. Your cats and your dog, maybe. But a horse and a donkey?”

      “Yes, yes, it is difficult to fathom.”

      “But you also said, when I asked if it was the fox we saw a couple of minutes ago, you said yes and no. Is it a fox or something else?”

      “Yes—but no.”

      “Yes or no,” I said. “It can’t be both. Which is it?”

      “It’s yes and no,” he said firmly.

      “Forgive me, Mister Allen, but you’re not making a lick of sense.”

      “Allow me to explain.”

      “Please do.”

      “The reason I asked you to come early,” he went on, “is so you can gather an imprint of the property before it gets dark. All my animals were slaughtered at night. This job requires a night owl.”

      “Shouldn’t be an issue,” I said. “Perhaps I can locate this nocturnal threat before sundown.”

      “I’m not entirely certain it’s even an animal we’re dealing with,” Mister Allen said, looking at me expectantly.

       I swallowed a mouthful of coffee, gulped, and stared at him with a straight face. “This is where you elaborate on that yes and no part.”

      “It’s difficult to explain.”

      “Try.”

      Mister Allen hesitated before saying, “It’s not just a fox that’s been killing my livestock. I’ve come face to face with other creatures—coyotes, a black bear, even owls and crows.”

      “Mister Allen,” I said with a snort, “you might as well blame a damn barn cat if you’re gonna list off every animal you see roaming around outside. After all, this is open country.”

      “Ain’t seen them outside,” Mister Allen said. “They were in my house.”

      “Pardon?”

      Mister Allen spread his hands to the room. “My home, Thomas. This was where I seen ’em.”

      My eyes shifted about. “In your home? How?”

      Mister Allen spoke of waking in the night to the sound of a slamming door, went downstairs to inspect the ruckus, and came upon the back door ajar.

      “Thought it was only Dougie—that’s my farmhand,” he said. “He rooms here in the house. Thought it was just him making a racket, so I don’t think of nothing as dire as an intruder or burglar. So I go downstairs to check on him, saw the open door and I think, yep, it’s just Dougie, all soused up. But while I’m standing there, I hear some commotion down in the den. I go to investigate, and next thing I know, I’m face to face with a black bear feasting on my hound dog.”

      “Where was Dougie when this happened?”

      Mister Allen shot me a sly grin. “I know what you’re thinking. Dougie comes home, leaves the door open, and the bear slips in. Right?”

      “That’s what I deduced.”

      “That’s a mighty fine explanation, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t think the same—at first. After all, Dougie is young, dumb, and forgetful. What he lacks in brains, he makes up for in strength and endurance. But Dougie wasn’t home, so it couldn’t have been him that opened the door.”

      I was stumped. “What happened to the bear?”

      “Thing snarled at me and bolted. Darted right past me and ran out the door before I could clutch my chest from fright. But I tell you what, Thomas, that creature didn’t run like no bear I ever saw.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “It sprinted, not on all four paws… but on two feet.”

      It is not uncommon for bears to stand on their hind legs, but I have never heard of one running upright, and mentioned so to Mister Allen, who said, “Bet you never heard of a coyote running like that, either.”

      “Come again?”

      Mister Allen paused and took a drink of coffee. I did the same.

      “As I’ve stated,” he continued, “I might be old, but my eyes are still sharp. I know what I saw, and what I saw, the following time, was a coyote. This time it got one of my kitties. Was in the den, same as the bear, and that coyote did the same thing. Snarled and took off out the house on its hind legs. Sprinting on two feet, like—”

      “Like a man?” I said.

      Mister Allen said nothing. He nodded slowly. Warily.

      “You’re pulling my chain, yeah? You expect me to believe this?”

      “No, but perhaps later tonight you will. If you don’t get scared and leave first.”

      “A bear, coyote, owl, crow,” I said. “All these animals you’ve encountered in the house?”

      “When there were pets to get at,” Mister Allen said. “After Wrinkles and Beansy—that was my dog and the first cat—they came for my two other kitties. It was the owl and crow those times.”

      “And they ran away, too, when you saw them?”

      “They flew out.”

       “Out the open door.”

      “Correct. Same door was always open.”

      “And it’s just you here when this happens?”

      “Dougie blows off steam at the tavern most nights. Always happens when he ain’t here. He always comes stumbling in after the event.”

      “I’d like to speak with this Dougie,” I said. And as Mister Allen lifted my mug, confusing my cup for his own, and drank, I made him aware of his error.

      “Whoops,” he said, returning my cup.

      “So, where’s this Dougie now?” I inquired.

      “Vacated by his own accord,” Mister Allen said. “Must’ve got spooked by all the animals—disappearing—for lack of a better word. Besides, I don’t think he’d have much to tell you.”

      “I would have liked a second opinion on the matter, is all.”

      “How’s that now?” Mister Allen said, hefting my mug once again.

      “What you’re telling me—Mister Allen, you snatched my coffee again.”

      “Dear Lord,” he said, and sighed as though scolding himself. “What was I telling you?”

      “Well, sir, what you are telling me sounds—well, it sounds…”

      “Preposterous? Crazy? Insane?”

      I nodded.

      “You want a second opinion on me,” Mister Allen said, giving me the side-eye. “That it?”

      If Mister Allen hadn’t put his dry old lips on my cup, I’d have sipped my coffee to hide the discomfort on my face.

      “Look, I understand it sounds like I’m spinning a wild yarn,” he said. “I can’t explain it. I can only say what I saw.”

      “I was only getting at my wanting to be sure you’re certain of what you say you saw.”

      “I’m certain,” he said. But I wasn’t, considering he picked up my cup for the third time and drank from it.
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        * * *

      

      That afternoon, I walked the property to, in Mister Allen’s words, get an imprint on the land with my Remington in hand, in case I saw any peculiar animals that needed killing. Thing is, I wasn’t focused on my search because my mind was elsewhere.

      I was thinking Mister Allen was mentally disturbed. I didn’t believe a word of his claims. Didn’t buy the idea that a coyote and a bear got into the house by opening the door, an endeavor that only something with fingers and opposable thumbs could manage. Add in the animals running on two feet like humans? His story was as ludicrous as his mistaking my cup for his own, not once, not twice, but three times, even when he had to reach overtop his own cup to get to mine. If he hadn’t been doing it on purpose, then it was a sure sign of his senility.

      I thought of other scenarios, but they were just as ridiculous. If Mister Allen wasn’t suffering from lunacy, if he truly had witnessed the things he proclaimed, then it could have been the young farmhand pulling a hoax. According to Mister Allen, Dougie had just up and left, but what if he and the old-timer had a falling out instead? Perhaps Dougie killed the animals, and Mister Allen’s sightings of creatures walking upright were Dougie dressed up in costume to spook him.

      But, no. That was quite a stretch.

      All I knew for certain was my prospective job depended on my solving this case, and other than wandering the property looking for a trace or imprint of a predatory creature, my leads were running as dry as my results. Six times I circled the land, and six times I found diddly. The only sign that something might have been lurking about was the total absence of sound. If I hadn’t heard the field grass rustling in my ears like two paper-dry palms rubbing together, I’d have thought I’d gone deaf. Because I did not see or hear a damn peep.

      Being out in the countryside, you’d think I’d have tuned into some birds piping or chipmunks squeaking, at least the chirping of cicadas and crickets—something—but nothing out here spoke. My father once told me there were three reasons birds quit singing; this happens during the late summer, which this now was. Birds will hush up when the mating season ends, for they no longer require singing to attract a mate. Other times, it’s when they’re shedding their feathers to grow their winter wings. This process makes it difficult for them to fly and evade predators, hence their zipping their proverbial lips.

      Which brings me to the last reason—birds will remain silent when a predator is close by.

      That’s what I thought it was. Because only then, when this notion entered my mind, did I realize I was quiet too, my footsteps, my movement, as silent as the birds. I sensed something watching me. Something lurking like a fox behind a laundry line.
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        * * *

      

      After my empty-handed search, I located Mister Allen and proposed an idea: we were going to use live bait in the house.

      At dusk, I scrounged up the last remaining chicken on the premises and shut her in the den. Plan was to station myself on the living room couch, within earshot of the back door, which, from the couch’s location, was near the pantry of the next room, five or six steps away. Since Mister Allen had heard the intruder from upstairs, I presumed the slightest noise would wake me from downstairs. I would keep my pistol handy and wait for any intrusion that may come.

      Simple.

      With a little time to kill before nightfall yet, I made one last round of the property before calling it quits, and once Mister Allen retreated to his bedroom, I locked all the doors, positioned myself on the couch, my gun and glass of water on the floor beside me, and hit the hay.

      I must have drifted in an instant because I came to at a slow, dream-like emergence. Felt as if my mind was underwater, my consciousness weighed down by anchors as I struggled to swim to a wakeful surface. I still couldn’t see when I snapped my eyes open and sat up, having forgotten I was lying in the darkness. The sound I had heard in my slumber, what had pulled me out of deep respite, was the rattle of the brass doorknob, the minuscule click of the latch around the corner in the next room. The door was now squeaking, edging inward. Someone was entering the house and, just as I’d presumed, it was no four-legged animal, but a regular intruder, a burglar, a bipedal, thumb-having, human-goddamn-being.

      Quietly, I rolled onto my stomach and brushed my hand along the floor, searching for my pistol in the pitch-black. The pantry floorboards squawked as the trespasser eased his way inside. I couldn’t find my gun, couldn’t see, couldn’t touch—

      My fingers brushed against the glass of water; it tipped over and broke with a loud crack. The pantry floorboards screeched in response, followed by a louder thump as the screen door walloped shut.

      I sprung off the couch, dropping to the floor on my knees, and ran my palms around, found the pistol, and took off into the next room. The main door was wide open, as suspected. I shoved my way through the exterior door so hard I punched a hole through the screen. As soon as I burst outside into the partially lit backyard, a shadow, a blur, zipped around the back corner of the house and vanished.

      I was halfway into taking my first step to pursue when I froze with my foot in the air. From the corner where the figure had run, a face peeked out and stared back at me, jolting my heart into frantic beats of dread, stealing my breath with panic. Had I had my hammer cocked, I’d have fired off a shot out of pure terror. Because at first glance, I could have sworn what I saw wasn’t human. It looked like a human, only its face was featureless, like a mannequin, not a strand of hair on its head, no eyebrows. The eyeballs appeared sunken and black, the face wrinkleless, with contours as smooth as porcelain. If the thing had lips, I couldn’t tell; they blended in with the shade of the face. It looked like a person wearing a face over their own.

      Darkness must have been playing a trick on my vision, because the longer I gaped at this horrific thing peering around the corner, the more it took on human characteristics as if it were forming right before my tired eyes. Forehead wrinkles appeared, the cheeks grew plump, lips puckered with color, and I saw a head of hair so thin and blonde it was almost invisible.

      It was a man. Just a man.

      With my pistol raised, hands trembling with adrenaline, I shouted, “You there! Don’t move!”

      The man moved not a muscle.

      “Come on out from there! Hands up! Now!” I called, and as I stepped forward, the man ducked his head behind the house.

      I ran after him, rounding the corner onto a stone walkway and a gated fence. The gate was shut, but there was no man in sight. He had to have jumped clear over it and kept on running.

      When I reached the fence, I attempted to leap over it too, but the moment I’d pressed my hands down on the top rail and jumped, the wood cracked under my weight, split, and I dropped. My chest crashed onto the middle rail, and my shins smacked the bottom rail. Groaning from pain and breathlessness, I regrouped, swung the gate open, and hobbled into the front yard. There was no man to be seen. Not a sound to be heard.

      As I had locked all the doors earlier, I had to rush around back to reenter the house, doing so with a slight limp and a racing heart. I pulled the exterior door open, noting the screen I’d torn through, reminding myself to fix it later, when the squawking floorboards in the den snatched all of my attention. I ran in, pistol drawn, and found Mister Allen with his back to me.

      He spun around with an almost guilty expression, but after a moment I understood it was only a look of fright, as I was pointing my handgun at his face. His lips trembled, attempting to speak.

      I cut him off, saying, “Describe your farmhand.”

      “Dougie?”

      “Yes,” I said. “I think I just saw him.”

      My eyes were dry and blurry. I jammed my pistol into my pants, knuckled my eyeballs until they cleared, and that’s when I noticed the blood on the floor.

      “Where’s the hen?”

      “Fox got it,” Mister Allen said.

      I shook my head, wincing. “No—no, that can’t be,” I said. “It’s Dougie doing this. I just saw him.”

      Mister Allen shrugged. “Well, you say you saw Dougie—I say I saw a fox.”

      With all the excitement of racing and chasing, eyes slowly focusing, I only noticed then that Mister Allen hadn’t looked like himself. He did now, but he hadn’t when I’d first entered the den. Something about his face resembled the figure I’d seen outside. This old man, with a face as cracked as a sundried mud puddle—

      His face had been smooth when he first turned around, but I could see, as we stood head to head, the wrinkles forming on his forehead, around his mouth and eyes. Lines rapidly etched into his features as if he were aging at an accelerated rate.

      Mister Allen’s arms hung slack at his sides, fingers dangling. The tips of his fingers and the nails were red.

      “You’ve got blood on your hands,” I said, swallowing a lump.

      Mister Allen turned his hands over without looking at them. “Yes,” he said. “From the hen.”

      I took a step back. “What are you doing down here, anyhow?”

      “I heard you shouting outside,” he said. “You were right below my bedroom window, you know. I came down, saw the door was open, and came straight here to check on the hen.”

       I moved backward. Mister Allen began to follow.

      “So,” he said. “Dougie—you think it’s Dougie?”

      “Yes,” I said, but my lips didn’t move. I couldn’t blink. Couldn’t take my eyes away from him.

      “We should change the locks tomorrow,” Mister Allen said, expressionless. “Dougie has a copy of the house keys.”

      “A copy,” I said.

      “Yes, a duplicate. And you will have to fix the screen you broke.”

      “The screen door—yes.”

      “And the fence rail,” Mister Allen said.

      I halted, and so did the old man.

      “How did you know about the fence rail? You said you came straight here to check on the hen.”

      Mister Allen smirked. Spread his palms. “Thomas, I—” Suddenly he made a deep openmouthed gasp, like one does when a raspy tickle in your throat cuts off your breath. He covered his mouth with his fist, coughed once, lowered his hand, coughed again, and—by God, it was so comical, I could have laughed had the situation not been so horrifying—a feather shot out of his mouth and floated in the air between us.

      Neither of us spoke. The only movement between us was the feather dropping to the floor like a tiny leaf in a fall breeze.

      Mister Allen snickered. His grinning lips stretched, revealing bloody teeth. “Now, how do you suppose that got in there?”

      His grin curled into a snarl. He stepped closer, and I spun around, running out the door and slamming it shut. Heaving with panic, I pressed my back against the door and planted my feet, but before I could shove all my weight into it or swallow a gulp of desperate breath, it cracked, nudged forward, and propelled me across the room. I fell to the floor, and large hunks of wood fell all around me. Mister Allen, whatever he was, had tackled the door with such force that it exploded into fragments, as if a stick of dynamite had blown it off the hinges. As I turned over, finding my pistol within reach, I hefted it, rolled on my back, looked up, aimed, and stared into the eyes of—

      Me. I was looking at myself, a smooth, unformed version of my own face advancing toward me. I, Thomas, gazed into the eyes of this lookalike Thomas, a copy, a duplicate, with Mister Allen’s snarling grin and bloodied mouth. My exact likeness progressed closer, its eyes brimming with supernatural hunger.

      “Mister Allen,” I said in a pleading shriek of disbelief.

      “Mister Allen,” it repeated. Its cadence and tone were the same as my own. Its voice, its speech, was identical to mine. At least I believed it was my voice. I’d never heard myself speak before, unless it came from my own mouth. Whoever’s voice it was, it wasn’t Mister Allen’s.

      “Dougie?” I said.

      “Dougie?” the thing perfectly mimicked.

      The Thomas creature lunged at me, its bloody jaws expanding. I gripped the pistol with two hands, reared up, and fired in rapid succession, getting off three shots before recoiling and squinting from the creature’s deafening screams piercing my eardrums. By the time I opened my eyes, the Thomas thing had fled through the pantry, howling and fleeing, and the screen door slammed shut.
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        * * *

      

      I fled next, but opted to wait until daylight. I spent the night upstairs in Mister Allen’s bedroom, my pistol never leaving my clutches, eyes never shutting or straying from the locked door. Though the creature had run, I was uncertain of its fate, if it would die in the night, if bullets even harmed it like they would a human.

      Come dawn, I scraped together a few dollars lying around the house, wrangled whatever sanity remained in my brain, found a full gas can, and hightailed it back to the boarding house I’d rented in town. Once I collected my suitcase and what little belongings I had, I aimed to get as far away as possible from that farm. But first, I stopped in the diner, where I had met Mister Allen the day before—if there ever really was a Mister Allen. I believe there once was, just one I never met—to fill my belly for the long road ahead.

      While I perused the menu, the fry cook, a portly teenager with acne scars along his cheeks and forehead, stepped up to the counter and said, “Back so soon?”

      “Reckon people got to eat every day around here, don’t they?” I said tiredly.

      “Yeah,” the cook said with a snort, “but you were just here.”

      I gazed up from the menu. Shook my head. “No.”

      “You’re working for Mister Allen, ain’t you?”

      “Job didn’t work out,” I said. “And that was yesterday me and Mister Allen were here.”

      “Hell, I know that. But you were here just an hour ago, talking to that drifter about needing extra hands on the farm. Figured you were recruiting for the old man. Your name’s Thomas, right?”

      “Yes,” I said, “but I wasn’t—” Here an hour ago. Wasn’t talking to no drifter, I meant to say, but lost the words.

      In my silent reflection, the cook frowned at me as if I were a simpleton.

      “You’re certain it was me you saw?”

      “Of course,” the cook said, though he shrugged as though he wasn’t so sure. “I remember because you were driving Mister Allen’s vehicle. You fellas left together.”

      If my stomach was grumbling with hunger before, it was now tightening with cramps of anxiety and terror. I changed my mind about the food and left in a hurry, heading back toward the farm instead of away from it. 

      A mile out, I parked on the shoulder, popped the trunk, and loaded my pistol, shotgun, and rifle, setting them on the passenger seat before continuing the drive. I was on my way to a place I told myself I’d never return. The place I was fleeing from. To find the invasive creature that no longer resembled a frail old man, but now looked like me and was using my likeness to bait more people onto his—its—property. Whatever it was, it needed to be eliminated. I would kill it before it gained an imprint on another life.

      I would make sure it was dead this time, for things such as this should not be left to uncertainty.

      

       A native of upstate New York, Devin James Leonard prefers the countryside over cities, and animals over humans. When he isn’t writing or devouring books, he likes to make crop circles in random cornfields to entice the Men in Black. His published stories can be found on Instagram @devinjamesleonard
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