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        Can you deal with what happens in Vegas, and after? Can you face a gallery's success that threatens the owner's sanity? Can you resist an obsession with bones bringing a couple together then driving them apart? Can you relate to a struggling model with a job that takes more of a toll than a pose? Can you cope with severe shoulder pain that forces a needle-phobic to acupuncture, then fear of the needle left behind?

      

        

      
        Can you face The Horror Within?
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        Welcome to The Horror Within! One of the things I like about horror is the opportunity to explore the character’s inner landscape. Is this strange, bewildering thing real and happening to them in the outer world or is it all inside their minds? Is there a part of them that has twisted around and is attacking them, causing them to experience this event or situation?

      

        

      
        For some in these stories, the answer is clear. For others, it isn’t. The water is rather muddy. Are you even sure it’s mud? Could it be something else? Something redder?

      

        

      
        Let’s take a closer look, shall we?

      

        

      
        Time to face The Horror Within.
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      Marjorie didn’t meet him at the airport. Dane found that strange although with the plane being delayed, maybe she just couldn’t wait. Maybe her mother hadn’t been able to take the kids for the night and she had to get back to relieve the babysitter. Dane collected his baggage and headed for the taxi area. As the overlarge double doors whooshed open on his approach, he coughed at the sudden stench of gasoline fumes. The echo of traffic outside made it impossible to hear anything on a cell phone so he retreated inside, backing away from the doors until they closed. Now he only had to contend with the din inside the airport.

      He pressed the speed dial for home on his cell phone and listened to the tinny ring. Around him, other travelers greeted loved ones, hugging and talking. They streamed past, heading for taxis or upstairs to retrieve cars.

      Dane tapped his foot as the ringing continued on. Where was Marjorie? He checked his watch; ten forty-seven. She wasn’t in bed already, was she? The answering machine clicked in and his own voice talked to him: “Hi this is the Reynolds residence, you know the drill, leave a message after the beep.”

      “Marjorie, it’s me,” Dane said. “The plane from Vegas got delayed and I just arrived. I’m going to catch a cab home. I’ll... ah... see you soon.”

      He hung up, feeling kind of silly. He would probably see her before she listened to the message so why had he bothered? He’d never been able to hang up on an answering machine. It was just one of his strange little quirks. One of many, Marjorie would say.

      He stepped back into the exhaust fumes and hailed a cab before the toxicity levels completely overcame him. In the back of the cab, he contended with the pine fresh scent of the hanging deodorizer and the murmur of the cab dispatcher as he sank into the too soft seat. The calmer lights of the city seemed overly dim after the unrelenting brilliance of Vegas. Even in the middle of the night, Las Vegas shone like midday. Dane couldn’t imagine the electricity bills.

      The house lights were off when he climbed out of the cab. The driver dumped his bags on the driveway and backed out. As the headlights turned away, Dane realized Marjorie hadn’t even left the front light on for him. He picked up his bags and struggled up the front walk to the door. In the darkness, finding his door key took a few moments. He must have given Marjorie the wrong date of his return, he thought. That would explain why she hadn’t pick him up at the airport. He slipped the key into the lock, careful not to jiggle it too loud. Marjorie did not like to be woken up in the night. He’d hear about it if he did it.

      Inside he left the lights off as he brought his bags in and shut the door. The quiet click seemed to echo. He stood for a moment, considering whether to carry the large suitcase up the stairs or leave it to tomorrow. Carrying it meant turning the light on and risking waking Marjorie. Leaving it meant facing her annoyance in the morning. Her annoyance after a good night’s sleep was better than her annoyance at being woken up.

      He chose the less of two evils.

      Hoisting his carry-on bag, he crept up the stairs in the dark. Ever since he was a kid, he’d enjoyed finding his way in the dark. He’d had his family house memorized by the time he was four and never turned the lights on unless necessary.

      He reached the top and moved down the hall. First door on the left, bathroom. Second door on the left, the girls’ room. Third door on the left, master bedroom, across from the only door on the right, the small den, his haven. He paused in the center of the hall, his right hand trailing his fingers over the closed door to the den. He’d only managed to claim the room because it faced the front of the house, over the street, with the tree in the way, blocking the sun.  Marjorie had been insisting on a sewing room but the lighting was all wrong. She’d settled for designing the extension on the back of the house, a large sprawling section full of light.

      Dane turned to the master bedroom, hand out to grab the door knob but felt only empty air. Strange, Marjorie always shut the door.

      He slipped inside the room and set his carry-on bag by the door. His shoes creaked on the floor. The bare floor. Where was the throw rug? Maybe Marjorie had sent it to be cleaned. He bent down and removed his shoes. Another foot and he’d hit the bed. Marjorie was certainly sleeping soundly tonight. He couldn’t remember the last time he hadn’t heard her at least sighing in the night. She insisted she didn’t snore, but, well...

      His stocking feet slipped a little on the hard wood floor. He reached out for the bed. His hand closed on empty space. That couldn’t be right. Had he misjudged how far the bed was? He normally had such excellent spatial judgment in the dark.

      He inched forward and reached again. Nothing, still nothing. Something was definitely wrong. Had Marjorie moved the bed? Maybe she had to in order to get the rug out for cleaning.

      He didn’t want to, but he would have to risk turning on the light. He headed back for the door. His heart thudded in his chest. He’d never felt so unnerved in the dark before. Marjorie shouldn’t have moved things without telling him but he knew better than to bring it up.

      His fingers closed on the light switch. He flicked it up. Light flooded the room.

      The room was empty.

      Dane’s fingers clutched the light switch. He couldn’t comprehend was he was seeing, what he wasn’t seeing. How could the bed be gone? Where were the matching pairs of oak dressers? Marjorie’s trunk at the end of the bed? The pale watercolors Marjorie had bought at an antique shop two years ago when she thought she might take up painting.

      Everything was gone.

      Dane backed out of the room. His legs wobbled. His butt hit the edge of the railing.

      Where was Marjorie?

      Maybe there was an explanation. Maybe she was going to repaint the room and had moved all the furniture out. Okay, he could accept that but where was it? Where was she sleeping?

      Maybe the girls’ room, he thought. Sometimes she huddled in bed with Felicia, looking more cozy than she ever had with him. Of course, she was in there.

      He took a deep breath and felt his pounding heart slow. Better. He headed for the girls’ room, turning the hall light on as he passed the switch. This way, he could peek in and not wake them up. He nodded at his own ingenuity. Sometimes, he had good ideas.

      At the door, he twisted the knob slowly and pushed the door in a few inches. Light from behind him spilled onto the hard wood floor beyond. He poked his head in but still couldn’t see through the dimness. He opened the door farther... farther...

      He should be seeing the ends of the girls’ beds. Toys lined up in a straight line along the edge. He pushed the door all the way open on another empty room.

      Dane grabbed the door frame. The girls. Marjorie. Where were they? Where was all their stuff?

      As he explored the rest of the second floor, his heart pounded faster, his breath came more shallow. Even his den stood empty, his favorite chair gone.

      He stumbled down the stairs, turning on lights as he went. Every room stood empty. The living room, dining room, family room, kitchen. No wait, a black answering machine sat at the edge of the granite counter by the cordless phone. A red light blinked at him.

      Relief flooded him. Marjorie had left him a message. He knew she’d explain everything. Something must have happened to make them all leave. (But why take all the furniture?) He pushed that thought away. It led somewhere that held no easy answer and he couldn’t deal with that right now, not this close to midnight after returning from Vegas.

      He reached the answering machine and hit the button.

      “Hello Mr. Reynolds, it’s Vivian from Blackswell Realty. I just wanted to let you know that the contract came through with an offer of thirty above our asking price! I arranged for all your furniture to be put in storage during your vacation as you requested and the closing is happening at the end of the month. I’ll give you a call tomorrow to set up a time for you to come in and sign the papers. Congratulations, Mr. Reynolds!”

      The machine beeped. Dane stared at it. Who was Vivian and Blackswell Realty and why were they talking about an asking price?

      He was dreaming. He had to be. This was some kind of weird dream. In the morning over coffee he’d tell it to Marjorie and she’d give him that look of exasperation she always gave him.

      But he didn’t feel like he was asleep. The counter in front of him felt solid, the granite cool under his fingers. The fridge hummed in the background. The air carried the lemony scent of cleaner.

      In front of him, the phone rang, making him jump. His heart thudded in his chest. He grabbed the receiver, cutting on the shrill ring.

      “Hello?”

      “Dane darling, Jeff said you’d headed off to the old house. Are you coming back to the condo? I’ve got some draft chilling. I thought you’d like a little something before bed.” The woman’s voice on the other end had a deep, throaty quality Dane had never heard before. Confusion swirled in his brain. He had to be asleep. He was probably still on the plane and Jeff had bribed the stewardess to whisper in his ear.

      “Um,” he said.

      “Of course, you’re exhausted, poor thing. I’ll come pick you up. I’ll be there shortly, darling.”

      The phone clicked in his ear. Dane set the receiver down. Some strange woman was coming to pick him up from his empty house. Did she know about Marjorie and the kids? There had to be some explanation.

      He wandered through the rest of the house, checking every room. Empty. But even stranger was the lack of holes in any walls or any indication of his having lived here. The small scrape on the tub in the bathroom was gone. The crayon marks the girls had left near the door in the family room had vanished. He remembered how annoyed Marjorie had been that the cleaners hadn’t been able to scrub the marks out. Now it looked like they’d never been there. The nick out the banister near the top of the second floor that he’d done bringing up the dresser, filled in. Wait, no, not filled in. Like the crayon marks, it looked like it hadn’t happened.

      What did it mean?

      Dane shivered. His skin prickled even though the temperature was an even seventy-two degrees. Still one final place to check. He left his bag by the front door and moved to the stairs leading to the basement.

      After the den, the basement had been his refuge from the world. Marjorie had wanted to fix it up for a rec room but he’d insisted on a workshop. Unless, she wanted him to build an extension off the garage, cutting into the back yard space, he needed the basement. It was the one argument he’d won.

      He moved down the stairs in darkness, afraid to turn the light on. When he reached the bottom, he felt his foot touch down on bare concrete. His body stiffened. He’d put down a simple laminate flooring and covered sections with thick rubber mats. He swallowed. His finger fumbled on the wall until he found the light switch. He flicked it up.

      A bare bulb hanging from the ceiling burst on. He stood facing an unfinished basement. All his tools, the flooring, the benches, his shelves, everything gone. Dane grabbed hold of the railing to stop himself from falling as his legs buckled.

      Upstairs, he heard the front door open. Someone took several steps inside and then a female voice called out, “Dane? Honey, are you here?”

      The woman from the phone. He stumbled back up the stairs. At the top, he leaned against the doorway, out of breath, dragging air into his lungs as if he’d just run a five mile sprint. The click of heels on the hard wood came closer. A woman turned the corner. She wore a pale yellow dress that hugged her curves. Dark hair curled around her face and shoulders. Her pale red lips parted in a smile. Her slim arms opened, her hands beckoning to him.

      “Darling, there you are!”

      She hurried forward and embraced him. He inhaled the scent of her, a hint of musky perfume, shampoo and the clean smell of her skin. His heart beat slowed in relaxation and then sped up for an entirely different reason as she pressed her body against him. His arms came up of their own volition and wrapped around her, feeling her fit into all the crevices between them. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had such a full body hug from anyone.

      Her light laughter tinkled in his ear. “Someone’s glad to see me!”

      “Uh sorry.” He pulled his hips away, embarrassed at the feel of his growing erection.

      “Not at all,” her voice purred deeper in his ear. He felt her hands on his buttocks, pulling him tighter against her. Her breath warmed his neck. Her tongue licked his ear lob.

      “I missed you while you were in Vegas. Promise me you were a good boy. I’d rather you be a bad boy with just me.”

      Before he could say anything, she moved her mouth from his ear and kissed him on the lips. Her tongue moved inside questing for his and he felt himself respond with enthusiasm. He loved to kiss but over the years Marjorie had shown less and less interest in it, less and less interest in anything sexual, really. It had come down to the occasional upper body hug and a kiss on the cheek.

      Now as this strange woman kissed him, he felt like a man dying of thirst being given a glass of the cleanest, purest water and he drank her in. Finally she broke away to breathe, her sweet laughter filling his ears.

      “That’s quite the kiss hello,” she said. “Keep that thought until we get home.”

      She pulled away, taking his hand to lead him back to the front door.

      He picked up his suitcase as she carried his carry-on to a sleek black coop sitting in the driveway.

      “I’m glad you decided to unload this place,” she said. “Did Vivian reach you? She got a spectacular offer. I know you’ll be pleased.”

      “She left a message,” he said as he slid into the passenger’s seat beside the woman. She grinned and revved the engine.

      “Great news, huh? Let’s get home and celebrate.” She squeezed the inside of his upper thigh and then backed the car out of the driveway.

      A dream, he thought. If this was a dream he never wanted it to end. But his conscience twinged, making him think of Marjorie and the kids. He had to try one more thing.

      “Can we stop by Jeff’s for a moment? I just need to talk to him about something.”

      “It can’t wait for the morning?” she said as the car sailed through the night.

      “It won’t take long.”

      She shrugged and took a right turn. “Okay. Whatever you say, darling.”

      Marjorie never said anything like that to him.

      Instead of taking the left on Fairfax, she continued on to Cornwell and headed into the luxurious Hillside Estates. She pulled into the circular driveway of a sprawling three story mansion before cutting the engine.

      “I’ll just wait here,” she said. “You’ll only be a few minutes, right?”

      “Yeah, right.”

      He got out of the car. This wasn’t Jeff’s house, of course it wasn’t. It was all some kind of joke, his empty house, the message, this woman and now this house, some kind of elaborate joke. He couldn’t understand it but maybe if he went along someone would stop and explain it when they saw he wasn’t going to fall for it. With that resolve, he headed up the gray cobble steps to the massive double oak doors. A huge brash knocker hung from the right door so he lifted it and let it fall. It reverberated up his arm.

      A moment later, the door swung open and Jeff stood in the doorway. A grin split his face.

      “Dane! Miss me already, buddy?”

      “Jeff...” Dane’s voice faltered as confusion rocked him. “What’s going on? What are you doing here? I... The house.... Where’s Marjorie?”

      The grin faded from Jeff’s face. He glanced behind him at the car and then pulled Dane inside the house. He waved once and shut the door before turning to Dane.

      “What are you doing here?” His voice dipped. “Are you trying to ruin everything? You know you’re not supposed to mention those things.”

      Dane shook his head. “What? What are you talking about? What am I ruining?”

      Jeff gave him an odd look. “What do you mean? You don’t remember?”

      “Remember what?” Dane said.

      Jeff cast another glance down the hall. He tugged Dane closer and his voice dropped to a bare whisper.

      “The game.”

      “What game?”

      “You made the bet,” Jeff said. “You threw the dice. You really don’t remember?”

      Dane shook his head. “You know I’m not much of a gambler.”

      “You sure made up for it this time, buddy. All on the line. Everything. Marjorie, the kids, your house, the job. You bet all of it.”

      With every one of Jeff’s words, Dane felt himself grow colder and colder. His skin contracted and he shivered. Even his bones seemed to condense in on themselves, pressing against his body and organs.

      “I lost,” he said.

      “No,” Jeff said. “You won!”

      The grin spread across his face again, making him look like the boyish young man he’d been in college, a lifetime ago before families, jobs, obligations, when all they had to worry about was making it to the weekend.

      “I... I won?” Dane said.

      “You won.” Jeff clapped a hand on Dane’s shoulder. “I knew you would too. I’m glad I bet on you.”

      He turned Dane toward the door and tugged it open. “Now go home with Cassandra and enjoy yourself. I’ll call the office and get some status reports sent over. You take a couple of days to acclimatize.”

      “I can’t stay home. I have to go into the office. Mr. Clemments...”

      “Dane, there is no Mr. Clemments in our company.”

      “Our company?”

      Jeff nodded. “Our company!”

      Dane started to grin.
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        * * *

      

      He never did remember the game or the bet although as the days wore on, he recognized pieces of his dream life unfolding. Lounging in the condo, he was delighted to find Cassandra was as magnificent a lover as she looked. She left him spent and exhausted in her king-sized bed as she dressed for her modeling agency job. When she spun around the bed, showing off her royal blue dress with matching thong underneath, he grabbed her arms and almost made her late for work. Her joyful laughter echoed in his ears even as she skipped out to her job.

      Over breakfast, he reviewed the reports Jeff had arranged to be sent over. Like they’d planned in school, they’d opened their own architectural firm and now was the top in the city and among the top five in the state. Dane nibbled on toast as he flipped through the projects he’d help design. His dreams given form.

      Only once that day did he wonder about Marjorie and the kids.

      But then the phone rang and it was Vivian asking to bring over the offer papers and he had to get dressed to meet her and finish the deal and...

      They drifted from his mind.

      After the sale of the house, he started looking for his own place. Although he liked Jeff’s sprawling mansion, Dane preferred living in the heart of the city. A penthouse suite, something with a couple of floors, wide open spaces, a huge balcony with a breathtaking view.

      Cassandra swooned when he showed his choice and didn’t quibble once when he mentioned prenuptial agreement.

      With the extra thirty thousand from the house sale, he bought her a lovely diamond ring and she cried with happiness over it.

      Marjorie had never done that.

      They married in a small ceremony in the spring on the sprawling estate of one of their clients who hired them to design a range of strip malls. It wasn’t quite the kind of job Dane preferred but it was bread and butter, as Jeff said.

      Under an archway filled with white flowers, Cassandra beamed at him, saying I do. For a brief moment, Marjorie’s face superimposed itself over Cassandra’s smile. Marjorie’s grin had been less joyous and more satisfied, as though marriage was the conclusion of some business transaction she had won.

      Dane shook himself and the image vanished. He kissed Cassandra to a thunder of applause.

      A two week honeymoon on a private South Pacific island (a wedding present from another client) passed before he could fully unpack and they returned home to the condo. Work heated up. Days stretched into evenings and as deadlines approached, into all night sessions yet Cassandra never complained. She always seemed happy to see him, disappointed when he couldn’t make it but never whining.

      Although Marjorie had never whined about not seeing him either.

      The summer and fall passed in a blur. Finally in November, he felt like he could breathe. Cassandra, delighted when he made it home for dinner, prepared elaborate meals that he could barely eat. After he insisted she leave the dishes and curl up with him on the couch. He sat beside her, breathing in the warm scent of her freshly washed skin, the softness of her hair like a pillow beneath his cheek. A perfect woman, he thought, resting his hand on her firm thigh. She giggled in his ear and even now her voice sent a warmth spread through his groin.

      “I’ve got a surprise for you,” she whispered, “for our six month anniversary. You can get next weekend off, right?”

      “Right,” he murmured. He inhaled her musky perfume. His eyes drooped. He leaned his head on her shoulder.

      “Perfect!” she said. “You aren’t to worry about a thing. I’ll take care of it all...”

      Her voice faded into a pleasant burr as he fell asleep.

      Through the rest of the week, work continued to slow. The fall slump, Jeff called it. December would be full of meeting and schmoozing clients, something Jeff excelled at, but the actual work wouldn’t pick up again until the new year. Time to rest and enjoy, Jeff advised.

      Except for one final pesky job over the weekend at the insistence of their client with the South Pacific island.

      Dane arrived at the condo at close to seven o’clock on Friday evening. Unlike other nights, no scent of cooking food drifted past his nose when he unlocked the door. Maybe Cassandra didn’t realize he’d be back at this time, he really should have called her. He set his keys on the imported Italian marble mantle and kicked off his dress shoes.

      “Cassandra, honey? I’m home.”

      A noise sounded from the bedroom. As he stepped forward, the door opened and Cassandra hurried out.

      “Oh good, you’re home. I’m almost finished packing. I figured we’d grab dinner at the airport lounge while waiting for the flight.”

      “Flight?”

      She lifted two manicured fingers to her mouth. “Oh damn, I wasn’t going to tell you. I wanted to blind fold you in the car so you wouldn’t know anything.” She laughed and wrapped her arms around his neck. “You know how I love you blind folded!”

      His hands rested on her slim waist as he moved her back a little so he could see her face. “Cassandra, what flight are you taking about?”

      “The weekend surprise, silly,” she said. “But I’m not telling you where. You’re just going to have to wonder.”

      He sighed. “Oh honey, I can’t go this weekend.”

      The smile on her face faded. “What?”

      “It’s work.”

      “But.. you said things were slowing down. You said you were free this weekend.”

      “I know. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re always sorry.” Her voice was quiet.

      He put his arms around her. “I’ll make it up to you, I promise. We’ll have lots of time in December. We’ll go wherever you want, just the two of us. I just have to deal with this weekend.”

      Her return embrace was lackluster. He kissed her forehead.

      “I just need to get something to eat,” he said. His cell phone rang. He answered and turned away before she could open her mouth.

      “You always say you’ll make it up to me,” she said but he didn’t hear her.

      Dane managed to grab enough for a quick sandwich before he had to hurry out again. He made a point to kiss Cassandra’s cheek and give her a hug before he left. As he released her, she said. “I can’t cancel the tickets. Do you mind if I just go myself? You’re working all weekend anyway.”

      “Sure, hon, why don’t you take Stacy or Astrid? Make it a girls trip. My treat.”

      A sad smile flickered over her lips. “Okay,” she said but he was already hurrying out the door.

      It was late Saturday evening as he and Jeff conferred over cooling left-over Chinese and the cost projections of the clients projects when Dane noticed that something was playing havoc with the lights. The overhead fluorescents dimmed, then the computer screen darkened.

      “What the hell?” he said. “Is it a power outage? Jeff, did you remember that generator?”

      His friend didn’t answer. Darkening shadows filled Dane’s vision. Then he noticed the distant buzz of traffic faded, leaving a howling silence.

      “Jeff!” he yelled but his voice was swallowed by nothing and he couldn’t make any sounds at all.

      The plush leather of his chair vanished. He couldn’t feel the table in front of him. He tried to stand but there was no floor. He could feel anything around him. He couldn’t feel his body! What? How? He tried to yell, tried to move, tried to see.

      But there was only blackness. Only nothing. He...

      Gone.
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        * * *

      

      Cassandra wasn’t surprised when Dane didn’t show at the airport on Sunday afternoon. That was just like him. He was always too busy, always so involved in his own self importance.

      She arrived at the condo to find it empty. For a moment, she stood in the doorway, stunned at the silence, staring at the gossamer drapes that covered the expanse of windows. Even closed, they let in too much light, always giving her a headache until she popped Aspirin like candy but Dane had never noticed. He’d loved this high rise life almost as much as she disliked it.

      But would he have left her and emptied out the condo? That made no sense.

      She wandered through the rooms until she found the answering machine in the kitchen and pressed the red blinking light.

      “Hello, Ms Stainer, it’s Vivian from Blackswell Realty. I just wanted to let you know that the contract came through with an offer of fifty above our asking price! I arranged for all your furniture to be put in storage during your vacation as you requested and the closing is happening at the end of the month. I’ll give you a call tomorrow to set up a time for you to come in and sign the papers. Congratulations, Ms Stainer!”
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