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MARA




Mara woke with a frightened jolt. A shockwave of alarm flooded through her nervous system. She opened her eyes and saw that her face was pressed up against a flat surface of plexiglass instead of her soft pillow as it should have been. That was the first red flag. 

Her mind spattered, like an engine trying to start, as she attempted to string thoughts together into something coherent. She felt groggy, like she did after a night of heavy drinking, though she couldn’t remember drinking at all. In fact, the last thing she remembered was grading papers at her desk at home…

A knot of pain squirmed in her head, right between her eyes and Mara forced them closed as they adjusted to the harsh light. Where was she? Her whole body felt heavy and useless. As the world around her came into focus, she saw that she was confined inside a plexiglass box, about the dimensions of a bathroom stall, with room for her to lay down and stand up, but not much more. Another red flag. A bright light from above illuminated the cramped space, and outside the walls of her obtuse prison was an infinite ink-black void. There was nothing out there, and even if she strained her eyes, and she did try, she could not make out any distinguishable shape. Her world was this box, and this box alone.

Mara managed to pull herself shakily to her feet, the skin of her palms squeaking against the plexiglass cage. She pushed against each of the four walls, then tried rocking the entire structure to see if she could tip the whole thing over — neither strategy had the slightest effect on the plexiglass walls. 

Panic began to rise inside her like a sweeping tide. Not because she was on her own, she had been on her own her whole life. No, she was afraid of how helpless she felt. How had she arrived here? More importantly, why was she here? Was this a hangover scenario, where she had, against her better judgement, signed up for some kind of extreme escape room while black out drunk? That seemed unlikely. She hardly ever got drunk, she had no reason to, though she certainly could use a drink right now. If someone had kidnapped her, she wasn’t worth anything. She was a substitute high school teacher — hardly the typical kidnapping target.

So what was it then? As Mara wracked her brain, she noticed something for the first time outside the box. A red dot, floating in the void. She knew instantly what that red dot was. A camera. She was being watched.

“Hey!” She called out, facing the camera. “What’s wrong with you? You can’t kidnap people! Let me out of here!” She slammed her fists against the box for emphasis. That was a stupid thing to say, she realized. Whoever had put her in here obviously could kidnap people and had no intention of letting her just walk free. Oh, you don’t enjoy being sealed in plastic prisons? Go on and walk on out of here. This has all been just a terrible misunderstanding.

Mara would have giggled at her own wit if she wasn’t so distraught. The worst part of it all was that Mara knew that no one would be looking for her. She had no close friends, no family, no significant other….she was just a lonely substitute teacher. She had designed her life to be that way, and now wished she had done things differently, but it was too late for that because she was here. Wherever here was.

She forced herself to take a deep breath. Breathe, Mara, just breathe. You’ll figure a way out of this. You have to, because no one else is going to come.








  
  
ZEKE




When Zeke awoke he had been dreaming of the dead. They visited him often, and they were legion. He was glad to be rid of them, but found himself leaving one hell and entering another. 

The box was tight, especially for a man of his size. He groaned as he stood, every muscle in his brawny body sore and aching. Zeke steadied himself, leaning against the glass. Shit. This was not where he was expecting to wake up, and it didn’t take a genius to figure out he was in trouble.

He’d been in trouble before, it came with the territory in privatized military work, the kind he’d made a living in for the last twelve years. He’d done things, bad things, things he wasn’t proud of — and it was these dark deeds that haunted him while he slept, and recently, even when he was awake. He’d worked for a lot of sadistic people in his life — for the right price he’d do whatever task they asked him to do. Killing was easy. Living with it was the hard part.

Zeke’s first inclination was that his past had finally caught up to him. He’d made more than a few enemies in his time, and his guess was that one of them had finally found a way to get even. And step one was locking him in this glass coffin. A lot of people wanted him dead. Or maybe he already was...maybe this was his punishment for a life of murder and mayhem.

He struggled to remember. He’d been in a hotel, in Sudan….he was there for a job...he’d been drinking...Dammit it all...The struggle to remember was giving him a headache....his mind was still waking from the sedative he’d been given. Zeke checked the pocket of his elbow, instantly spotting the small hole where they’d inserted the needle. Bastards. But he wasn’t going to give up so easily. He wasn’t going to wait around for one of them to show up. Zeke slammed his chiseled body into the glass, his tattooed biceps pulsing with pain. The thing was thick. Damn. He was a solid mass of muscle. No one would mess with him unless they had a death wish. Zeke the Freak. That’s what they used to call him, though not just because of his size. There were...other reasons he had earned that particular nickname. He crouched low, then thrust his body upwards, his shoulder ramming the container with all the force of which his body was capable. No give. He heaved, stretched, then readied himself to try again. He’d been in worse binds than this, though at the moment he struggled to think of one. Zeke pressed his back and feet against the glass, pushing outwards in both directions...this had to work. Zeke the Freak wasn’t giving up while he still had fight left in him. His legs strained and he felt beads of sweat leak down his forehead. He pushed with all his strength for over a minute until he felt the first signs that his muscles were losing strength. He allowed himself to crash to the floor. He was going to need a new plan.








  
  
KITTY




She nearly vomited all over the plexi-glass case. Kitty, as she liked to be called, though that was only her stage name, squatted in her cage and the feeling soon passed. If this was a hangover, it was the worst she’d ever had. Must have been some party. She looked down to see she was still wearing her Christmas PJ’s, her slight tummy was exposed and ample breasts were in danger of popping out of the fabric. She caught a glimpse of herself in the glass, her dark hair a disheveled mess, the kind that made her look more sexy, not less. You’ve still got it girl, even when you feel like shit you look hot as hell.

Her hands felt for an exit, but it soon became clear there wasn’t one. What the hell? Where the hell was she? She pounded against the glass for nearly a minute. “Hello? We can do this all night. I can be real annoying!” She stopped, shaking her hands to alleviate the pain. What was this box? And what was beyond it, in the dark? A stage? She’d been a stripper for three years now, and was proud of that fact. She liked the way people looked at her when she was up on that stage. Was this related to her job? Had some freak taken a liking to what he saw and kidnapped her for his personal dancer? There was no pole in the box, and not a lot of room to dance. Still, she couldn’t judge him too harshly. In a way it was kind of a compliment. It wasn’t the normal way to ask for a private show though, that was for damn sure.

“WHAT DO YOU WANNNNNNT?” Her voice echoed strangely in the plexiglass case. “You wanna dance? Let’s dance.” Kitty rolled her hips, running her hands down her body. She shook her wild hair and placed her hands against the glass for leverage, gyrating suggestively. “You like that? She flicked off the blinking camera light. “Freak.” If her captive heard or saw her there was no indication.

There was another option, Kitty suddenly realized. Maybe her captor was some jealous bitch. Maybe a wife whose husband had gotten a little too friendly with the local strip joint. Hell, I can’t help it if my milkshake brings all the boys to the yard. Bitches were always tryin’ to come up at her, but this was a whole new level of crazy. You just try to hurt me, I’ll knock your lights out.

Suddenly, a radio crackled to life and a suave male voice began to speak. “Welcome to the Mansion of Doom, a game of blood, luck, and determination. You’ve been selected as one of sixteen participants, and have the chance to be crowned victor — and win a million dollars. The rules are simple....listen closely, because they will not be repeated. The Mansion of Doom is a battle to the death. Players may use any means necessary, and all tools and weapons at their disposal, to gain advantage over, injure, or kill the other contestants. You are only limited by your own imagination and personal abilities. The last player alive will win the game. In a few moments, you will be directed to a weapon cache. Choose your weapons wisely. It might be the last choice you ever make. The game will begin as soon as this message ends. Thank you for your cooperation, and may the best player win.”

Kitty felt her stomach roll and the nausea return. Was this for real? It couldn’t be. Could it?








  
  
MARA




Five tones sounded from hidden speakers, and on the fifth note, one side of the plexiglass case swung open, causing Mara to spill outward onto a carpeted floor. Lights clicked on revealing the space around her. She was in a library. A big one. Every wall was filled with shelves of books, old and new. To her right was a metal spiral staircase leading up to a balcony, and more books. The shelves stretched to the lofty ceiling high above her head. 

On the far side of the spacious chamber was a set of double doors, presumably an exit, and her first instinct was to run for them. Stop, wait. She stood, adjusted her mid thigh shorts, and took in her surroundings. Whatever this was, if this really was a game where other people would be trying to kill her, was rushing towards other people really the smartest thing to do? Staying put might be the best option. At least in here she was alone and no one was trying to kill her.

Mara cautiously stepped forward across the carpet. Life had taught her to be cautious. Her mom, a beautiful Syrian woman, had one day met a handsome stranger who had come to visit her village. Her mother, ever the charmer, convinced the man to sleep with her. They agreed to meet up again, but the man had missed his appointment. Mara’s mom never saw him again. She realized, only months later, that she was pregnant, and Mara’s religious grandmother convinced her daughter to keep the child, Mara. Shortly after they moved to the States seeking asylum from the wars, but all Mara’s mother found was more heartache. She slipped into alcoholism, and Mara entered the foster care system, bouncing around from home to home. In one home, Ed, a mechanic, used to beat her, chasing her around the house with his belt. She learned early not to trust others, and to always be cautious. Say too much, it could get you hurt. Better not to talk at all. Better to stay quiet and invisible and hope the world didn’t notice you.

If only she could employ that strategy now. Neon blue lights flashed, framing a set of double panel doors to a large cabinet hanging on the wall. By themselves, the two cabinet doors swung open, revealing a host of deadly weapons displayed neatly on pegs.

Choose your weapon.

In front of Mara was nearly every kind of non ballistic weapon conceivable, including a coil of rope, an axe, a broadsword, a hammer, a shield, matches, a spear, knives, a dagger, a mace, ninja stars, brass knuckles, a net, a trident, a pick axe, a wooden club, pepper spray,  a taser, a sling with rocks, a whip, nunchucks, and a bowstaff. There was also a crossbow with arrows and a harpoon gun. Wow. Are you kidding me? This was insane. Why would someone go through all this trouble if it wasn’t real? Mara had a sickening feeling in the pit of her stomach. Hope for the best, prepare for the worst. She grabbed the pepper spray, that way she’d at least have something to defend herself with, and it was easy to carry and conceal. I should grab something else too. But what? The doors began to swing closed. She quickly snatched the dagger before the case closed, sealing her off from arming herself further.

Nice, Mara, a teeny dagger. That’s going to do you a lot of good. She tucked it away in the back of her shorts. She could feel the tip of the knife stabbing her in the butt. She pulled it out and held it in her hand. That’s where it should be anyway, you nitwit. People might be trying to kill you. She’d never held a dagger before, kitchen knives, sure, but never a weapon that was meant to inflict harm on other humans. Its hilt was engraved with a pattern of animals and its blade was sharp and so shiny that she could see herself in the reflection.

Her reflection quivered and she realized her hand was shaking. Keep it together, girl. She looked around the room, and instinctively moved for the back, squatting behind an armchair upholstered with red velvet. She counted the doors. Three There were three ways someone might be able to get into this room, and from this angle she could see all of them. She mentally reviewed her escape route options in case one of the entrances was breached. 

I can’t believe this is happening. It feels like a dream. Yet every time Mara closed her eyes, hoping she would wake up in her bed, she was still in the library, trapped in an old t-shirt and flip flops. Her whole body shook so badly she dropped the knife. It landed on the carpet with a muffled thump. Please, let no one have heard that. She picked it up and tried to think. Focus! What kind of people would kidnap her? And why her? She wasn’t a fighter. Wasn’t a criminal. Did they really expect her to kill someone? Maybe it’s an experiment. The most harm she’d ever done to someone was when she’d elbowed Darren in the face and broke his teeth. Darren had been her old boyfriend. Boyfriend was too generous a term, lover, was more accurate. She’d hitchhiked around with him for a few months during a rough patch after she’d found her actual longtime boyfriend doing her best friend in the back of an RV. Darren had introduced her to the joys of shrooms and had gotten a little too frisky with her one night after a bad trip. That bastard deserved a lot more than broken teeth. She knew she had the ability to fight back. She’d done it before. But she didn’t want to kill anyone!

She would stay here. Stay here and hope no one found her. It would be like Hide and Seek. But hiding’s not how you win this game. Hiding isn’t going to get you out of here. What were her other options? Look for a way out? These people had gone through the trouble to build plexiglass cages, she doubted she would be able to just walk out of this place.

No! No. She had to stay put. That was the safe thing to do. Mara put her proverbial foot down. This was going to be her strategy. Definitively. That’s what she was going to do, no more second guessing. 

Then she heard the screaming. 








  
  
THE SOFA KING




Lights. They hurt his eyes. Too bright. Someone turn them off please. Go nighty night. Hee haw. His whole body hurt. Owie, that’s what his mom used to say. He just needed some of the good stuff. That would make it all better. Make the pain go away. Yes, that’s what he needed. Hee haw. He heard the voice in his head. Something about a game. A mansion. Rules. Screw the rules! He’d heard voices before but this was different. The voices told him to do things, sometimes they wanted him to hurt people. But this was different. Play the game. Yes, he’d play. He wouldn’t hurt people though, that was bad. He’d hurt people before. He didn’t want to, but the good stuff made him do it. And when he didn’t have it he hurt. Like now. He needed it. The good stuff.

He looked over his shoulder. Someone was watching him. Someone was always watching him. A man. Shrouded in shadow. A demon. Yes, that’s what it was. “Get away from me!” He needed something. A cross. A cabinet opened — maybe it had the good stuff hiding inside. But he only saw weapons. He touched them and it hurt. Oh, it hurt. He saw blood. He was used to pain, but he fell on the ground, writhing, moaning.

Then he remembered, the demon was calling him. “Jason, it’s time to play the game. You want the good stuff? You’re going to have to hurt someone.”

“No — oh no!”

“Make them bleed,” the demon hissed. “Make them suffer.”

“Get away!” He threw a club at the demon and stumbled back. Where was he? Not Skid Row. His sofa was gone. He was in a jail cell. Good. The police could help him — he pushed open the jail cell door. It was unlocked. “Police. I need some help over here! I got a demon. He’s watching. He’s watching me!” But it was still there, grinning at him. Just grinning. That grin never left him alone.

The Sofa King. That was what they called him. He wasn’t in LA. Not anymore. He walked down a hall. Long. Empty. “Police! Hellooo?” Where was everyone? And where was the good stuff? He had to find some. That was the only thing that could make it go away. He opened the first door he saw and began to look.








  
  
SAMANTHA




Samantha was a petite young woman with curly black hair, glasses, a Never Trump logo on her t-shirt and she was absolutely scared out of her mind. She had woken in some type of swanky office. There was a glass desk with a row of philosophical books on it, a simple black armchair, and a few abstract paintings on the wall. It was minimalistic heaven, but sadly Sam couldn’t enjoy it because she had no idea how she’d arrived here and a voice had just spoken to her out of an intercom telling her she would soon be entering a fight to the death. 

The last thing she remembered was being on a plane back from Beirut editing photos when she must have dozed off. She was a travel photographer, always on the road, always posting on Instagram, but her hectic lifestyle didn’t leave her much time to build relationships. Sam leaned against the blank wall, and slowly began sinking down to the floor, melting like hot butter. Her whole body was trembling. Game? To the death? Kidnapping? There were so many illegal things about this whole situation it made her mind spin. She felt anxiety welling inside her like a balloon, and that balloon would eventually have to pop. Her dad was a lawyer for crying out loud, just wait til he found out about this! She wanted to stand up and shout it proudly, but her crippling anxiety kept her pinned to the floor. 

The doubts rose in her mind like bubbles, so many of them she couldn’t count. What if her dad never found out before it was too late? How would he? She was estranged from her dad, he only reached out to her to be nice on her birthday, if he remembered. Besides, he was a real estate lawyer, so how helpful would he be anyway? Would her current employer report her missing? Probably not since she had never actually met them and they would likely just assume she took the money and ran. 

She wished she had her camera. This needed to be documented. She was going to make these fascist bastards pay for doing this to her! But first she would have to get up off the floor. What she really needed was a blunt. Pot always calmed her down when her anxiety went haywire. That’s what got her through the Trump presidency. And it was now helping with the second. Her fingernails dug into the patterned nylon carpet as she curled into a fetal position.

This was America — you couldn’t do this to people! But here they are, doing it. All those years of touting ‘Down with the Patriarchy’ and ‘The Future is Female’ — only to wind up completely helpless and alone. Her life was such a waste. Hell, she couldn’t even walk! How pathetic. Any second someone was going to come bursting through that door to kill her. She couldn’t imagine her life ending. How could she just end? She knew what awaited her — crushing nonexistence, oblivion, and she hoped, peace. That thought should have been reassuring — so why was she still shaking? Would it hurt when she died? Obviously it would hurt. A million scenarios ran through her mind, and Sam felt the anxiety build inside her again. She had to let it out. The pressure was unbearable. If she didn’t, she’d explode! Sam let go, and screamed.








  
  
MARA




The screaming sounded like it was coming from nearby — not more than a hundred feet away. The first sign that there were actually other people here. Mara stayed hidden at the back of the library. Listen, observe, don’t get involved. They sounded like the screams of someone who was in extreme pain. Her plan had been to sit here and wait to see what happened. That was still the most logical course of action.

Another shriek. Holy crap, if this girl doesn’t shut up she's going to attract attention. The wrong kind. But wasn’t that a good thing? It would deflect the attention off of Mara. She realized she had been holding her breath this entire time and let it go, sucking in deep lungfuls of air. 

The best strategy was to wait. She had never been good at waiting. But this could be a trap, she reminded herself. Or, it could be someone genuinely in need of help. There was no good decision here, Mara realized. She had lived her life by a creed: that all humans were inherently selfish and that she was better off alone. And for the past six years she had stuck to it, no matter how lonely she got. She found ways to cope, painting, red wine, her vibrator...However, the proximity of the screaming worried her. If the person was in genuine trouble, anyone within earshot would be able to find them. Either Mara could go and shut the girl up herself, or she could let her keep screaming and attract all the killers to this part of the house.

Mara got up and approached the door. She pressed her ear against the wood, listening. The girl was no longer shrieking — she was calling for help.

Mara opened the door — and looked both ways down a long, curved hallway that twisted out of sight in both directions. The hallway was decorated with wainscoting that rose to the height of about four feet and above, was an eye-catching stretch of wallpaper, a floral design in burgundy, navy blue, and hints of forest green. Electric lights dimly lit the ornate space, reaching out on sconces down the length of the hall. The hall was wide, and every few feet was hung a painting from an artist whose work Mara didn’t recognize. Slowly, Mara stepped from her room onto the wooden floor of the hall. She kept the knife out in front of her, feeling oddly like she had stepped back in time and was exploring a Victorian mansion.

She checked behind her every few feet, passing several intersecting hallways and closed doors made of thick, dark wood. The handles were intricate as well, each one was unique, made of darkened bronze, fashioned into the faces of various animals. The mansion itself was a maze, Mara could imagine herself easily getting lost in here. She hadn’t made any turns yet, but every hall and door seemed identical, making it nearly impossible to figure out where she was relative to other rooms. The child in her wanted to open every single one of those doors and see what was inside. She followed the twisting hall listening, following the female voice— at last she arrived at a door whose handle was the head of an alligator. The girl was pounding on the other side of the door, screaming bloody murder for help. Mara tucked the knife into the back of her shorts again, and the mace into her elastic waistband. 

Here goes nothing. Mara grabbed the door handle and twisted. Sam was laying on the floor in a fetal position, her screaming had devolved to a small whimper.

“The door’s unlocked.” Mara’s presence seemed to terrify Sam in some obscene way, and she let out a fresh burst of panicked screeches when she saw Mara stepping toward her, after closing the door. Mara held out her hands, showing they were empty. The girl grabbed a club from the weapons cache and scrambled into the far back corner, as far from Mara as she could get “Don’t be stupid. I’m not going to hurt you. But you need to stop screaming.” Mara had spent plenty of nights reassuring other foster kids that everything was going to be okay. That instinct came naturally to her, and she’d carried that love for helping children with her. It was why she accepted the job as a teacher. This girl however was a grown ass woman and needed to pull herself together.

Sam screamed again and before she could swing the club Mara launched herself at Sam, clamping her hand firmly over Sam’s mouth. “Stop! They’re going to hear you. You’re letting them know right where you are.”

Sam shook Mara off of her, but didn’t scream again. She seemed to be calming down, and looked at Mara with a strange sense of bewilderment. “What’s happening? Where are we?” Tears leaked out of her eyes, causing mascara to run down her pale white cheeks.

“I don’t know. I wish I had the answers. But I know we can’t stay here. Grab your weapon and let’s go.”

“What?” Sam wiped the tears from her face. “Why?”

Mara was already opening the door to the hall. She cautiously looked both ways and was glad that no one else was there waiting for them. “Because… they’re coming.”








  
  
KITTY




Kitty crept cautiously down a never ending hallway, passing shaded lamps on sconces that flickered to imitate the movement of actual flame. She had a notched wooden club in her hand, a machete tucked into her belt, and a set of brass knuckles wedged between her fingers. She wasn’t dying, not today. If anyone tried anything it was their ass going down. She came to a fork and veered right. She had no idea where she was going. Should she be keeping track of her turns? It was easy to get lost in this place. But then again, she didn’t know where she started from so at this point it was too late. Strangely, she hadn’t seen a single window. What kind of a mansion didn’t have any windows? She hadn’t given up yet. There had to be a window in this place somewhere — and a window meant escape. 

But until then, she wasn’t afraid to do what she had to do. She’d grown up in the hood. She’d seen her buddy Dumas get his brains blown out at a party. Don’t count this stripper out. You’d be messing with the wrong bitch. Kitty tried every door she came across, scanning each room for a window. She was beginning to lose hope and she would never find one when she heard something.

She stopped dead and strained her ears. The sound was getting closer. She now recognized it as a human voice, accompanied by soft footsteps. Kitty ducked through the nearest door, which just so happened to lead to a recently used bathroom. Brown shit covered the walls in streaks. It was fresh, the pungent stench caused Kitty to plug her nose. Of all the damn rooms...She peeked out through the crack of the door into the hall. A man with a ragged beard sauntered by, muttering to himself. He walked in short, jagged steps. “The good stuff. I need the good stuff. Come here, baby. Come to the Sofa King.” His clothes were filthy, and his hands, covered in shit. Who the hell is this dude?

Kitty waited until he had gone down the hall a ways before she slipped out of the bathroom. She took a big gulp of fresher air, though the trail she was now following left only more of the same awful reek. She gagged involuntarily.

The Sofa King turned around, instantly spotted Kitty, and made eye contact. Shit!

Should she run? No, that would show weakness. She’d take her chances against this pendejo. The man staggered towards her, still muttering and waving his filthy, but thankfully empty, hands. “Hey! The good stuff. You have any? I need your help. These demons, they’re chasing me. I can’t be alone. Please, I need you to help me. What do I do?”

As the man drew near, it was obvious from the look in his eyes that he was crazy. Un loco. Kitty raised her club. “That’s far enough.” The Sofa King stopped, but continued to mutter. Shit. Now what? How do I get rid of this guy? “The good stuff! You got any on you? Please, I’ll take anything. Pills. Powder. Whatever you got. I got five million in a bank account. It’s all yours if you help me out.” The man stepped toward her, too close. She jabbed him with her club, aggressively shoving him back. Kitty wasn’t scared. She'd seen plenty of creeps like him, desperate men who would do or say anything to get what they wanted. Aggression, that’s the only thing they would respond to, and that’s what she was going to give him. 

“Back off, hombre.”

“The good stuff...do you have any? I know you got some. I saw it there in your pocket.”

“I don’t got nothing, Holmes. Why am I arguing? This freak’s insane!”

“Yes, you do. Empty out your pockets. Empty out your pockets!” He dove for her pocket and Kitty lashed out with her brass knuckles. She heard bones break beneath her blow. The man sank to his knees, blood dripping profusely from his mouth. He moaned and sobbed. Pathetic. Serves you right, dirty bastard. There was no helping him. She needed to get away. Now he wouldn’t follow her. The voice had said it was a game to the death, but she couldn’t bring herself to finish him off. The man wasn’t thinking straight, something felt wrong about killing someone who wasn’t totally there. Let someone else have that pleasure. Kitty turned, and fled the scene.








  
  
MARIANA




Mariana, a middle aged Latina woman with the slight swell of a beer belly beneath her tank top, paced the cramped room for the hundredth time. She was in some kind of cannery, rows and rows of canned goods and food supplies, enough to feed a small army, lined shelves around her. Either this is a bomb shelter or I’m crazy. Although after the tape played from the speakers, she was beginning to think the latter wasn’t out of the realm of possibilities.

Man, I could kill for a drink. And killing was the name of the game, was it not? Wasn’t that what she’d been brought here to do? You should have listened to your Abuela. Then maybe you wouldn’t have gotten into this mess. Mariana had been a diagnosed alcoholic for over ten years now. Programs hadn’t helped. She didn’t know how long she’d been unconscious for, but this was probably the longest she’d gone without a drink in years. She didn’t need a clock to tell her that. Her legs wobbled, her head throbbed, her hands trembled uncontrollably — shoot! Mariana grabbed the side of a wash basin to steady herself. Hanging above it was a mirror. Oh, I look like hell. Dark spirals of greasy hair fell in her face, yet failed to hide her puffy, swollen cheeks. This was the heaviest she’d ever been. She used to be hot stuff in high school. All the boys had chased after her, and she played with their heartstrings. Being pretty is dangerous, she had realized, only in retrospect. Look where that had got her.

She’d started partying hard in high school, that was when the first signs of trouble had begun too. The drinking. Still, she’d be lying if she said she didn’t miss those days. Her body had borne the crap she’d put it through a lot better back then. Mariana turned away from the mirror, leaning her saggy ass against the wash basin. She couldn’t stand looking at herself any longer. 

Holding down a job had never been easy for her. She’d worked as a maid for a while out of high school — then transitioned to working as an in-home nurse. She lasted only about a year. She was fired after accidentally killing her patient, a racist old man who constantly belittled her through verbal abuse, which at times could get physical. She’d mixed up his medication. Accidentally or deliberately? Mariana honestly couldn’t say at this point, that whole period of her life was a blur. That’s when she first realized she had a problem. The court had made her go to rehab.

Oh, what a nightmare. What she really needed was a drink to forget about all this. That’s right, Mariana, drink like you always do, that’ll help you get out of this. But maybe it would. It would help her think clearer at least. She searched the shelves for something to drink. Please let there be something, anything. Hell, she’d drink mouthwash at this point. But there was nothing but damn cans! Mariana ripped food off the shelves, not caring whether anyone heard or not, hoping desperately she’d find some hidden wine stash — but to no avail. 

No, this wasn’t possible. How could they do this to her? All this food and nothing to wash it down with? Was this some kind of cruel cosmic joke? It suddenly occurred to her that that’s exactly what it might be. I deserve this, I deserve everything that’s happening to me. Maybe this was the universe’s way of getting even, making her pay for all the bad choices she’d made over her lifetime. You should have listened to your Abuela, paid attention to your studies instead of partying with boys.

But she hadn’t, had she? She’d run from the arms of one boy to the next, eventually settling with Ricardo. Now he was a catch. He had a drug habit of his own, which didn’t help her downward spiral. He’d left after three years of marriage when he realized what a mess she was becoming. No children, thank God. Now her reckoning had come.

Pain, cured with the refreshing magic of alcohol, then pain again. The past years were an endless, tormenting cycle. She didn’t want to feel anymore. She wanted the pain, the memories, to just go away. Why wasn’t there anything to drink??!!?

Mariana’s hand found the doorknob and twisted. She stepped into a long, well lit hall, the light made her vision fuzzy, increasing her headache. Was this Heaven? No, don’t be fooled mi hija, you could never get into Heaven. This is a mirage. One of the Devil’s tricks. She followed the hall, trying every door, searching fruitlessly for something to wash down the pain. She collapsed on her knees, a shockwave of pain bursting through her already weakened body. Why is the light so bright?! Her head felt like it was splitting in two. Please, God, take the pain away. Don’t let me suffer anymore. The prayers never worked, booze was the only thing that ever made her feel better, but she let the words fall from her lips anyway. It was an instinct from her childhood, one that she hoped might earn her some mercy if there was anything after this endless cycle of pain.

Mariana looked up — that’s when she saw it. A sign for a bar, with an arrow pointing down a hall. Was it real? She rubbed her eyes — the sign was still there. Oh, bless you Jesus. She forced herself to stand, her sore knees struggling to lift her heavy body — and stumbled around the corner.  A glass window in the next door looked into the bar and Mariana flung it open so hard the glass nearly shattered.

The small room was lined with tacky wood panelling, but she didn’t care. The decor was just as wacky, a rusted knight’s armor stood at the far end of the room, pin up art and chalk paintings of the American West covered the walls. There was no theme, but Mariana could care less, she was focused on the rows of alcohol that lined the wall behind the bar counter. To her, it was perfect. She reverently crossed the threshold, momentarily hesitating over what drink to choose. It was a pause that didn’t last long, settled by choosing the drink that was closest, a bottle of tequila. She popped open the lid and drank. The liquid burned as it ran down her parched throat. She didn’t stop to breathe for as long as she could, by that point she’d drained half the bottle. She coughed, spewing tequila all over the floor, then drank again. She forgot all about the game, where she was, as relief flooded her senses. If they wanted to kill her, go ahead. She’d be right here. She didn’t care if she lived or died, if she was ugly or pretty, rich or poor — she was the richest woman in the world. She had all she needed — sweet, sweet, liquid gold. 








  
  
CHRISTIAN




Christian’s name was an oxymoron. His parents had good intentions, to be sure, but they were too low on the IQ scale to earn their son’s respect. Dull, hardworking, devout, but to the wrong master. They had been the first to go, and Christian didn’t lose a lick of sleep over it. They were a sacrifice the Lord Satan had demanded. 

Christian had awoken in a bowling alley, of all places. It was the last place he’d expected to find himself, but he was perhaps the only contestant to actually be glad that he had woken up in a strange location. For the last five months he’d been living in a cell on death row. This was a miracle, no doubt about it, a reward for his faithfulness. And not only that, but they wanted him to kill? This was too good to be true. There was nothing in the world Christian loved more than seeing the lights leave someone’s eyes for the last time. He was no stranger to killing.

When the weapons cabinet opened, tears of joy filled his eyes. Hail Satan. But which one to choose? The knife? It was small, allowing for multiple penetrations and close proximity to the victim. But it was cliché. There were so many other fun choices! Oh, it was like Christmas! The hammer? They had, after all, dubbed him the Butcher of Benford in the New Hampshire Tribune. That was his old faithful, his go to. Dare he say weapon of choice? He lifted it, feeling the weight of the crafted metal in his hands. Oh, how good it felt. It was like a part of him had been missing, and now he was whole. The butcher was back! But then he saw it --- the trident. What better weapon for a servant of the Devil? He set the hammer down, giddy with excitement as he plucked the trident from the wall. Triple pronged, and intricately carved with maritime creatures. Crafted steel, painted in a sea green finish, shiny as hell. This was a tool for a god. Suddenly he began to see this not as a mere miracle, but as a resurrection! A chance to begin again. He could put the past behind him, he was no longer the Butcher of Benford, but Lucifer’s Revenge! No, that was bad, even though bad was the idea. Abysmal. He would have to do some more thinking, come up with a better name for himself.










