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      Ten-year-old Joshua came home from school, curious to see what his mom had planned for dinner. He hoped it was mac and cheese with hotdogs. Joshua opened the creaky back door to their small yellow house and stepped inside.

      “Mom!” he called out to the darkness. The late-October daylight had already begun to wane. “Mom! Are you home?” She should’ve been there. She didn’t have a steady job. Not since his parents divorced last year. He remembered her switching between a job at a bar down the street and a small grocery store. He liked when she worked at the grocery store. She’d bring home all kinds of treats, like chips and beef jerky. She never brought home anything from the bar and she always smelled like cigarettes.

      Joshua turned on the light and dropped his backpack on the kitchen table. He then slowly stepped into the living room. The large picture window at the front of the house faced the street and he noticed the neighbors across the street raking leaves. Still, the house was too quiet. Not even their cat Trouble was out to greet him. The hairs on the back of his neck stiffened. He didn’t want to take another step, but he had to find out if anyone was home.

      Creeping across the living room, Joshua approached his mom’s bedroom door. It was open a crack. He debated if he should look inside. Sometimes he saw things that burned themselves in his brain like when he thought she was wrestling with Mr. Whittington, the man they rented the house from. When he asked his friend Jimmy about it, he laughed at Joshua, telling him it was only them having sex.

      Swallowing hard, Joshua peeked in the open door.

      His mother lay on the bed with one arm splayed out, several drops of blood crusted near the bend in her elbow. A needle lay next to her while her other arm lay across her chest. Ratty dark gray sweatpants hung loosely around her waist and her dingy white shirt pulled up, revealing her belly button. Something like a balloon lay across her bare stomach, a whitish liquid running out of it. Her long brown hair spread out behind her like a halo.

      “Mom?” he asked in a timid voice. Her chest moved up and down in shallow breaths. “Mom? Are you ok?” he asked, pushing open the door further. The room was a mess. Dresser drawers hung open, empty of their contents. The mirror above the dresser was broken. A small dish, spoon, and candle sat on the dresser with shards of the mirror scattered around them. The closet door lay against the wall, the hinges torn from the frame. Half of the clothes inside were gone.

      His mom coughed and spit up bloody bubbles.

      “Mom!” Joshua ran to her, careful not to touch the needle or the balloon. She must’ve been really sick to give herself medicine, he thought. “Mom, are you ok? Do I need to call 911?” She didn’t respond. Fearful she might be in danger, he grabbed her phone from her purse and called for help. Within minutes, an ambulance arrived and medics came barging in the house with a couple police officers behind them. When they came into the bedroom, he heard one of them murmur “Overdose” and “She’ll make it” before a police officer escorted him out into the living room.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      About a month after Joshua’s terrible encounter at home, he went to play in the woods at the end of his street. He tried to get Jimmy to come with him, but his friend couldn’t come out to play. According to his dad who opened the door with a beer in his hand, Jimmy got into some kind of trouble and was grounded. Joshua looked past Jimmy’s dad and noticed his friend sobbing in the living room with a bloody rag held up to his nose. Joshua looked at Jimmy’s dad who was rubbing his hand. His friend must’ve really screwed up.

      “Ok, let him know I stopped by.”

      “Yeah, sure kid. Oh, have you seen your dad lately? Tell him…tell him I need to see him.” He looked back at Jimmy and then at Joshua. “He’ll know what I’m talking about.”

      “Sure thing.”

      His dad nodded and closed the door. Joshua hadn’t seen his dad in months. Maybe they could get together soon?

      Joshua went to the woods alone. It was a Saturday and just after lunch. The sun still offered plenty of light, though not much warmth. It had stayed in the fifties for the past week, but had dropped into the upper thirties the day before and hadn’t changed since. Winters in Cleveland were fun with lots of snow, but it felt like it was coming earlier than he remembered.

      Traipsing through the thick woods, leaves crunched underfoot. Most of the trees had shed their colorful leaves, the skeletal remains offering interesting views not seen when everything was in full bloom.

      Joshua followed a small creek he and Jimmy discovered a year before, walking along its muddy banks and staying away from the swiftly moving water. His foot fell in the last time they were here and it took several hours for it to warm back up.

      Birds sang autumnal songs, preparing for the long days of winter to come. A flock of Canadian geese flew overhead.

      “Hey, I’ve never seen that before,” he said out loud. To his right, a narrow dirt path lead deeper into the woods, twisting around maple and oak trees. It looked like it had been there a long time. No branches crossed it and any grass seemed to have been trampled long ago. Curious, he left the creek to follow the path.

      He whistled as he walked, taking notice of certain trees in case he needed to find his way back out, though he was certain he could retrace his steps. A strange thought occurred to him: had his mom or even his dad ever been out here? They lived in the same little two-bedroom house for as long as he could remember, his dad only leaving last year. He and his friends played in the woods all the time, but had his parents ever visited? He didn’t think so.

      A large tree that reminded him of a Christmas tree blocked the path. He scrunched his face, trying to figure out where to go, when he noticed the dirt path wrap around the right side of the tree. He followed the path where several trees stood next to one another like a wall. How cool is this? It’s a perfect place for a fort. Excitement growing, Joshua hurried until the path curved inward, taking him into a clearing inside the wall of trees.

      Joshua froze. A chill ran up his spine. A sudden urge to pee punched him hard. The birds went silent. The trees now loomed over him threateningly. Swallowing hard, he took a step back, but something solid blocked him. He dared not turn around.

      The clearing surrounded one large maple tree looming in the center. About twenty feet up, someone had built a wooden platform that extended about four feet in every direction. Wooden slats were nailed to the tree as a makeshift ladder, rising to meet the platform. But he only noticed the platform because of what hung from it.

      Swaying in the cool breeze, two bodies hung from the bottom of the platform. Thick rope wrapped around their necks in tight nooses. They were both a little older than him. He didn’t recognize them. Their purple faces too distorted to make out. Dark gray flesh covered their bodies. One boy wore black pants and had a deep gash across his stomach. The other boy wore red flannel pajama pants. Thick lines trailed down from three dark slits in his chest. An awful rotting stench assaulted Joshua’s nose. He took in a deep breath, tasting the spoiled meat, and pinched his nose, the urge to vomit strong in his stomach.

      Then the boys opened their black eyes. Joshua’s heart leapt in his chest. He covered his mouth to stifle a scream. His breathing grew erratic. He knew he had to get out of there. Turning around, he realized what he bumped into before. When entering the clearing, he’d drifted to his left and stood in front of the wall of trees, backing into a thick tree trunk.

      “Joshua,” he heard from behind him in a whispered voice. The ghostly sound made him squeal. He turned slightly. The boys reached out to grab him, swinging gently with each raised hand. Hanging from the ropes, they were far from touching him, though that didn’t dissipate the fear racing through him.

      “Joshua,” they said in unison. “Die like us.” Their words made tears flow. He wanted his mom so badly. Terrified to turn his gaze from the hanging, speaking corpses, he finally forced himself to look away. Noticing the path out, he ran from the evil place and raced toward the creek.

      Running through the woods, tears streaked his cheeks. Scared that he might be the next hanging boy, he ran as fast as he could, trying to avoid roots and uneven ground he hadn’t noticed before. By the time he reached the creek, daylight faded.

      No! he thought. Getting caught in the woods after dark with those dead bodies terrified him. He had to escape the woods! Following the creek, he lost his footing several times on the slippery banks, both his feet getting soaked in the frigid water. Cold seeped into his flesh. He ignored the pain and rushed back toward the safety of home.

      He didn’t know how long it took, but he finally reached the entrance to the woods at the end of his street. The streetlights had already come on, and his mom would be mad that he wasn’t home. Joshua’s heart pounded in his chest, the rhythm painful and full of dread. I have to get home. His mother’s awaiting anger scared him, but not as bad as the hanging corpses. By the time he stepped inside his home, an uncontrollable shake had taken over his body.
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      Joshua’s nightmares lasted for three weeks after the incident in the woods. His mom grounded him for the first two weeks because he came home late that night.

      The nightmares scared him so bad, he peed the bed. Twice. The first time he blamed all the soda he had at dinner. The second time, he knew better. The terrible bodies swinging from the tree wouldn’t let him sleep, and when he thought it was safe, they’d startle him awake by chanting his name.

      He hadn’t seen his friend Jimmy either. Every time he stopped by, Jimmy’s dad said he wasn’t feeling well and couldn’t come to the door. Jimmy wasn’t in school either.

      Joshua crossed the living room to get a soda and some cookies to forget about the nightmares and didn’t hear his mom until she clapped her hands several times.

      “What’s wrong with you?” his mom asked. She slumped on a faded brown couch with a cushion she repaired with bright red thread. The only thing she had available he remembered her telling him when he asked about the color. It was cool that she liked blasts of color like that. None of his friends' parents did. They all had boring gray or beige furniture, like Jimmy’s. His was unique.

      “What do you mean?” Plopping on the couch next to her, he wrinkled his nose. “What’s that smell? It’s like cleaner or something.”

      His mom smiled, her teeth darker than they used to be.

      “Just had to do some cleaning. Do you know how much dirt little boys bring in the house?” Joshua looked down, knowing she meant him but not wanting to say it was him.

      “What’s wrong with you, hun? Your eyes are dark, like someone punched you. Are you sleeping well?”

      How could she forget? He’d crawled into her bed more nights now than when he was a toddler. She knew the nightmares were bad, but she didn’t know how scary bad. He didn’t want to bother her with it. When he told her about the corpses, she brushed it off. Though he did notice she immediately grabbed a bottle of whisky and took several long drinks.

      “My bed isn’t really comfortable anymore. It doesn’t feel right.” He hated to lie, but she didn’t need to hear the truth again, and he didn’t want to say it out loud.

      She stroked his dark brown hair and leaned closer, landing a delicate kiss on his forehead. Then she wrapped him in her arms. The overpowering chemical scent made him gag, but he didn’t want her to stop. Comforted by her embrace, there was no more secure place in the world than right there. She ran her hand along his back. The gentle touch soothed him.

      “We’ll get you a new bed this weekend. Would you like that?”

      He nodded, but didn’t know if she could tell, since she smothered him in her arms. He figured she knew. His mom knew a lot of things.

      “We’ll get it taken care of, I promise.”

      By Friday night, her promise was broken.
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      When Joshua finally emerged from his room after playing video games for a couple hours after school, his rumbling stomach meant it was dinner time. But when he opened his door, the house was dark and smelled of chemicals he couldn’t make out. It was just…chemicals.

      “Mom?”

      The shape of the couch in the blackened living room looked more like a monster ready to pounce than a couch. He swallowed hard, wishing his dad were there to slay the beast.

      “Mom, are you home?” If she left, she would've told him. This wasn’t like her at all. Gathering his courage, he stepped toward her slightly opened bedroom door.

      “Mom? Are you—“

      She lay on the bed with a needle dangling from her outstretched arm, its fine metal point stuck in her. He burst through the door and rushed to her.

      “Mom! Mom, are you ok?” Leaning closer, worry ran through him when he couldn’t hear her breathing. “Mom!” He shook her so hard, he dislodged the needle, and it fell to the floor. Several long, agonizing minutes later, he gathered enough of his senses to use her phone to call 911. Again.

      By the time the paramedics arrived, it was too late.

      “Sorry, Joshua,” the older female paramedic said. Her shirt had the name Evette embroidered on it in white block letters. “You poor thing. No little boy should have to deal with this.” She hugged him like his mother had done before, smashing his face against her chest. “Do you have a dad?”

      This time, Joshua broke the embrace to nod his head.

      “Good. What’s his name? We need to get you to your family.” Behind him, Joshua listened as the paramedics and police officers grumbled about tweakers. He kinda had an idea what they were talking about.
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      Three days after his mother’s funeral, Joshua lay still as a corpse in his bed. His dad didn’t seem to like him moving in. He complained about having to move his Xbox out of the bedroom. Joshua struggled to understand why he was so upset.

      Laying on the bed, he spoke to his mom in his head.

      I miss you, mom. I’m so sorry I came home late and made you mad. I wish I didn’t pee in the bed and make you angry with me. I couldn’t help it. The bodies…they woke me every night. Mom, I hope you’re in a better place now.

      He wiped at the tears leaking from his eyes. His dad caught him crying the day before when Joshua was watching tv and it didn’t go well.

      “What the hell kind of boy are you? Stop crying! She’s fucking dead. Dumb bitch deserved it too. She should’ve known better than to shoot up, especially with you in the house.”

      His harsh words only made it worse for Joshua. His body convulsed as sobs overcame him.

      “Aww, shit son. Just stop it already. She wasn’t no good for you.”

      Joshua tried to control himself, but the grief was too powerful. He ran into his room and lay on the bed, much like he was doing now.

      Trying to rid his mind of thoughts about his dead mother, Joshua concentrated on the only other thing he could think of: the hanging corpses.

      At first, when he imagined them as they were, he let the image go. They were too scary. But then he slowly let the scene reassemble in his mind. First, one body, and then the other. As they appeared in his mind, he held back the fear bubbling up inside. He had to know what they were. Maybe they could help him talk to his mom?

      Joshua imagined himself within the circle of trees, looking up at the hanging corpses. He tried to forget their stench. Mustering courage from deep within, he timidly called out to them.

      “Who are you?”

      His voice sounded like he was in a soundproof room. None of the other forest noises greeted him. It was nothing but an eery silence. One boy opened his eyes. Joshua took a reflexive step back and then righted himself.

      “I want to know who you are. Why are you up there?” he said in a shaky voice.

      The other boy opened his eyes and Joshua could feel their deadened gaze fall on him.

      “We are his,” the first boy said. He was the one with the black pants. A soundless wind made him sway back and forth. “We are his,” he repeated in a soft voice.

      “Dead,” the other boy said.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Boys who lost their family,” the first boy said.

      “Boys who lost their mommies,” the other boy said. His chilling words felt too close to home and Joshua took a couple of steps back.

      “But when I saw you, my mom was still…still alive.” The words coming from his mouth felt like shards of glass, each cut a wound that wouldn’t heal.

      “You are us,” the hanging boys said.

      “Stop it! Just tell me.” Tears ran down Joshua’s face. He felt his crotch warm. His body shivered.

      The dead boys closed their blackened eyes and said nothing else. The hanging bodies swayed back and forth. Joshua couldn’t stand to be around them anymore. They confused him and frightened him. He shut his eyes tight and wished to be back home.

      When he finally opened his eyes, a strange feeling came over him. Where am I? The room looked nothing like his bedroom at home with his mom. It was smaller. A dresser next to the window was missing a knob on the top drawer. He sat up in bed, finally realizing where he was.

      A cool sensation made Joshua look down at his crotch. Oh no. He’d wet himself again. His hands shook, fearful of the punishment he knew was coming. I gotta clean this up before dad sees it.

      Joshua raced to the bathroom to get a washcloth. Soaking it in warm water and squirting hand soap into it, he went back to the bedroom and froze.

      His dad stood next to the bed. A frown creased his face. A black leather belt hung from one hand and he tapped it against his leg.

      “Piss yourself again?”

      Joshua was too frightened to say a word. Would his dad understand about the hanging corpses and how much they scared him? Did his dad care?

      “It’s time you’re taught a lesson, boy.” He tapped the leather belt against his leg again. “Get the fuck in here.”

      Joshua’s legs froze in place.

      “Now!”

      His dad lunged at him, grabbing him by the back of the neck and forcing Joshua’s face into the cold urine on the bed. The sound of the leather belt tapping his dad’s leg made him pee again.

      “Fucking little baby,” his dad snarled. Leather snapped. “Don’t you dare move.”
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      For two days after being taught not to wet the bed, Joshua said little to his dad. Walking wasn’t easy and sitting down stung, each shock of pain a terrible reminder of what happened. Every waking moment, he wished his mother were still alive. In the darkest of night when he feared closing his eyes because of the hanging corpses, he imagined his mother hugging him like she used to. He imagined her scent, the feel of her soft body cradling his. And the tears would come again.

      He had to be careful, though. If his dad caught him crying, he’d get the belt again. And that was not something he wanted.

      Joshua didn’t feel like doing anything as the setting sun cast long shadows in his room. There was no escape for him. At night, he dreaded the dead boys and during the day, he feared angering his dad. Nothing he did seemed to make much difference.

      Heavy footfalls approached his door. His heart raced and his body shook. Three solid knocks pounded on the door.

      “Hey, dipshit. I’m going out. Don’t leave your goddamn room, got it?” his dad said through the thin wooden door in a slurred voice. “You hear me in there?” The door swung open. Joshua let out a squeal.

      “Damn boy, ain’t your mom teach you anything about being a man?” He tapped his belt, still wrapped around his waist, and smiled. Joshua shuddered.

      “Nah, I didn’t think so. Don’t leave the room. Got it?”

      Joshua nodded, words unable to escape his mouth.

      “Good.”

      His dad left, slamming the door shut behind him. Joshua listened as clunky footsteps faded. Another door closed and soon after, the roar of his dad’s pickup truck announced he was leaving. Joshua waited until the truck left before moving from his spot on the bed. The last thing he wanted was to anger his dad again.

      Why is he always so angry?

      Joshua struggled to make sense of what was going on around him, but he would not let it get the best of him. He knew where to find the answers, but would he dare visit the hanging bodies?

      Slipping on his shoes, he grabbed a jacket and a flashlight, then left the house. The hanging corpses offered more comfort to him than his own father.

      The woods near where he and his mom lived were on the other side of Cleveland, but he thought he remembered how to get there. Darkness wouldn’t stop him. What else did he have in his life other than the hanging bodies? They seemed to know something, and he wanted to find out what it was.

      Two hours later, he stood in front of the path leading into the dark woods. He swallowed hard, said a prayer, then stepped inside.

      Faint light from the moon cast creepy shadows. He jumped when he thought something to his left moved, but it was only the light from his flashlight bouncing across an old tree stump. The darkness outside the range of his light seemed darker than normal. Every tree was like a phantom ready to devour him. Thick branches reached out like the hands of the dead. He fought to control the urge to pee. Each icy breath stung when he inhaled. The deeper he walked into the woods, the more he worried he was doing the wrong thing. He’d been trying to understand the hanging bodies ever since he discovered them. Now, he was entering their realm once again.

      But what choice did he have?

      His father’s anger and his mother’s death didn’t give him many options. Even his friend Jimmy didn’t want to talk to him anymore, at least according to Jimmy’s dad. He still hadn’t seen him. But the hanging boys, they did want to talk to him. They were trying to tell him something. He had to find out what.

      Creeping closer to the circle of trees, they stood like tall forest demons. Joshua paused at the entrance. What if I can’t get out? He took a step back. The flashlight bounced in his hand, the beam of light shaky as it illuminated the horrible trees.

      Then a whisper crossed the darkness. “Come.”

      Joshua shrieked. This was too much. He should’ve never come here. He turned to run away, but the entrance was closed. The trees formed a ring around the clearing, cutting off his escape.

      “No, this was a mistake. I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do.”

      Crying and convulsing, he slowly turned back to the clearing. The wide tree with the platform came into view, but the bodies weren’t there. Joshua’s heart beat faster. Where’d they go? He hadn’t expected them to be gone, and that made it worse.

      He stepped back toward the ring of pine trees, not caring when their branches dug into his flesh. Something was wrong. He had to get out. Keeping his flashlight focused on the tree in the center, he felt with one hand behind him, hoping to find a gap he could slip through.

      “Come,” the voice called out again. This time, it was louder. Joshua’s heart thundered in his chest.

      Slowly, the two bodies emerged in the light as though he burned away the darkness enveloping them. He swung his arm out wide in a reflexive surprised gesture, then returned the focus of the light to the bodies. And gasped.

      There were now three bodies hanging from the platform.

      His gaze fixed on the new corpse. It’s gray, lifeless skin a horrific representation of life. Even the scar on his chest seemed fresh. Then the head of the boy rose, glaring at him with black nothingness eyes. It opened its purplish mouth and spoke. He recognized him immediately.

      “Come. You belong now. Your place is with us.” The voice was weak, but hellish. Like a softly spoken demon. But it was familiar.

      “Jimmy?”

      The three bodies swayed from their ropes, the platform creaking as they did. Why was his friend there? Joshua didn’t want to become one of them. He only thought they had answers for him. His breathing grew faster and more shallow. What now?

      The boy with the black pants raised his head and stared at him. “You will suffer.”

      “How do I…what do you mean…suffer?” Joshua stammered, still fixated on his now dead friend. Nothing made sense. He didn’t want to die! That’s not why he came there.

      “Time runs short,” the boy said. The other two boys raised their heads, all three gazing at him with their hollow eyes. Their ghoulish flesh a mottled gray with black lines crossing just underneath the skin.

      All of this was wrong. He wasn’t there to join them. He didn’t want to be a morbid addition to their group.

      “I hate you!” he screamed. But was it for the dead in front of him, or the living? Joshua didn’t know and his young, stressed, and fractured mind couldn’t distinguish the difference. Everything had gone terribly since he discovered the bodies.

      “It’s your fault! You killed my mom! You made my dad angry! Everything sucks because of you!” Spit flew from Joshua’s mouth. His accusations carried across the light wind. The shadows created by his flashlight bounced around him.

      Jimmy, hanging from a noose, turned his head upward again. “Your turn comes.” The words spoken slowly and in a deep, demonic voice.

      The chilling words made Joshua drop his flashlight. When he picked it up, the light caught sight of a man next to the corpses and Joshua screamed. He fell down and scrambled backwards.

      “Leave me alone!”

      Footsteps rushed him.

      “Boy, what the hell are you doing here?” In the darkness, Joshua couldn’t see the man’s face, but the voice…

      “Dad?”

      “Now you’ve done it, you little shit. I knew you’d come back here. Your mother found this place once. She said she thought you found it. I didn’t think you were dumb enough to visit at night though.”

      Conflicting emotions fought for supremacy within Joshua. He was relieved that his dad was there and could save him from the bodies, but also feared what punishment his dad would give him.

      A heavy hand grabbed Joshua by the neck and yanked him to his feet. He smelled cigarettes and alcohol.

      “Damn kid. You shoulda never been born,” his dad growled. Joshua couldn’t hold back the tears that burst from his eyes. His dad would be even more angry now.

      Slipping from his grip, Joshua escaped. He ran into the trees, turning off his flashlight.

      “You son of a bitch! You’ll pay for that.”

      Joshua covered his mouth with his hands, hoping to silence himself and stay hidden from his dad. He watched in horror as the faint light of the moon illuminated his dad stumbling across the clearing, walking through the hanging corpses like they weren’t even there. His dad’s head jerked toward every little sound like a mad animal ready to tear into its victim.

      “Come out here, son. Let me show you what respect is. Let me show you what I do to disrespectful little boys.” His dad stumbled and caught himself by leaning on the tree in the center of the clearing. Joshua’s eyes widened as the corpses slowly drifted into his dad, though he didn’t seem to notice them. The boys reached out, trying to claw him, but their hands went right through him.

      Jimmy spoke to Joshua. “Now. It’s your turn. Get him.” Joshua peed in his pants. He was given away! But he waited and realized his dad didn’t hear the voice.

      “It’s your turn,” Jimmy’s corpse said again.

      “Damn, son, get the fuck out here. The longer you hide, the worse it’s gonna get.” Joshua’s dad stumbled across the clearing, swinging his arms blindly in the darkness.

      “Get him,” Jimmy’s corpse whispered.

      Adrenaline coursed through Joshua and he saw no other way to escape the danger than to listen to his dead friend.

      “Fucking little cunt. When I get my hands on you—”

      Joshua leapt from his hiding spot and jammed his shoulder into his dad’s knee. His dad screamed as his knee buckled and his leg bent at an awkward angle.

      “Damn you!”

      Joshua rolled to the side, feeling a burst of pain in his shoulder. He bumped into a rock about the size of his fist. He grabbed hold of it as his dad clutched his leg. Joshua spun around and his dad lay on the ground, seething. The moonlight gave him enough light to see the anger in his father’s eyes.

      “I’m gonna kill you,” he snarled. “You’ll hang too.”

      He pulled Joshua closer. The boy kicked and tried to shove away. His dad’s iron grip held tight. His heart raced. There was nowhere to go and no way out.

      “Get him,” he heard again. That’s when he decided. It was his life or his dad’s.

      Ripping the rock from the dirt, Joshua slammed it into the side of his dad’s head. His dad screamed and let go of his legs.

      “You’re dead!” he screamed.

      Joshua smashed the rock against his dad’s skull, followed by a sick crunch of bone. He did it repeatedly, never wanting his dad to touch him or anyone else again. Images of the hanging corpses and his dead mother flooded his mind with every strike against his dad’s skull. His dad’s face soon turned into a bloody mess. Flesh and bone destroyed by the fury within Joshua. His dad's body no longer moved, and Joshua stopped. Blood covered his arms and chest. Splatters of flesh hung on his cheek.

      The forest fell silent. The only sound was that of Joshua’s heavy breathing. He sat and stared at the bloody mess in front of him. What have I done? A slight breeze crossed his face, bringing with it the stench of death.

      “We are free,” he heard from behind him. Joshua turned toward the corpses, his heavy breathing slowing.

      The bodies faded until leaving only Jimmy. The body jerked wildly from the rope, moving in ways it had never done before. When the motion ceased, Jimmy stared at him with those dark, lifeless eyes.

      “Thank you.”

      “I didn’t know,” Joshua replied.

      Jimmy’s corpse simply nodded and then faded into the dark.

      Joshua closed his eyes and covered his mouth with his blood-soaked hands. He remained like that for a long time.
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      When Joshua left the woods at daybreak, he walked the streets of his old neighborhood until he stood on the front porch of his old home. He sat on the top step and clutched his arms around himself, trying to mimic how his mom used to hold him. A neighbor out walking his dog noticed him and ran over.

      “Hey, you’re Joshua, right? Didn’t you used to live here?”

      The man’s dog grew excited and approached the boy. When it got close, it licked his hands.

      “Hey, don’t—is that blood? Are you ok?”

      The man pulled out his phone and called 911.

      By the time the police arrived, Joshua’s mind had snapped. He could think of nothing but the corpses and how instead of fearing them, he pitied them. What his father had done…

      “Hey, kid. Are you feeling ok?” the officer asked. Joshua looked up at the officer and could only cry.

      For the dead.

      For his friend.

      For his mom.

      But never for his dad.
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redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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