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Growing up, we all heard the stories about the swamps.  Every time a body was discovered, it was always chalked up to a gator, a bear, or maybe a mountain lion.  You know the usual suspects.  Anyone from around here knows that if any of those were the culprits, the bodies would have been eaten. 

I knew the local coroner, and he said that all the bodies showed signs of severe trauma, but no animal bites.  At least not until after they were already dead.  They all had signs drowning was the cause of death.

I'm not the superstitious type.  I may be the, “backwoods,” type, but I'm not stupid.  The stories of the bog creature were all real.  I've seen it. I was one of the lucky few to escape, however, not unharmed.

I was twenty at the time.  I was out checking my family's crawfish traps.  I had gotten a late start and I was losing light because of it.  I knew if I didn't get all our pots up, my dad would kick my ass. 

I could see the last marker tied up in the tree.  Not many trapped in this area due to all the stories, but I was young, dumb, and full of bravado, so I didn't believe in all that folklore crap. 

I used my pull hook to grab the rope and started pulling the pot up.  The twilight was just enough for me to see the cage as it neared the surface.  It was heavy, which was a great sign.  The others were pretty light, but enough for dinner that night.  The metal frame broke the surface and, instantly, was pulled back down.  I figured it got caught on a tree root or something. 

I stupidly reached into the murky water, not even considering that it could be an alligator. As I felt around, I found the problem.  It felt like a smooth tree branch.  I grabbed a hold and I froze, as what I thought was wood squished, and I felt it move.

Before I could snap out of it, I felt a hand grasp my arm and try to pull me down.  I jerked back and could see a greenish, bruised hand, tightly gripping just above my elbow.  The hand was twisted completely around at the wrist, its fingers were long, easily reaching around my bicep.

I screamed, realizing what I was seeing.  I struggled and finally found my belt knife.  Unsheathing it, I drove it deep into the creature’s forearm,  puncturing straight through into the boat, pinning the arm to the boat.  Its grip loosened and I fell back. I fumbled while reaching for the pull starter on the engine, too scared to look away, as I saw the other arm reach out from over the edge of the boat. 

I found the starter and pulled as hard as I could.  The engine sputtered to life.  Pushing the throttle as hard as I could, I spun the wheel, throwing the creature from where it was pinned to the boat. I rushed back to the dock as fast as I could. 

I told my dad what happened and, as I thought, he called me a liar.  That was until I showed him the slashes on my arm and the chunk of the creature still pinned to the side of the boat.  I no longer trap in those marshes.  I stick mostly to hunting now.  I’m never able to shake that feeling I'm being watched, but it makes me wonder... 

If what I saw was real, are the Sasquatch sightings in the area real? 
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I don't know what is still, “me,” anymore.  I have spent millions on surgery, yet, I no longer know what is even original on myself. 

After my diagnosis, I was blacklisted from every hospital.  Those bastards didn't understand.  I needed them.  I paid them to do what I wanted, but now, I have to search back alleys like a wretch to get what I want.  At least those, "doctors' ' understood my imperfections and how they needed to be replaced with better, more fitting parts.

Body Dysmorphic Disorder, pfft!  I think they just made that up, telling me any more surgery could kill me, but I’ll show them! 

I never asked the surgeons where the parts came from.  They get their money and they do what is asked, just the way it should be.

I've replaced organs, skin, and even that wasn't enough.  I still felt flawed, however, I think I've found a solution.  I started small...a few fingers at first, then a leg, sections of muscle and bones.  With each procedure, I felt more and more whole again.  I've effectively replaced and fixed every part of my body at this point. Only one surgery left.

They said this was all in my head, right? It took me years to find a skilled enough surgeon, even longer to get the money together. 

It’s time to fix the last flaw.  My only concern is, will I still be me when it’s all done?  Will I even recognize myself?

It's too late now to change my mind.  I can feel myself slipping away to that euphoric haze of anesthetic.  It's... time...to...fix ...the flaw.
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The store was cold.  The coolers holding the meat were now next to the aisle for office accessories.  My eyes scanned for a new calendar to add to my wall.  There were very few options today.  I saw a Goth-inspired one next to a more business-type.  The cute puppy one sort of spoke to me as a better selection, though.  Really brighten up the room.  I know I shouldn't be picky, but, hey, you like what you like for this type of selection.

I'm thinking the puppy one.  Yes, the hat on the cover accentuated by the elegant red trim.  The feeling of joy I get as I think of each new month, peeling the pages back and pressing the pin in to keep it open.  Carving the new month’s plan into each new day, slashing each passing day to mark its completion.

I could feel my heart racing at all these thoughts, knowing that, like all calendars, they eventually end up just hanging on the walls until a new one for that year is chosen.

I better act before someone else gets it.

“Hello.  I couldn't help but notice you.  I was thinking, maybe I could offer to buy you a drink some time, see where things go...”

The look in her eyes flickered and after a moment she said, “Yes.”

“Great, let's make it a date to remember.”

As she walked away I felt my body warm up. She will look beautiful up on my wall with all the others.  A smile crossed my lips as I looked down at her phone number.
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I'm that guy you see going from town to town, looking for small jobs to get by, then moving on.  It’s not really common now, but it's a good way to experience the country.  From its people to its food, it’s sometimes hard to move along. 

I've seen a good portion of this country, from the good in people and their giving nature, to the bad, where honest fear was my only option.  Sometimes it’s hard to tell until it’s too late.

I just walked into town and was broke as a bad joke.  I had food and drinks, but no place to set up camp, which seems to be a recurring theme in my travels.  I started going around town, “Feeling it out,” as it were.  The people seemed a bit backwoods, but nothing too out of the ordinary.

“EH, BOY! GET THE HELL OUT THE WAY!”

“Sorry, sorry.”

The angry woman waved a deformed nub at me as she drove past.  I'm assuming it was her way of giving me the finger.  Maybe this will be one of those towns worth forgetting, or, if nothing else, fuel for a good story.

Wandering through the town, I came across an old scrap yard.  I could see the guy running it inside; a big, gruff type, but I'm sure I can make a deal. The street was pretty baron of people, and there weren’t many affordable options for me to choose from. 

The scrap guy seemed more intimidating outside, but as I stepped inside, I was greeted by a big toothy smile, much to my surprise. 

“Hey there.  What can I do ya’ for?”

“I'm sorry, Sir, I don't have anything to scrap.  I'm actually looking for a place to sleep tonight.

“Well, that is an unfortunate situation ya’ got there.”

“Do you, by chance, know of any place willing to let me work off a night for a place to sleep?”

“Not in this town, man...But, tell ya’ what.  How about this?  If I let you crash in the yard, as long as you are out before sunrise, I’ll act like I never saw ya’.”

“Wow...  This was a new one, but who am I to look a gift horse in the mouth?  Sure.  I’ll take that offer.”

“Just one little catch.”

“I'm not sleeping with you.”

“What? No, ya’ sick bastard.  Follow me.”  Walking past shelves of parts we reached the back door. 

“If you're gonna stay here, you are sleeping in this car.”

“Ummm... Why?”

“Because, this will guarantee you are out by sunrise.”

“I’m not following.  What do you mean?”

“Let’s put it this way:  At sunrise, this car gets crushed.  Get me?”

My stomach sank to my nuts after hearing that, but what option did I have?  And, I doubt he was serious.  No way.

“So... You serious?”

“As a heart attack.”

“Ok, then.  Dawn it is.”

“Have a good night, Cupcake.”  The smile he showed with that statement was way too cheerful.  No way he was serious.

Setting up my little camp, I was glad I at least had something to eat, wouldn't wanna have to hunt down any rats from here.  Taking in my surroundings, I could see this guy was relatively busy.  So much abandoned junk, just piled.  I wonder where it all came from.  The town doesn't seem that big and I didn't see a whole lot of construction or anything on my way in.

In the morning, I'll ask the guy in charge here, but in the meantime, maybe I can explore.  Who knows I might find? There might be some cool stuff.  Not like this guy would notice if a few pieces of scrap went missing.

After the oh-so-delicious can of pork and beans, I headed out into the vast junk heaps.  I knew a little about finding precious metals in scrap.  Maybe I could score some in this heap.  Every little bit helps, and from the size of this place, I'm sure I can find some silver or gold connectors, or something.

The piles just seemed to go on.  From the outside, it looked big, but looking at it now, it seems bigger.  The paths were big enough for a truck to drive through, but sharp, jagged scrap jutted out from random piles. 

I wouldn’t want to get stuck out here at night. I should watch where I step.

Jackpot!  Coming around a corner, I found a giant pile of old ovens and washing machines.  I knew I had found something to keep me occupied for a few hours.  Grabbing my multi-tool, I started unscrewing and popping the silver contacts off the buttons and switches.  Not worth a lot each, on a one by one type of deal.

I must have worked for a few hours and was surprised that I found about a pound or two of contacts.  Not much, but at the going rate of silver, there was enough for a good meal and a ticket out of this place. 

Oh crap I've been at this longer than I thought.  It was one in the morning.  Well looks like I gotta call it a night, don't want to over sleep and get crushed now do I?

Twisting and dodging, I made my way back to the car.  I started to hear a thumping sound, maybe a rat or a raccoon looking for food.  Either way, I didn't have time to investigate.

I packed up my little camp site and crawled into the back seat of the old busted car. It wasn't comfortable, but it was better than dirt.  Laying there, I could swear I heard that thumping again, but this time, it was much louder.  I did my best to block it out of my mind until finally falling asleep.

I was awakened by a loud crunching sound, as if something was just dropped shattering glass.

WHAT THE HELL?

It was still dark out. The air in the car smelled like burnt paint and the windows had some sort of bars on them.

“THE HELL IS THIS?”

“Hey there, boy.  Ya’ sleep all right?”

“What the hell is this?”

“Well, see around here, we don't like drifter types, always passing through and not really being contributing members of society.  Now, I know this seems a bit extreme, but I want you to see this.”

“See what?”

“Looky over there.  You see that car?”

“Yeah?”

“In that car is another gentleman, like yourself.  See, he thought it would be a good idea to try and steal from me.  Sure, I had to chase him down, beat him senseless, but that didn't seem to get my point across.  So I want you to watch this...”

As the junk man walked away around the corner I saw a large metal claw come hovering into view attached to a crane.  The junk man driving it with a smile, like a kid at a toy machine, ready to pick his prize.

“YOU WATCHIN BOY? WOOOOO HOOOO!”

The claw plummeted down, crashing into the roof of the car, pulling open the hood and trunk.  A man bound and gagged, squirmed in pain, as the claw retracted lifting the car.  I could see blood dripping.  The car now floating above, swung away towards a crusher.

“Please, don't do this!  Why are you doing this?”

My voice fell upon deaf ears.  The car was released from the claws death grip and fell into place.

The old junk man walked to the machine’s control panel and pushed a button.  The massive machine’s walls started closing in, the bound man’s eyes, weak from blood loss, were open in fear as the walls slowly crushed the car into a cube.  His face disappearing behind a veil of broken and mangled sections of car.

“Oooo weee, that had to hurt.  He won’t be stealing from no one ever, again.  See, we do things a certain way around here...To, you know, keep out the riff raff.” 

As he walked closer, I couldn't help but tremble in fear.  He placed his hand on the roof of the car. 

“Now boy, let me make something very clear.  I gave you ‘til dawn to leave this town, and I'm a man of my word.  Dawn’s in about an hour, give or take.  Now, I need to know if you are a man of yours.”

“P- P- Please don't kill me.”

“Now boy, don't jump to conclusions yet.  Hear me out.”

“Ye -ye- yes S-s-sir.”

“Now, here is what you are gonna wanna do.  I want you to leave town, don't look back, and forget what you saw here.  Find a place and stay there.  Get a job and be a productive member of society.  Get me?”

“Y-Y-yes, Sir.”

“Good,.  Now, I'm gonna cut these, here, welds and that should give you plenty of time to be on your merry little way.”

“I won't tell a soul, Sir.”

“I know you won't boy.  What's that?  Did you try to steal from me boy?”

“What?  N-n-no sir!  Why would I?”

“Well, it seems to me a bit weird for a guy to have a can full of contact switches...”

Looking down I saw the can had fallen out of my pocket, the contents spilling all over the floor of the car.

“See, and you were almost free.  Why'd you have to go and screw it up?  Not only did you try to steal, but you bold-face lied to me!  Now, how can I trust you not to say anything about our earlier situation?  Didn't you learn anything?”

“I’m sorry, Sir!  Please, give me a chance.”

“Times for them are over, boy.  Time for you to learn a lesson yourself.”

“PLEASE!  NO, SIR!  PLEASE, DON'T DO THIS!”

“Save your breath boy.  It’s learnin’ time.”

Watching him walk towards the crane, I couldn’t stop myself from trying to escape.  I pounded and tried to break the glass.  I screamed for help.  I saw the claw swinging over me, heard the crash as it tore through the roof.  Blood rushed from someplace as pain shot through my body.  I was weak and I could barely see.  Out of the blurry shapes, I looked down at the ground.  It must have been the blood loss, but I swear I could see the very car I was still stuck in, a body in the back seat.  I was watching myself.  I stopped fighting as the reality of what I knew was coming next began to unfold.  My stomach jumped as I felt the car freefall into the giant machine, the impact almost knocking me out.  As the sound of the walls closing in surrounded me, I closed my eyes.  Maybe it will be quick.
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It all started a few days ago.  I had just recently purchased a laptop from a much disheveled-looking guy.  He looked a bit like a tweaker (the kind who spends all his change on his next fix).  He assured me that the laptop wasn't stolen and that he was a security guard trying to pay rent.  He said this with a weird but terrified look, as he handed me the laptop.

"Don't watch the videos..." he said.  "They were on there when I got it, but I couldn't delete them."

"Ok..."  I said, as I handed him the money.

"Trust me, Kid, you don't want to see them.  In fact, my suggestion is, if you can, find a way to delete them.  Nothing I did worked."

Now, with a little hesitation, he placed the laptop in my hands, took the money, and proceeded to walk away, as if a weight had been lifted.

Well... That was strange, I thought. What could be so bad that he thought he needed to warm me?  Man, I hope I didn't end up with some weird perverts porn or anything...

When I got home I cracked open the computer to boot it up.  The sound of a high-pitched noise as the screen kicked on was a good start.

"Well at least it works," I said with a laugh.  Maybe the guy was telling the truth.  There was a sticky note on the screen with the password to get into the user ID that was displayed.  "Sausage?" That's an odd password.  Maybe I was right and he was a pervert.  Maybe I should have bought gloves and disinfectant on the way home.

As I entered the password, the computer chimed and hummed as it started up.  I was surprised to see that the desktop was relatively clear.  A  few icons were visible, but nothing indicating "perv," yet.

As I clicked through the different files to see why I got such a great deal, I stopped at the folder labeled "VIDEOS."  The warning from the guy who sold it to me popped through my head, but I still think he was a tweaker. 

How bad could it be? 

Clicking the folder, it opened a window that held three videos.  One unlabeled, the second labeled, "Dr.Snuff.exe2.," and the third was labeled, "Password."

A slight chill of suspense came over me as the warning popped in again. "Don't watch the videos."  I dragged my cursor over the untitled folder and clicked.

The file was empty, but figured it was worth a try, I clicked on the second video, however, this time, the video file needed a password to play.

Well isn't that convenient, I thought, as I looked at the next folder.

As I clicked the file labeled, "Password," a blank, black screen was playing.  What sounded like whimpering could be heard.  It wasn't like an act, like you would hear in a movie. This sounded real, like someone being held captive.

Oh, God what is this?

No sooner had I said that, then a door could be heard opening, and the whimpering turned to screaming.  Through the screams, it sounded like more than one person screaming. There must have been at least five or six people.

My brain started screaming, "Turn this off!" but my body felt compelled to see what happened next.  I watched and listened, as groans and squeals of pain were soon silenced one at a time.  I counted seven times as each scream went quiet, each replaced by a steady dripping sound.

After the last person stopped screaming the image started to move on the screen, as if being lifted up.  The camera was picked up and placed on a table facing the horror that had been the screaming. 

Seven bodies were all nailed to a wooden wall.  Each one with a series of numbers carved into their chests, and each one with their throat gashed open, blood draining into buckets under the bodies...all except for one. The numbers read:  341, 07 143, 71354 , 237089, 143, and 64112.

Turning my head, I puked at the sight of the horror that was in front of me, only to have my attention grabbed by a sign lowered in front of the camera.  The sign read, "Pay attention for this clue."  Then, the back of a person could be seen entering the frame with a knife. 

Going up to the body, whoever this sicko was, carved a piece of flesh off and forced the still living person to eat it.  The sick bastard then ripped the person from the wall and threw a box at them with the words, "Devour for freedom," written on it.  As the person opened the box, they instantly started crying and screaming as they pulled out the contents of the box.  It was a baby... It had clearly been abused, its body bruised and swollen, but still alive. As the person clutched the child in their hands, a hand came into frame from the side with an object in it.  It was a spoon.  The person took the utensil and, after several seconds of watching, the person raised the spoon and proceeded to dig it into the body of the still squirming child.  Each stab followed by wet chewing and tears as the baby cried in pain.

"DEAR GOD!" I screamed, as I slammed the laptop closed, the screaming still continuing for a few seconds till the computer shut down.  I called the police and reported what I found. The police confiscated the laptop and started an investigation.

A few days went by and I couldn't sleep, the video replaying in my head. What did the numbers mean?  I had written them down, but couldn't figure out what they meant.  I became obsessed with them.  The video burned into my brain like a branding.  I started looking up how to crack cipher codes and other stupid stuff, trying anything to answer the question of what could possibly be the point that manwas trying to make with what he did to those people.

Days turned into weeks.  As I studied, I could feel myself burning out, drifting in and out of reality, sometimes feeling as if I was in the room with them.  I needed a break.  I decided to go and check my social media.  Just to try and focus on something else.

That's when I saw it... It was so simple.  I had checked my feed on my social media.  I hadn't checked it for what must have been at least a week.  I had several notifications, but one stood out.  I had been tagged in a meme.  It was one of those number code replacements for letters messages.  "If you can read this, you are a super genius," or something, and it hit me.  Those weren't numbers on the bodies.  They were words! 
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