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Chapter 1


“Good morning, everyone. Cassie Mendez with the news. Last night, lawmakers finally approved the ninth revision of the Fowler Act, which includes the establishment of the United States Federal Survivor Protection Program to be implemented from next year’s edition.”

I turned off the TV. Thursday morning. I decided to sneak a second apple before going out.

Ever since recreational hunting was largely banned, interest in Fowler Day rose sharply in spite of its implications. Recently public opinion had shifted slightly in favor of the victims who had to deal with lifelong traumas, however.

Forty minutes later, I was driving by the third crowded mall, and it was only 9:00 am.

Hot Sale. The week before Fowler Day. Everything was on sale. From tweezers to the most recent electric car. People rushed in and out of them in never-ending streams. I remembered Ellie calling them posers last year. She pointed out that since online shopping had become the pinnacle of trade, there was no logical reason to go buy your stuff by yourself, especially in a horde-prone holiday.

“Who wants to push their way in and then wait in line when you can just buy things with a couple clicks?” She had said. “Rioters and troublemakers, Mom. That’s why mental health is subsidized.”

The world might not be ready for what she wanted to say. Since she started taking the school bus, I often missed having a human chatterbox at the back seat.

Jefferson Street was already getting filled with festival decorations. Red, white and blue colors thronged above in pointy and curly hangings, different sized flags and giant inflatables. TV newscasts multiplied as I drove by Bicentennial State Park, north of the State Capitol. A kid chased his dog when I parked two blocks away. I gripped my portfolio and left my car next to the monument of a destroyed tank.


“Join the Continental Marauders and get a bonus for the first twelve hours of Fowler!” a poster nailed to a tree encouraged.


Two Doberman statues guarded the entrance of Basilisk Studios, both coiled up by the aforementioned serpentine monster. On my way to the conference room, I saluted Bailey, the young, tattooed receptionist, and Kenna, the old, charming, grandma-looking intendent. A long hallway ended in a tempered glass. Tyler typed on his laptop on the other side.

I tapped on the glass. Tyler stopped, took off his air pods, tilted his head leftwards and greeted me. His lips turned upward in his grey-speckled jaw. Always sporting his trademark green turtleneck sweater, Tyler was the first person I met in Nashville. He had responded to my resume and was impressed by my work. I thought he wanted to flirt with me until I met his boyfriend. He was the newest employee before me, highly recommended from his previous work, or so he told me. Took him months to stop referring to me as Ms. Rutherford.

“Claire,” Tyler saluted in the hallway, scratching one of his short curls. “How was the drive?”

“Pretty nice,” I said, hiding my nervousness.

“You nervous?”

“A little,” I giggled. “I mean, yeah. Really, really, very, highly nervous.”

“Don’t be. Come on, let’s finish this.” he encouraged.

The recruiter guided me through the ever-growing studio. What started as a small, private art school quickly became a sprawling hub that included drawing and photography lessons, a video game studio and soon a web-comic workshop.

We reached the recently expanded third floor, empty except for the conference room.

“Claire, glad you’re here,” Todd, the CEO, greeted with his ever-sweaty palms. I always thought he resembled a shy teenager who never grew up. Short, bald from the top and thick lensed. He wore a shirt from last year’s edition of Fowler Day. ‘The People Want More On The 24th.’ A phrase read in a political message from certain political groups asking for an expansion of the people chosen for Fowler Day. “Over here. After you.” He smiled, showing his lightly brown teeth. I couldn’t stop thinking of socially awkward memes every time I saw him. God. I felt ashamed for thinking like Ellie. She would call him names if she ever saw him.

“Here.” I sat down and Todd put a glass full of water on the table in front of me.

“Thank you.”

The executives turned up a few moments later. Half of them were old, suited investors. The other half young, informally dressed tech entrepreneurs.

“Hi,” the alpha male fired with a friendly smile. “So, what have you got for us?”

I exhibited my proposal for their new series of comics: a single mother and her 8-year-old daughter crash land on a distant planet full of terrors. The proposal conveys a formal written description of the plot and the character design. The color palette displays the characters in different color schemes. The enemies, the conflict, the proposed targeted demographic.

“Wonderful.” Todd clapped when I finished. The other executives were more reserved. Apart from some promising smiles and nods, their overall reaction was less enthusiastic. Taking a break, we exited the room. Todd closed on me. “They’re quite impressed,” he whispered. “Trust me. It’s their M.O.”

“You think so?” My lungs had a short period of relief. I couldn’t stop cracking my joints.

“Of course,” Todd chuckled. “Your project was greenlit before you woke up today. The issue now is what direction your project should take in a couple years. In today’s world, where the hunger for entertainment never declines, any little piece of originality is greatly appreciated. See the kid in the blue shirt? He’s Marc Ceres, the youngest member in Fortune 500 and architect of the next golden era of Hollywood. You think he came here for the cookies? Right now, they’re weighing up how to exploit your idea the furthest.” Todd lectured me as the lull ended.

Second Round.

The executives’ turn. They talked. I listened. “So, Marc here is very interested in taking your project further,” an old, lanky executive explained. “Not only web-comics, but graphic novels to begin with. How much do you ask?”

I bit my lips, surprised they had already greenlighted the project. “Um, I—I was thinking of maybe…twenty grand per issue?”

“Nice!” Their heads genuflected. “Completely viable. We’re capped on two hundred.”

Mental note: Ask before you make an offer.


They told me they’d call me in the next few days to finish a few details and the regulatory paperwork. I gave a handshake to every executive and I thanked them for hearing my proposal.


Exiting, I overheard Todd with the other executives.

“…Can’t do it this weekend. It’s hunting season!” He rubbed his hands anxiously.

I exited the building with a wide smile, a dozen fantasies poked over my head. Back in my car, about a dozen flyovers crowded my windshield, ranging from propaganda of Fowler Day, a map highlighting the closest mental health facilities, newly approved social services for entrepreneurs, etc.

A masked man stopped next to the car. A rifle raised in one hand.

I jumped out in terror when I spotted the excessive shimmer on the weapon and the orange end at the barrel. A replica.

“Readying yourself?” he pointed at me in a patriotic mood, signaling at some smart locks I had left in the car, his voice muffled by the mask. “There’s no place to hide once we show up, lady,” he warned, showing off the insignia on his jacket: a diagonally slashed red crown on a white background, the symbol of the Crownbreakers.

Within seconds, a cop appeared and warned the hunter away.

I’d never smoked in my life, but my urgency for nicotine was stronger than ever. I pulled out my phone and set up an alarm for Fowler Day.


Chapter 2


I adjusted my sunglasses as the young kid kicked the soccer ball into the net, reminding me that Ellie had asked me for one twice last week.

“Please.” I offered my place to the old lady behind me in  line.

“Thank you, dear,” she replied appreciatively.

I sprinted to the sports aisle and got the closest ball I saw and rushed back, only halfway through I noticed it was a toy for dogs— smaller and smoother. Coming back, I made sure I picked up a real sized soccer ball this time.

On my way to check out, I passed by the bakery, my eyes catching up some succulent, puffy chocolate-scented cannabis brownies between a white chocolate birthday cake and the Panna Cotta. Pies and puff pastries completed the showcase.

I bought half a dozen brownies and a portion of Panna Cotta for Ellie. Turning back from the cashier, I bumped into a middle-aged man and my sunglasses fell off.

“So sorry, ma’am.” He picked up my precious tinted glasses and handed them to me.

“Thanks.” I looked away and pretended I was scratching my forehead.

Shit.

Too late, he saw my face.

“Nice eyes!” he gasped. “Oh, sorry, I mean…” he stuttered.

“Yes, thank you.” I smirked and immediately put my sunglasses back, firing off for the checking line and then the exit. All the while I thought about how leaving the contact lenses at home was a grave mistake.


I exited the supermarket, a chill October breeze welcoming me outside, notwithstanding the clear blue sky. A delivery drone placed a flyover commemorating the upcoming 25th edition of Fowler Day on my windshield.


I drove through Clarksville Hwy until Kings Lane. A clear winner in the long-lasting struggle between churches seconding the Highway in North Nashville had been declared: Baptist churches popping up on the remains of the others.

I parked on my house’s driveway at the same time a black Jeep Compass parked on the driveway of the house at the other side of the street.


“Good afternoon, Claire.” Officer Carr waved at me with glaring white teeth and perfectly curved blonde hair.


“Officer Carr,” I saluted, greeting him in a formal way.

“Please, you can call me Will,” he clarified with a bright smile. The typical single, mid-thirties cop-next-door. I seemed to have caught his eye as soon as we moved here.

“Will,” I corrected myself unfettered. “Long shift?”

He shrugged, the commissure between his lips wrinkling. “Sort of, ma’am. Some folks can’t wait for Fowler.”

“Yeah, I imagine,” I said, insecurely scratching my elbow.

“Gonna be tougher than other years, unfortunately,” he confessed, removing his cap and scratching his neck. He probably wasn’t allowed to discuss sensitive information to the community. “Stay inside. We’ll be patrolling the neighborhood the whole weekend.”

“Yeah, umm…” Will stared at me. He didn’t say it, but he was anxiously expecting me to confirm I won’t go outside.

“You ain’t gonna participate, are you?” he asked, half-sarcastically, half-concerned.

“Never.” I confirmed.

Fowler Day. Once every year, people tore their masks off and went out as the predators they always were.

“You scared?” I inquired.

“I shouldn’t be but between you and me, a little bit.” He confessed uncomfortably. “You won’t believe the guys we encounter each year.”

“Yeah,” I sympathized. I said goodbye to Will and tromped to my house. Unlocking the alarm, I was received by angry stomps and trash talking from upstairs. Ellie streaming with her friends. She knew there was no place for foul language in the house, but her audience loved a fifteen-year-old’s epic outbursts.

I put the goods aside and got the soccer ball. I tiptoed upstairs and opened Ellie’s door. For this stream she was wearing a blue wig, military-style balaclava and red lenses. Eyes wide open, her mouse clicking rhythmically, Ellie’s ears were taken over by pink headphones. She was submerged in a higher universe. I softly lobbed the ball at her head and her entire body jumped in astonishment.

“What the f…?” she reacted crossly, accommodating her headphones in the process.

I smiled and closed the door. She’d thank me later when she gets hundreds of new followers.

Returning downstairs, my phone vibrated.

“Jo?” I answered.


“Hi, sweetie.” Strong wind broke up my sister’s voice. “How’s life going?”


“I—I can’t—I can't hear you!”

“Oh, shit.” I heard her window sliding up, drowning the wind. “Sorry for that.”

“Much better,” I said.

“I’m sorry. The receiver broke out and I had to use my phone.”

“Stephen’s gonna freak out,” I predicted, mentioning my brother-in-law. “Taking extra precautions again this year?”

“That’s the man I married.” Jo exhaled deeply. I thought she had quit smoking. She used to smoke when nervous. “He predicts a civil war each year. I already caught up to five guns hidden ‘round the house!”

I put my phone between my shoulder and my ear, I opened up the brownies’ container and tasted one.

“Where are you going so desperate anyway?” I asked, munching the bread.

“Well, to you, of course!”

“What?”

Honks drew closer outside. I peeked out the window and saw Joanna’s Tesla parking behind my car. The passenger’s window lowered; Jo excitedly waved at me.


Chapter 3


I hid some of the boxes I’d brought home underneath the table and came back to the front door. I unlocked the alarm. “Hey!” Jo saluted. She’d embraced a silvery dye, going hand in hand with her big grey eyes and clean white outfit. As always, her cheeks were highlighted in pink. She opened the gate. “I brought something for the little offspring.” She handed me a few boxes and rushed back to her car to unload more.

“‘Something?’” I punctuated. “They’re heavy.”

We both walked inside. I closed the door and restarted the alarm.

“Whoa! This is a makeover if I ever saw one!” She exclaimed, judging the interior, giving her discreet disagreement with the way it is. “I can lend you a hand if you wish to.”

“I’m fine, Jo.”

We moved to the living room. We put the containers on the table and sat on the couch. Jo stretched her fingers, checked on the state of her nails, then wasted no time unboxing them.

“Long ball!” I caught the soft ball she lobbed at me. “Know what it is?”

“A soccer ball?” I said, obvious but with suspicion as well.

“It’s an original Telstar 2018. Ellie wanted a Jabulani 2010 but I trust she won’t be disappointed.”

“Ellie asked you for a soccer ball?”

“And check this.” She opened the second box and pulled out several colorful jerseys. “The new kits for next season.” She brandished original jerseys that probably cost her hundreds if not thousands of dollars.

“I…” I opened my mouth, eager to fire a million questions, but I gave up and closed it shut, then proceeded to open one of the boxes. “What’s this?” I held up a pair of shiny and extravagant black headphones with bunny ears on top.

“The new Burrow headset.” Jo lectured me.

“Yay!” Ellie’s triumphant scream reached down to us.

“She’s streaming right now?” Jo whispered excitedly.

“You know she does?”

“Hell yeah, hon’. She kicks assholes right and left! Have you watched her?”

Sort of.

“A little. I mean, I haven’t had too much time to spare.” I inspected the box closest to me. My eyes widened when they spotted at least half a dozen shoes inside. “Jo, what the..? This is too much.”

“What? No, no.” Jo reacted like she just insulted me unknowingly. Like she didn’t understand excesses, which in part was true. She peeked at her golden watch and put aside a lock of silver hair off her forehead. “It’s on me.”

“But, why?” Jo usually surprised us with gifts a few times a year, but I didn’t recall her giving us a quarter of what she brought today. “I mean.” I opened another box and displayed a rainbow-colored hoodie with Ellie’s avatar printed on the center. “Is she gonna die? D—Does she have cancer and nobody has told me?” I asked, doubtfully.

“Oh, don’t say that this season.” Jo brushed me off. “See.” She opened the next box and pulled out a pearl necklace. “I brought gifts for you too.”

“You said you only brought something to Ellie.”

Jo clicked her tongue. “Yeah, well, I can’t forget about you, dear.”

I remained skeptical. Jo’s enigmatic smile hid darker interests than the Mona Lisa’s. She gave me the necklace. “Why give me this? I don’t go out very often. I don’t really have a social life.”

“Well, that’s the problem, right?” She intertwined her fingers and adopted a serious posture. “A wild world ready to be tamed awaits. You need a life outside these four walls. Take Ellie with you. You two can go to a forest or climb a mountain.”

“Ellie isn’t—”

“She’s not a baby anymore. She can take care of herself.”

“I can’t. You know it.” I insisted, ignoring her last sentence. “Deadlines are over me. Besides, I still have to pay you.”

“You don’t—”

“Yes, I do.” I interrupted her. Jo helped us financially when we arrived in Nashville two years ago. “I want to.”

Jo smirked, reluctantly throwing the towel for this round. “By the way,” she lowered her voice. “Have you talked to her about the stalker?”

The Ghost.

I nodded, grateful that she’d changed the subject.

“I’m thinking it’s a nosy teen.” Jo theorized; her eyebrows rose.

I’d been thinking that too, though nobody in the neighborhood had spotted a stranger lately.

“I mentioned it to Will. He told me he hasn’t seen anyone nearby, but he’d increase patrolling rounds around the neighborhood. I have ordered additional cameras as well.”

Footsteps above. Ellie came downstairs, slurping from a soda after a long evening of her mouth working overtime, her makeup washed off, returning to the real world to find the living room filled with gifts. She wore a grey sweater promoting her online merchandise. The phrase ‘I Don’t Think, Therefore I Am Not.’ reminded me Ellie’s thinking was the polar opposite of Todd’s.

“Holy s—!” She almost cursed when she saw the gifts, still covered in the vibes of her live streams.

She threw the balaclava and blue wig away and hurried up to join us.

“Hey, Red Rider!” Jo bearhugged her, calling Ellie by her username.

I left Ellie overjoyed with her new gifts while I went to change clothes.

Upstairs in my bedroom, at the opposite end of the hallway. I stepped in front of my mirror, extending my arms on the drawer’s borders and exhaled.

On the drawer were the contact lenses I’d been using for the last two years. I wanted to test if for once I could go out without them.

Bad idea.

I left the sunglasses on my bed and changed to a white dotted blouse.


Downstairs, Ellie continued worshipping Jo’s gifts. “It fits!” she smiled on her new Brazilian jersey. Her inherited green and blue irises stared back at me.


“Oops, it’s late!” Jo remarked theatrically, adjusting her watch. “Y’all can look into the rest of the boxes together!”

She kissed us goodbye and left, in a shameless attempt to leave us alone.

“So.” I spun to Ellie and clapped. “Wanna try your new jerseys while I take photos?”

“Later, maybe. It’s halftime and I need to go back in five minutes.”

“Sure, sure.”

Ellie promised we’d spend time together at a later date, then fired back to her room.

I shifted to the stuff I’d bought. I pulled the boxes from underneath the table and opened them up. I retrieved some smart locks and an additional biometric authentication for the door. The house was never secured enough. After escaping our past, I was afraid it’d be the next knock on the door.


Chapter 4


Iridescent lights flickered over a parade of the stupidly elegant, stubbornly rich. Politicians, artists, singers, local and state sponsors. Powerful couple after another strutting on a carpet.

The event hall could have been the dog’s house of any of them. Some three hundred guests were packed up into the chilly lounge, part of a country club on the top of a wavy hill southeast of the city. The place was the summit of luxury. Giant crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling. White roses in acrylic glass as the centerpiece of the tables. A mix of modern alternative and 80s pop pouring out the DJ’s workstation.

After insisting several times, I finally agreed to go out with Jo. I hadn’t talked to anyone but her, who’d been coming on and off to check on me or to drop out juicy gossip. Beyond that, I could easily pass myself off as another piece of furniture. The grasshopper had run out when I arrived, so I had to conform myself with martinis and Pina coladas amidst the dancing guests, rushing servers and strobing lights.


Leaving Ellie alone was a hard pill to swallow, but I wanted to get out of my comfort zone. “One of Stephen’s friends is organizing an event. It’ll only be a few hours. I’ll probably be here before midnight,” I’d explained to her this morning.

“Hmm—mmm,” she’d hummed in response, eyes on her phone, hand holding a glass of almond milk.

“Stephen’s on for a candidature. And he and Jo need to put on their fancy faces to gain recognition among the state’s elite so they could use their influence to set a foothold with the Social Republic Coalition and catapult themselves to political life,” I summarized.

“Discombobulate!” she exclaimed, ignorant of what I said, then hopped upstairs.

I locked up all entrances and linked the security system up to an app on my phone. Rewinding the recording, she went downstairs fifteen minutes after I left and filled a bowl with sliced fruit. Since then, she hadn’t come out of her bedroom. She lived for her games, and no longer hung out with friends that much.

“She’s fine, Claire.” Jo materialized behind me again, this time with one martini in each hand, reproaching my protective measures. The colorful lights reflected out her black satin dress. Her emerald earrings swung distractingly fast. “Let kids be kids.” She handed me one of the martinis, carefully straightening her white bunny ears diadem.

“Will told me he’ll roam around the neighborhood tonight.” I sipped mine. Chill, acid and juicy.

“So, no problem then!” she exclaimed. “He’s the cop in front? Is he into you?” Jo frowned.

“I think he’s only nice. Moved to the other side of the street shortly after us.”

“Married?”

“No.”

“He’s been into you for two years?”

I shrugged. “Perhaps.”

“My, my,” my sister reprimanded. “Fixated on grieving, don’t you?”

“I’m fine.”

“Dr. Braga is one of the best—”

“I’m okay, Jo. I swear.” I lied. For two years I’d been reprimanding my growing sense of insecurity with poor results and telling myself I’d seek help as soon as things stabilized a little. I wasn’t tired of the lies I told myself yet.

I never really took an interest in Will beyond a friendly neighbor. Yesterday I saw him entering his house with a small gift box. And in the evening I catch a glimpse of him having a heated conversation on the phone before he sled the curtains aside. I’ve been guessing if he’s divorced or separated from a strict ex and young child, or both. Or I have it completely amiss.

I took another sip of my martini, expecting Jo to make up her mind and leave me alone.

Jo’s fingernails danced on the glass and made some clings. She froze in there for a moment, stood up and then left, possibly thinking I was a lost cause.

The music traversed to classic soft pop. The volume significantly reduced. A lull deepened on the dancefloor. Couples embraced and whispered to each other. A few laughed in undertone. Jo and Stephen discussed ear to mouth. Me and my martini, meanwhile, were both inseparable.

“Mind if I sit?”

I spun to face a clean shaved man in an adjusted tux. Mid-thirties, high cheekbones and hazel eyes.

“All yours.” He sat down and surveyed the hall expectantly. His bald head glowed in the near darkness, reflecting the strobe lights. “By the way the answer is no,” I added.

He stared back and blinked. “You think I’m gonna ask you to dance?” Her eyebrows squeezed in.

“I have a feeling.”

“I don’t do dancing, despite the appearance.” Romeo assured with a shy grin. “Besides, you seem a little dizzy already.”

“I’ve had enough martinis.” I brushed off, turning my head back.


“Do you have space for a pistachio?”


I turned again and he was pouring a green liquid from a cocktail shaker into a cup of glass.


“You stole the grasshopper?” I chuckled impressively. He handed me the cup of glass and proceeded to fill another one. “Thank you.” I sipped timidly. The sweet beverage was cold. The perfect bittersweet balance between cacao and mint.


“Spot on?” he guessed.

“Like liquid ice cream for adults,” I replied pretty satisfied.

“Is it your favorite drink?”

“Probably. How did you know?”

“What?”


“How did you know I love grasshoppers?”


“I didn’t…”

I smiled with incredulity. “So, you casually sneak into parties holding a cocktail shaker filled with it?”

“It’s a nice tactic, and it’s an exquisite beverage.” I frowned with incredulity. “You don’t go to these kinds of parties too often.”

“I guess it’s obvious,” I signaled my state.


“Grasshoppers tend to wind up fast. The master chef is a friend of mine. Asked for a few glasses before the party started.” He offered to refill my cup, then gazed at my reaction. “You don’t believe me?”


“I don’t know, Mr. Sister’s Husband’s Chef’s Friend.” I took a big gulp and the liquid nostalgia spread over my mouth and throat. “You are too nice to be real.”

“Stephen is your brother-in-law?”

“No shit, boy. But that doesn’t deflect the topic.”

He smiled. “Honestly, I only come for the food. But I like to talk here and there. And you looked particularly bored.”

And moderately drunk.

I returned the smile, blushing redder.


“Seems like you’re winding up to ask me something in exchange for the grasshopper.”


“Trying is free. I’m Conrad.” He stretched out his arm.

“Claire.” I accepted his handshake.

“Having fun?”

“Time of my life, despite the appearance,” I joked. My stomach grunted. The little talk was cut short. “Excuse me.“ I stood up and rushed outside, leaving the slow dancers and blinking lights behind.

The creepy forest’s shadows encroached around the country club. Dim lights lit the edge of the private road to the entrance. The darkness appeared to be contained only by the white walls of the exterior. The city lights’ white glow made a stand against the stars in the distance.

I hoped for the wind to ward off my rising nausea. I hugged my stomach and leaned forward on the railing.

“You okay?” Conrad followed me closely.

“I need practice,” I confessed.

Conrad remained calm, hands in his pockets. “I understand. Feelings are a little high.”

“You said it. Party’s over for me.”

“Sorry, this is my fault. Can I compensate for it with dinner tomorrow? Something fit or veggie, maybe? All on me.”

“I crave McDonald’s.”

Conrad laughed. “Anywhere.”

“Fine. I’ll be free at 5:30.”

I composed myself for a few moments and gave him my number.

“Can I take you home? You look unfit.”

“No, not so fast, big boy.” I brushed some tears off my eyes and cleared my throat. “I’ll turn on the automatic pilot.”

“You still drive by yourself?”

“To keep my mind busy.”

“From what?” Conrad frowned, speculatively.

I thanked the valet and lunged into the driver’s seat. “The thing that chases every one of us: the past.”

I closed the door and activated the automatic pilot. Drunk Claire couldn’t keep her mouth shut.


Chapter 5


7:00 am. A mild hangover denied me a nonstop round of sleep. I gave up and decided to unlock my phone.

Surfing across social media I came across one of Ellie’s Twitch videos being shared. There, she explained how she saw a humanoid mantis outside her window a few weeks ago.

“You guys have heard the stories about a Mothman in West Virginia, right? About this human-sized creature, this demonic moth, right?”

Ellie tried to have a serious and mature conversation, but having impressively blushed red cheeks, excessive stardust glitter makeup and red headphones didn’t help her cause much. God, I knew I sounded so prejudicial. I should be ashamed, but the grumpy girl I knew would never use any of that outside her room. Seeing my temperamental teen daughter dressed that way was…oh, boy.

“Last night, I swear something was out my window. I was trying to sleep when I felt I was being watched. Y’all know, like itchy and uneasy. So I opened my eyes. At first I didn’t catch anything unusual. My bedroom in total darkness, the window and the tree outside. Then, as my vision got used to the night, I saw this…ghostly mantis-like face staring at me from the branches, hidden around the leaves, camouflaged by the freaky night. I blinked and it was gone. When I rushed to the window, it was gone. Nothing on the branches. Nothing on the tree. Nothing in the whole fucking street!

“And I could swear it wasn’t the first time I’ve seen it. But the first one to get so close to me.”

Chat responses ranged from supportive to doubtful to obnoxious to completely theatrical.
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