
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Deadly Decisions 

By Terrence Brown 



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Dedication


[image: ]




For those who have lost everything,

And still found the strength to keep walking through the dark.

For the voices we carry,

And the ones that never stopped whispering back.

—T.B.
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Chapter One: The Hum 
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The hum came first.

At first it was faint—so faint Beth thought it was the cheap refrigerator groaning its last. But this wasn’t a normal kind of sound. It wasn’t mechanical. It wasn’t electrical. It was alive.

It throbbed under the floorboards, low and deep, like a monstrous heartbeat muffled by dirt and wood. The walls of the foster house seemed to shiver with it, paint cracking in hairline fractures as if reacting to something pressing from underneath.

Beth pressed her ear against the wall.

It wasn’t coming from inside.

It was coming from below.

The hum didn’t stop. It didn’t rise or fall with rhythm. It stretched itself across silence like a razor through skin—constant, vibrating, patient.

She pulled back, gooseflesh crawling across her arms.

The house was too quiet.

Most of the younger kids were gone—Mrs. Greaves had taken them to church—but the emptiness didn’t feel like relief. It felt like absence. It pressed down on her chest harder than the air should.

Sixteen years old, and Beth had already learned that silence wasn’t safety. It was the moment before someone shouted, or struck, or worse. Silence in this town meant something was watching.

Johnnie sat cross-legged on the floor in the living room, crayons scattered around him. His small body leaned over his sketchpad, shoulders tight, as though afraid of looking up. His hands moved too quickly, too desperate, red crayon gouging into paper so hard the wax cracked.

Beth watched him from the doorway.

“You hungry?” she asked, keeping her voice light.

He didn’t answer.

“You want cereal?”

His hand paused—just long enough for Beth to think he’d acknowledge her—then dragged a new line across the page.

She sighed. Johnnie hadn’t spoken since the thunderstorm last night. The storm had rolled in sudden and vicious, lightning rattling the old windows, thunder crawling across the town like rolling gunfire. The air afterward smelled of copper and burned ozone.

The boy hadn’t said a word since.

Beth poured off-brand cornflakes into a chipped bowl and set them on the coffee table.

The hum followed her into the kitchen. It tickled the soles of her feet, crawled up her spine. She told herself it was the house settling, the storm messing with the pipes, the plant on the edge of town doing whatever the plant always did.

But she knew better.

Everyone in Indifferent knew better.

The rules were simple: Don’t ask questions. Don’t wander near the plant. Don’t mention the fires.

And above all: Don’t listen when it calls.

Beth stepped outside to breathe.

The neighborhood was too still. Beige houses squatted on manicured lawns like corpses dressed for church. The sky hung low and pale, as though it wanted to smother everything beneath it.

Her gaze caught on the street corner.

A raccoon lay sprawled on the pavement.

Dead.

Or at least it should have been.

Its body twitched, limbs jerking in sharp spasms that weren’t caused by wind. Once. Twice. Then it stilled again.

Beth’s stomach lurched.

The hum grew louder.

She backed toward the house.

Inside, Johnnie had moved to the window. He clutched his sketchbook like a shield.

Beth glanced at the drawing he held up.

A girl. Standing before a huge black box. Behind her, buildings split open like they were bleeding dust. Above them, the sky dripped red.

Beth swallowed.

“Where’d you see that?” she whispered.

Johnnie didn’t answer.

He turned the page. Began again.

This time he drew her.

Beth.

Standing in the middle of the street. Eyes closed. Hands open.

Behind her: something rising.

Her throat tightened. She took a step back.

That’s when the lights flickered.

And went out.

The darkness didn’t feel like normal dark.

It pressed against the skin, thick as tar. Shadows swelled in the corners of the house like they’d been waiting for permission to move.

Beth lit one of the emergency candles from the hall closet. Its flame wavered, stretching unnaturally toward the floor as though something beneath it breathed.

“Johnnie,” she whispered. “Get away from the window.”

He didn’t move.

The hum had grown louder—no longer distant.

It was inside the house.

Beth grabbed a crowbar from the garage. The cold weight in her hands gave her a shred of courage. She walked the hallway slowly, every step creaking too loud.

She passed the bedrooms. Empty. Silent.

But as she neared the back door, the hum shifted.

It wasn’t one sound anymore. It was layers. Tones stacked on tones, weaving into each other like the beginnings of a voice.

Not words.

But not random either.

A language.

One she almost understood.

Her hand tightened on the crowbar.

The back door rattled.

Beth froze.

Once.

Twice.

Then silence.

Her breath came shallow, sharp.

She lifted the crowbar.

A soft knock.

Not on the wood.

From beneath the floor.

Three slow, deliberate thuds.

Beth staggered back.

Johnnie’s voice—quiet, broken—came from the living room.

“She’s almost here.”

Beth’s blood turned to ice.

She turned toward him, ready to demand who, but stopped.

Because in the window’s reflection, standing just behind Johnnie—

A girl smiled.

Braids tight. Eyes glowing faint red.

And in her arms, she held a box.

—-
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Beth dropped the crowbar.

The hum surged through the house like a scream trapped underwater.

The candle snuffed out.

Darkness swallowed everything.

And Beth understood the silence she’d feared all her life wasn’t silence at all.

It was waiting.
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Chapter Two: Blood Bloom 
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The power didn’t come back.

Not after an hour.

Not after two.

Not after the sun dipped low and the house sank deeper into shadow.

Beth lit more candles, setting them along the hallway shelf. Their flames bent strangely, as if the air itself leaned in to watch. Shadows bloomed across the walls like ink bleeding through fabric.

Johnnie hadn’t moved from the window. His sketchbook pages littered the floor in a patchwork of spirals, smears, and faces. Some drawings looked like people. Others didn’t.

Beth crouched beside him.

“You need to eat,” she whispered.

He didn’t look up. He slid a drawing toward her.

This one was worse than the others.

Red. Nothing but red. Thick crayon smears across the page like blood pressed between glass. In the center: a circle.

Beth stared too long.

It pulsed.

Not like an illusion. Not like her eyes tricking her.

The circle breathed.

She dropped the paper onto the floor, forcing a smile onto her lips. “Come on. We’ll grab something from the corner store. You can pick whatever you want. Candy. Ice cream. Anything.”

Johnnie blinked. Once. Then tucked the sketchpad under his arm and followed.

––––––––
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The Smart Shopper sat at the edge of town like a forgotten wound.

Beth remembered when it had been alive—bright lights, intercom music, shelves stacked with boxes that seemed endless. Now half the ceiling bulbs buzzed and flickered. The sliding doors strained open like lungs gasping for air.

Inside, the aisles were crooked. Tiles were sticky. The freezers reeked of spoiled meat.

Beth grabbed a plastic basket, whispering over her shoulder: “Stick close.”

Johnnie wandered toward the toy section, sketchpad clutched like scripture.

Beth moved quickly—bread, peanut butter, fruit cups, anything shelf-stable. She moved like someone stealing time, not food.

There were only a few other shoppers, and they were wrong in quiet ways. A woman stood too long in front of a shelf of beans, hand trembling slightly as if she couldn’t remember what cans were. A man gripped a box of cereal so tight his knuckles split, blood dripping across the cardboard.

No one spoke.

And that was when the hum came back.
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It began faint—vibrating under the floor tiles—but grew louder, clearer.

Beth froze near the cooler section. The air buzzed against her teeth. The light above her flickered, then died.

The hum climbed in pitch, not random, not noise.

It was a throat clearing.

Beth’s chest locked.

Then a sharp pop echoed through the aisles.

Like a balloon snapping in reverse.

Followed by a scream.

Beth dropped her basket. “Johnnie!”

She ran.

––––––––
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The sound led her to the back, through the employee door propped open by a bent mop.

She should have turned back.

But she didn’t.

Inside, she found him.

A man on the floor, convulsing. His skin bubbled. Flesh swelled, bulged, cracked. His veins lit up black, pulsing with something not blood.

His mouth gaped wide.

Black foam poured out, thick as tar.

Beth staggered back.

The man’s chest pulsed. Once. Twice.

Then exploded.

Not with blood.

With roots.

A black vine erupted from his chest cavity—thick as a baseball bat, wet with gore, crawling with red veins that pulsed like beating hearts.

The vine writhed upward, tasting the air.

The man’s body still twitched. Hands reaching blindly.

Beth gagged and stumbled backward, clawing for balance.

And then a voice came from the shadows.

“Don’t touch it.”

––––––––
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Beth spun.

A girl stood half-hidden in the dark, hoodie stained, braids tight against her skull. Her eyes were steady. Too steady.

Seventeen. Maybe eighteen.

The girl pointed at the vine.

“It blooms in blood.”

Beth’s voice cracked. “What is that thing?”

The girl tilted her head, studying her like an insect pinned to glass. “It’s not a thing. It’s a question.”

Beth frowned, trembling. “What?”

The girl stepped forward. Her face was calm, but her eyes glowed faint red in the dark.

“You don’t answer it. You carry it.”

Beth’s throat dried. She gripped the crowbar tighter. “Who are you?”

The girl’s lips curled in something not quite a smile.

Then she was gone.

Vanished into the shelves and shadows.

––––––––
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Beth turned back to the man’s body—just in time to see the vine bend toward her.

It moved like a snake, searching, tasting the air.

She stumbled back, nearly tripping.

The man’s hands jerked, twitching like puppet strings. His mouth still foamed.

Beth ran.

––––––––
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Johnnie was waiting at the front doors, sketchpad pressed tight to his chest. He didn’t look surprised. Didn’t even look scared.

“Let’s go,” Beth gasped, grabbing his arm.

They ran from the store without paying.

As the sliding doors strained closed behind them, Beth risked one glance back.

In the reflection of the freezer glass, she saw her.

The girl with the braids.

Smiling.

Holding a box.

––––––––
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They didn’t stop running until the Smart Shopper was a blot in the distance.

Beth’s lungs burned.

Johnnie kept up, silent, sketchpad still clutched against him like it was more important than life.

When they finally reached the foster house, Beth slammed the door behind them and locked every bolt.

Her chest heaved.

Her mind raced.

“What the hell was that?” she whispered.

Johnnie set his sketchpad on the kitchen table and flipped it open.

The newest drawing showed the man on the floor, chest torn open, vine blooming outward.

But beside it, another figure stood.

Beth.

The vine wrapped around her chest.

Squeezing.

Pulling.

Beth shoved the sketchpad away.

“No,” she whispered.

But the hum answered, soft and low beneath the floorboards.

Not no.

Soon.

––––––––
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That night, the storm returned.

Thunder rolled across the horizon like the earth itself was splitting. Lightning turned the sky bone-white for seconds at a time, painting shadows across the walls.

Beth couldn’t sleep.

Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the vine blooming again.

Saw the girl with the braids, standing calm in the dark, whispering words Beth didn’t want to understand.

It blooms in blood.

It’s a question.

You carry it.

––––––––
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Around midnight, Beth rose from bed and checked on Johnnie.

He wasn’t in his room.

Her pulse spiked.

She grabbed the crowbar and hurried through the hallway, the hum louder than before, like footsteps beneath the floor.

She found him in the garage.

Surrounded by candles.

His sketchbook lay open on the floor, dozens of pages filled.

She flipped through them with shaking hands.

One showed a deer with no eyes standing in the street.

Another depicted their house—roof made of teeth, windows weeping.

Another: the girl with the braids, holding the black box, smiling.

And the last one...

Beth froze.

It showed her.

Beth.

In the backyard.

Her body sprawled, lifeless.
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