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A Tearful Eye in a Red Hand
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Zap pulled Amber close and kissed her neck. She smelled as good as she always did. Her feathery brown hair tickled his lips and brought a smile to his face. When she looked at him, her emerald eyes sparkled. God, she was beautiful. She giggled when he nibbled at her cheek and tried to push him away, but he held fast. He didn’t want to ever let her go.

They were seated in the middle of a massive park, surrounded by families of lush trees and various groups of people going about their days in peace. A congregation of folk in spandex practiced yoga to the calming tunes of waterfalls. Two spirited teams of men and women screamed as they kicked a soccer ball down the length of a grassy field. Not far away, squads of squealing children chased each other through a playground of miniature skyscrapers. The moderate sun was high in the sky. Gentle winds kept the world fresh and cool. It was a great time to be alive.

“I love you, baby,” Zap whispered. He spoke directly into Amber’s ear. She hummed and closed her eyes, focusing on the vibrations his voice created as his words floated into her receptive drum. “More than anything else in the world. You’re the only thing that matters to me.” He squeezed her body tight. “I love you so much.”

“I love you too,” Amber slurred. There were few things better than his embrace. When his arms (which were the perfect length for her curvy body) wrapped around her, she felt safe and wanted. She stroked his forearm while turning her head to kiss him, and when their lips touched, both were reminded that magic was real. Theirs was a bond that transcended existence. They were simply meant to be together. Always were.

They watched the ebbs and flows of the park for some time before Amber tapped Zap’s thigh. “I’m getting hungry,” she said.

Zap kissed her neck. “Alright.” He squeezed her before unwrapping his arms and standing from their bench. Amber remained seated. “You’re not coming?”

She mustered a smile. “I’m kind of tired.”

“How long have you been hungry?”

“Not too long.”

“Babe...”

She waved her hand. “It’s okay. I’m fine. Take it as a compliment. You felt extra good today.”

“But you still have to eat.”

“And I will.” She chuckled. “You worry about me too much.”

He frowned. “Sometimes I think I don’t worry enough.”

“Will you just go and find me something to eat?” she asked, holding back a bout of laughter. “I swear, I’m okay. But I’ll feel better after you bring me some food.”

“I won’t be long.”

“Okay.”

“I love you, baby.”

“Love you too.”

He calmly strolled through the park, smiling while eyeing different people. A skateboarder grinding a rail next to a shining water fountain caught his attention, but the boy was much too filthy. Greenish sweat dripped from his mangy hair. His clothes reeked of piss and processed food. A fit woman walking her dog was an appealing option, but he overheard her on the phone. She was eight weeks pregnant. Sometimes that added to the flavor, but he was sure Amber wouldn’t be in the mood for that, so he kept looking.

Eventually, he passed a shirtless man finishing a set of pull-ups on steel monkey bars. His flexing core was well-defined. His cropped brown hair was healthy. He smiled back at Zap as he waved; a friendly fellow. He was perfect.

Zap leaned against a tree and waited until no one was around before he approached. The man placed his hands on his hips as they came face to face. Zap mirrored his radiant smile as he offered his hand. Amber would be pleased.

“You’re working out like a beast,” he said, keeping his arm outstretched. “I couldn’t help but watch your form as I passed by. I was wondering if you could give me a few pointers. My name’s Decker.”

“Andrew,” the man said, “and I don’t feel like a beast right now,” he added with a laugh.

He took Zap’s hand, and as they shook, it turned red. The skin hardened into leather. Tiny barbs shot from his palm, pricking Andrew and injecting him with a substance that immediately overtook his mind. His eyes went dark and blank. His body went stiff. Zap searched his face and nodded, satisfied.

“Follow me,” he said.

Andrew nodded slowly. “Alright.”

Amber smiled as she was introduced to her next meal.

“Baby, Andrew. Andrew, baby,” Zap said. “Shake her hand.”

Andrew did.

They led him into a trail that snaked through a dense community of trees, and when they were concealed from the rest of the world, Zap sliced Andrew’s gut open with a blade and Amber, waiting on her knees, greedily drank what ran from his abdomen like runny waste from a pipe. She wrapped her arms around Andrew’s buttocks and held him steady as she pressed her face into his wound, using her tongue and teeth to invite more acidic blood to flow into her voracious body.

Andrew’s eyes rolled as he bled like a stuck pig. Zap patted his cheek while smiling lovingly at his feasting woman. “That’s a good boy,” he whispered as Amber moaned with pleasure.

After she finished, Andrew was a shell of his former self. He wobbled on his feet. He retched, but nothing left his mouth. His skin clung to every pulsing muscle on his body. His breathing was shallow. He was a dead man walking. Amber stood and kissed one of his sunken cheeks. Then she kissed her darling. Her vibrant eyes were even more striking than before. How that was possible Zap didn’t have a clue, but his heart swelled to see her so revitalized.

He grabbed Andrew’s chin and stared into his empty eyes. “You can go now,” he said. “Make sure no one finds you.”

Andrew barely had the strength to nod. His voice wavered. “Alright.”

Zap and Amber watched him disappear into the trees. Then they laughed, kissed deeply, and spent a few more hours wandering the park before going home.

They made love on the balcony of their tenth story apartment in the middle of the night. Zap had roused from a dream that he couldn’t remember, and after turning to watch Amber’s nude body rise and fall beside him, his loins swelled, encouraging him to carry her outside and kiss her all over. The night air was the perfect temperature for lovemaking. They grunted, and sighed, and begged, and cried, and quaked together until they could barely move. Afterwards, Zap held his woman to his chest and told her repeatedly that he loved her. He wanted nothing more for the rest of his life than to be with her night and day.

To punctuate their union, the pair held their hands close and kissed some more. Their flesh turned red and tough and blinking eyes appeared on their palms. The eyes made contact, glowed, and began to weep, inspiring the passionate couple to do the same. They felt weightless. The universe was meaningless as they swam in each other’s feelings. All that mattered was how they felt for one another. All that mattered was their boundless love.

They fell asleep wrapped in the sounds of the city around them.

What later woke Zap was the sound of his woman choking.

He turned her over and grimaced at the sight of her swollen face. Bulging veins threatened to break free from her flesh. Her nostrils flared and her mouth hung open as she tried desperately to take full breaths, but could not. She clutched his arms as blood spurted from her throat.

He promised that he wasn’t leaving her and rushed to their kitchen phone. Less than ten minutes later, he opened their front door to a man in a cashmere turtleneck and snug denim jeans. His straight dry hair, the color of blueberries, was combed to one side. In his hand was a black briefcase.

Amber was in their bedroom. After inspecting her, the man opened his briefcase, assembled a strange-looking syringe, filled it with a purple liquid, and administered the compound. After convulsing for a terrifying moment, she closed her eyes and relaxed, breathing steady, but all color quickly left her body. She was soon pasty and dry.

“How long was she in a fit?” the man asked.

“It started only minutes before I called you.”

“Did she take anything? Forbidden drugs? Liquor?”

“No. We’d just had sex.”

The man nodded, staring down at Amber’s pained face. “How many times has she eaten today?”

“Once.”

“Only once?”

Zap shrugged. “She wasn’t hungry in the morning.”

“When did she eat?”

“In the afternoon.”

“Has this been happening often?”

“Yeah.”

The man sighed and shook his head. “I’ve told you before that she’s different. She needs more nourishment than you and I, regardless of how she feels. Feelings alone don’t keep things like her alive.” He packed his syringe and locked the briefcase. “You should’ve had her on a diet, like I recommended.”

“She was positive she didn’t need one.” Zap squinted while looking down at his love. “She said she felt fine. Everything was fine.”

“Well, now it’s not,” the man said. He glanced at Amber before leaving the bedroom. A dash of sadness rippled across his already tired features.

“What do you mean?”

“With a digestive system like hers, eating randomly can be just as bad as not eating at all.”’ He placed a hand on Zap’s shoulder. “It’s unlikely she survives this. And if she does, she’ll be permanently damaged somehow.”

Zap’s heart caught in his throat. He closed his eyes and massaged his temples. When he opened them, his world was dizzy. Everything had been perfect only minutes ago. He’d just made love to the woman of his dreams. He’d just heard her gasp in his mouth and cling to him as if he was her emotional anchor, and now his life was flipped. Everything was wrong. Nothing was as it was supposed to be. How had it all happened so fast?

“There has to be something you can do,” he whispered.

The man thought for a moment. He surfed a wave of uncertainty before taking a deep breath. “There may be something, but it’s a long shot.”

Zap straightened, his lips setting into a determined line. “What is it? I’ll do anything.”

“Well, it’s not a matter of what you can do. It’s more what he or she could.”

“I’m not following.”

“If you can bring me a living sample of what she last ate, I may be able to do something about her degradation.”

“A living sample?”

The man sighed. “That’s why I said it was a long shot. But if there’s a chance her last meal is still breathing and you can find it, there’s hope. It’s a near worthless sliver of it, but it’s still hope.”

Zap nodded. “Any amount’s good enough for me.”

“As long as you understand I’m not promising anything.”

The lot was closed at night, so he had to leave his truck by a lifeless library and walk into the park. After finding the trail, he followed it to where Amber had fed on Andrew. He sniffed out traces of the man’s blood on the ground to one of the tallest trees in the area. He walked around it, hoping to find Andrew slumped over on the other side, but he wasn’t there.

He closed his eyes and sniffed as hard as he could. The blood moved up, high into the magnificent tree. He craned his neck, shielding his eyes from the brightness of a crescent moon, and spotted a body laid out on a thick branch. He looked around, cautious of any prying eyes, before willing his hands to turn red, granting him strength. The higher he climbed up the tree, the worse the body smelled. After peeling back a few overgrown branches, he finally laid eyes on the object of his quest. He cursed while covering his nose.

The buzzing of fat flies filled the air with a macabre score. Andrew’s bloated wound had already been filled with maggots and diligent fuzzy ants. Various other insects darted in and out of his open mouth. More grubs squirmed from birthing places on his floppy tongue.

Zap’s mind raced as he descended. He couldn’t get a sample. He’d failed.

He shook his head and forced himself to think positively. No, he hadn’t failed. Why was it so important for the sample to come from Andrew? Surely, there was another way he could get something similar somewhere else. He just had to think hard enoug-

Something glinted on the ground in front of him. He bent over and wrapped his fingers around a chipped device partially hidden by leaves. A power button on its cracked screen made it vibrate. He swiped with his thumb and it was unlocked. After combing through it, he found information that would surely keep Amber alive. He ran back to his truck and floored it to his next destination.

An attractive woman answered the door to the modest house. It was the last in a quiet row in the back of a forgettable neighborhood, something Zap was thankful for as he parked his truck on the driveway. She looked him up and down while pulling curly hair from her face and raised both eyebrows. She wore a black tank top and stretchy purple pants. He spotted a curious boy watching him over her shoulder. In his hand was a cowboy action figure.

“Can I help you?” the woman asked.

“I’m sorry to bother you so late, but I’m a friend of Andrew’s. My name’s Vincent. We occasionally work out together, and I was supposed to meet him tonight to return some equipment I borrowed.”

He could see oiled gears turning behind her eyes, but she decided to believe him, visibly relaxing while opening the door completely. “Nice to meet you, Vincent.” She pointed at herself. “Rachel. Andrew’s actually not back from wherever he is. I tried calling, but he’s not picking up.”

With his thumb, Zap pointed at his truck. “Same. I called him twice to make sure it was okay to stop by.” He shrugged. “I guess I’ll just come back another time. But when you see him, could you please tell him to call me? I don’t wanna keep his stuff in my truck any longer than I have to.”

Rachel looked down before waving him inside. “No, c’mon in. I’ll call him a few more times, and if he doesn’t pick up I’ll let you wait a bit. If he wants you over then he’ll be expecting you.”

Zap feigned reluctance, sticking his hands into his pockets. “Are you sure? I don’t wanna be a bother, and it’s really no big deal. I can just come back another time and-”

“No, no,” Rachel said, rolling her eyes. She waved him in again, stepping aside to make room. “You’re already here. Come in and wait. Maybe his phone’s dead. He’s horrible at keeping that stupid thing charged.”

“That doesn’t surprise me,” Zap chuckled. He winked at the boy behind her. “What’s up, little man?”

The boy shrugged. “I don’t know.”

“This is Marco,” Rachel said, rubbing his shoulder. “Say hi, Marco.”

“Hello.”

Zap smiled warmly. “Polo.”

The boy blinked.

Zap laughed. “A swing and a miss,” he said. “No problem. We’ve already got something in common anyway. I never know what’s up. Give me five, little man.”

The boy smiled while slapping his open palm. He was missing two teeth.

Rachel led Zap to the living room before going into the kitchen to grab him a drink. She heard Marco laugh before giving a yelp.

“Is everything alright?” she called.

“He just dropped his toy,” Zap answered.

When she returned, Marco was stiff and motionless on the couch. His eyes were dark and blank. His action figure, painted with blood that still dripped from his nose, was in his lap. Zap’s features were apologetic as he waved at her with a red hand.

“I’m sorry, Rachel.”

She threw the perspiring glass of soda in her hand at him and spun away to run, but Zap stopped her by throwing a coffee table at her back. It made contact and she grunted while falling to the floor. Her back spasmed as she rolled over. When she opened her eyes, Zap was standing overhead. Both of his hands had turned red and curled like a hawk’s talons.

“I haven’t done anything to you,” she moaned.

“I know.”

“I don’t even know you.”

Zap’s eyes were focused on her grimacing face. “I know.”

She coughed up some tears. When she spoke, there were equal parts hatred and grief in her shaking voice. “You don’t know Andrew at all, do you?”

“Afraid not.”

“Did you do something to him?”

Zap stared.

“Is he dead?”

He narrowed his eyes.

“Oh my God.” She winced and contorted while grabbing her side. The pain that raked her back was traveling around to abuse her abdomen. “Please don’t hurt my son. I’ll give you whatever you want.”

“I wish you had something to offer,” he said. Then he knelt, wrapped five fingers around her throat, and watched as she became his to command.

The man in the turtleneck was visibly confused at the sight of Marco. He looked from Zap, to the oblivious boy, and back to Zap before sighing and walking back into the quiet apartment. Zap gently pushed Marco forward and pointed at his couch while closing the door behind him.

“Wait there.”

Some drool fell from the boy’s open mouth as he nodded. “Okay.” He’d brought his bloody action figure along. He held it to his chest while making himself comfortable between two pillows.

The man waved Zap over while staring at the clueless child. He ran some fingers through his hair while shaking his head. “What’s with the boy?”

“That’s your sample.”

The man cocked an eyebrow. “Excuse me?”

“Her last meal’s dead. No use. But that’s his kid. They have the same blood.” A hopeful glow grew behind Zap’s wide eyes. “So you can use him, right? Maybe his blood’ll do the trick.”

The man’s face spelled incredulous. He almost laid a hand on Zap’s shoulder, but closed his eyes, thought better of it, and turned away.

“What did I ask you to bring me?”

“You asked for a sample of her last meal.”

“A living sample.”

“Right.” Zap pointed at Marco. “He’s living, so that’s no problem. And he’s the offspring of her meal, so boom, you can use him.”

“That’s not how it works.”

“That’s not how what works?”

“There's a good reason for my specificity.” He took a deep breath while observing Marco. “They may be related, but-”

“That’s his fucking kid.”

“But,” the man continued, raising his voice while glancing impatiently at Zap, “that doesn’t mean they’re the same, only identical. Their DNA, the building blocks for almost every living thing on this planet, would be different, which means that his blood would be useless to her.”

Zap straightened and stared, nearly overcome with disbelief. Then he smiled, slowly rubbed the back of his neck, and chuckled. “No way.”

“I’m sorry.”

“There’s just no way.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Are you serious?”

The man sighed before walking over to his closed briefcase on an organized kitchen counter. Glass containers of salt, pepper, and various other spices were laid out neatly on the cleaned surface. Beside them were stacks of bills totaling a few thousand dollars. He picked up what was his and walked to the front door.

“I don’t know if I’d call it good news, but your darling won’t die painfully.” He looked over his shoulder at the quiet bedroom before turning his attention to Marco. “Where’s his mother?”

“You already know what happened to her.”

“Was she given the same outcome?”

“A painless death?”

“Yes.”

Zap nodded.

The man grabbed the door handle and twisted it. He jerked his nose at Marco. “What’ll you do with the boy?”

Zap shrugged. He was slowly but surely coming to terms with the fact that the love of his life would be dead by morning light. “I don’t know.”

“Will you kill him?”

“I don’t know.”

Zap’s voice wasn’t convincing. The man hung his head while opening the door. “I hope he doesn’t suffer,” he whispered. Then he left.

More drool soaked the front of Marco’s shirt. Zap glared at him, furious at the entire situation. “I’d trade her for you in a heartbeat,” he fumed. The boy was silent. He didn’t move a muscle. “Follow me,” Zap said. The boy did as he was told.

They stood at Amber’s side and watched her sleep. She’d lost a considerable amount of weight. Her breathing was frustratingly ragged. Zap reached out and stroked her nearly transparent lips, wishing that they would move and kiss his fingers. He willed his hand to turn red and hovered it over hers, but nothing happened. He pressed his leathery flesh into hers, begging in his mind for a miracle of love, but nothing happened. He wiped a few tears away with the back of his other hand and sighed. Marco hadn’t stopped drooling.

“What would you do in my shoes?” he asked the boy.

Marco’s hazy eyes were fixed straight ahead. There was no substance in them, no clues to any form of intelligence or enlightenment. His jaw fell a bit more, prompting another stretching mass of spit to drop onto his shoes.

“Say something,” Zap commanded.

“I don’t know,” said Marco.

The boy was ushered back into the kitchen and told to climb onto the dining room table.

“Take off your shirt and lay on your back,” Zap ordered.

Marco did.

“Close your mouth and don’t make a sound.”

Marco did.

After thoroughly washing his hands, Zap sat down and pulled his chair close to the boy. In his hands were a honed knife and a shining fork. He hadn’t known why, but as he looked down at Amber’s fading body, he realized that he’d grown hungry. So he’d do more than eat. He’d feast, but not just for himself. He’d enjoy his meal and dedicate every second of pleasure he’d experience to his passing soulmate.

Marco gasped as he was cut open, then tears ran down both sides of his head to pool into his ears. Zap held chunks of the boy’s crinkled flesh with his fork while patiently working his knife, finding himself getting worked up at the scent of the child’s entrails. He swallowed a good amount of anticipatory saliva before piercing the boy’s small intestine and wrapping it around his utensil like soggy pasta. Then he took his time chewing through bite after bite, not paying much mind to the juices that spread across his face, and wept as he felt Marco’s life drift away, not unlike what would soon happen to the life of his beloved.
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It Giveth and Taketh Away
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Stephan clenched his teeth while looking up at a glowing billboard. On it was a smiling family sitting together in harmony, each of them passing bowls of food from left to right while enjoying a hearty Christmas meal. On their table sat platters stacked with meats, buttered vegetables, steaming stuffing, and creamy potatoes. He reached into his pocket and pulled out his wallet. Opening it made him shake in anger. Within were three wrinkled one-dollar bills. One of them had been taped together, right down the middle.

He turned and watched as a shuffling bum almost fell face-first into the street. A passing car swerved to avoid him, and after barely missing, a scowling driver thrusted his head out of his open window and flipped the oblivious shambler off. The bum only vomited on himself.

“Happy fucking holiday to you too, you waste of fucking life!” the driver screamed, slowing his car down to a crawl. “I hope someone actually fucking hits you soon, you piece of shit!” Then he sped off, tires squealing in disgust and all.

Stephan stuck his hands into his pockets and walked past the bum, staring at his face as he did. There was nothing in the shuffling man’s eyes. He whispered to himself while almost tripping over his ankle. After regaining his balance, he looked up at the night sky and giggled like a child. The elation that crossed his face lasted only a few seconds. As his glee subsided, a great dread aged his already worn features by decades.

He was one of millions in the city. What his story was Stephan didn’t and wouldn’t know; the man could’ve been a violent bank robber in a previous life, but he still felt for him as he watched him waste away.

He strolled past the opening of a shopping district, a far cry from the ghetto that stretched deep into industrial wastes only blocks away. Inside, well dressed couples and families roamed shining shops with eyes wide with wonder, curiosity, and anticipation. The owners of sweets and trinket vendors lined pristine sidewalks and called out to potential customers with polite and enthusiastic tones. It was a wonderland of opulence, a direct contrast to the ignored gloom that always threatened more and more lives throughout the city.

He shook his head, cursed at everyone in the district, and headed towards the subway. The district wasn’t the only place that chose to exclude and ignore the rot around it. He wished it was possible to bomb the entire area. He wanted to smite every last person there.

While waiting on the metro, he stood on the edge of a yellow platform and stared down at a number of rats exploring skeletons of trash. They ignored him completely while cleaning out what sustenance remained in the wrappers and open bottles spread forgotten under round tracks. He wondered how quickly they would die. Surely, subway rats didn’t live for very long.

“I hope you ain’t planning on jumping,” a scratchy voice said behind him.

He turned and shook his head at another bum, one sitting against a tiled pillar with his soiled belongings spread around him like a moat.

“I’m not.”

“Good.”

“What made you think I was gonna jump?”

The bum shrugged while blowing his nose into his bare hand. “The way you was standing, I guess. You was leaning like an old pole. And staring too, like a man who’d lost everything.”

Stephan couldn’t stop his dry lips from forming a smile. “I’m not there yet.”

“Good.”

“You don’t look like you have much.”

The bum grinned. Three nasty teeth were missing from the front of his mouth. “I don’t! I ain’t got shit!” He laughed, slapping his knobbly knee. “Unless you count lice as shit.” He scratched the top of his head. “If that was the case, I’d be filthy fucking rich.”

Stephan nodded. “You want a dollar?”

The bum sat up straighter. “You got one?”

“I got three.”

“Then bring those suckers on, son,” said the bum, waving his hand, “bring ‘em on!”

Stephan sat in front of him and pulled his wallet from his pants. He slid all three bills from it and handed one to the bum, who whistled while greedily snatching it.

“Hot fucking damn,” he said.

“That’s one for you,” said Stephan. He placed the next bill back into his wallet. “And one for me.”

“And the last one?” asked the bum, pointing at the dollar held together by a clear strip of tape. “Who gets that one?”

“That depends,” Stephan said, “on what you might have for sale.”

The bum sat back and snorted. “For sale?”

“Yeah, for sale.”

“What the fuck could I have that you’d want?” He waited, studying Stephan’s patient face. “You on powder?”

“No.”

“You want nectar?”

Stephan shook his head. “No, I don’t.”

The bum shrugged. “Well, there ain’t much left I can give you for a dollar, then.”

“Tell you what,” said Stephan, “show me your most interesting trash.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. Shit you might’ve hoarded. Shit you don’t really want but can’t seem to part with.”

The bum scratched his hairy chin before nodding and reaching around for various items. “Alright. Just give me a sec.”

Stephan turned away to look into the black subway tunnel behind them. A draft escaped it and blew his unbrushed hair across his forehead. He listened for the distinct screams of the high-speed metro braking around a tight corner, but all he heard were the squeaks of nearby rodents.

“Alright, son. Check out what I got.”

Before the bum were six items, most of them beyond worthless. Stephan picked up a multi-tool and set it aside after it nearly came apart in his hands. He then ran his eyes over an engraved lighter that didn’t work, a red velvet teddy bear that was missing an eye and most of its stuffing, an unscratched lottery ticket, and a tiny rusty knife duller than a loaf of bread. He picked up the lottery ticket and raised an eyebrow.

“It’s expired.”

The bum shrugged. “I know. But it feels lucky somehow.”

“Worth a dollar?”

“Shit, I’d think so. It’s one of a kind, ain’t it?”

Stephan set the lottery ticket down before pointing at the bum’s final item. It was a mask, made of cardboard and kept together with vines and paperclips. Drawn on the cardboard in black ink were mysterious, elaborate signals.

“What’s that?”

“Aside from being a mask?”

“Yeah.”

Again, the bum shrugged. “Fuck if I know. I stole the damn thing ‘cause the guy who had it treated it like gold. Said it had powers mankind couldn’t comprehend. Straight tweaker shit.”

“What kind of powers?”

“Really?”

“Yeah.”

The bum looked up while furiously scratching the back of his head. “He said it could raise folk from the dead, make money appear out of thin air, and even kill people.”

Stephan slowly reached out and picked up the mask. It was lighter than he thought, considering how densely the vines and paperclips had been woven throughout. Around its triangular eye holes were some of the more interesting symbols: curving lines that reminded him either of foreign clouds or a mass of squirming bodies. He turned the mask around and grimaced at the sight of stiff hairs, dried phlegm, and other filth on the inside. But it didn’t smell too bad. He could muster the guts to wear it for a minute or two.

“You ever put it on?”

“Fuck no to the no-no.”

“Why not?”

“It’s fucking scary. And gross.”

Stephan looked the bum over and chuckled, noting the irony of him labeling the mask as gross. “So why keep it?”

“Because there’s always a weird motherfucker out there interested in scary shit.” The bum watched as Stephan, who regarded the mask with an honest interest, turned it over and over in his hands. “And by the looks of it, I’m guessing that’s you.”

“I’ll take it,” said Stephan. He handed his final dollar over, which made the bum shiver with delight. Then he turned as a deep horn echoed through the subway, watched as a blinding pair of headlights preceded the appearance of a metallic caterpillar on the tunnel tracks, and walked back out towards the shopping district.

He stared, from the other side of the street, into the bright depths of the lively district for a while. Half of his body was engulfed by a shadow darker than his thoughts as he watched person after person smile, or wink, or laugh, or express any level of cheer as the evening went on. He wanted them all to clutch their chests and fall over, stiff as steel. He wanted them to start brawling in a bloodthirsty frenzy, slaughtering one another for no other reason than to see their fellow man bleed and die like the unforgiving holiday season eventually would. He grinded his teeth at the sounds of children screaming in happiness. He wanted them all dead. Dead, dead, dead.

An old woman waved goodbye to a party of friends before making her way across the street. He nodded and slipped deeper into his humid shadow, talking himself into action. It was time. He picked some hairs from the inside of the mask that had a good chance at poking his eye before slipping it on. A rope of rubber bands ensured it settled snug on his face. He relaxed and took a long breath, then another. He could breathe easily.

Alright, mask. If you’ve really got some powers, let’s have it.

He followed the woman down the street before clutching her shoulders and throwing her into an alley. She cried out in fear but quickly silenced after he placed a finger over her thin lips. Terror reflected in her wide eyes. She ran them over his mask before shaking her head. Her entire body trembled.

“Please don’t hurt me.”

“I won’t.” He’d deepened his voice, scratching it just like the subway bum’s. It made him feel so powerful knowing that he was lying to her face. “Not if you do as I say.”

The woman’s old face fell. “Please, don’t hurt me.”

“Give me all of your money,” Stephan ordered. He made sure to inject a good amount of malice into the statement. “Every fucking cent.”

She held up her purse. “Take it,” she said. Her lips quivered. “Just let me go. My family’s wai-”

“Fuck your family,” Stephan growled. He snatched the purse from her grip and then willed the cardboard oddity to show him what it was made of.

A searing pain spread over his entire face, as if it was melting off. He shut his eyes, screamed, and almost tore the mask away, but just as quickly as it came the pain disappeared, replaced by a soothing chill that gave him instant relief. The chill spread outwards to his ears before dropping down his neck, his chest, and then to the rest of his body, encasing him in a rejuvenating aura that made him feel like he could toss mountains.

After opening his eyes, he chuckled at the sight of the woman shrinking away. She was whispering to herself. When he leaned closer and gave her his ear, he purred in surprise at the sounds of prayer. The words, “Dear God,” and “Oh, heavenly mother,” left her mouth in hopeful spurts, but he put a stop to them by grabbing hold of her faded curly hair and yanking her close. He spoke directly into her twisting face. It was deformed by fear.

“Keep praying,” he whispered. His harsh voice echoed, with natural reverb. It brought tears to the woman’s eyes. It was unrecognizable, even to him. “Keep praying, bitch. I wanna hear you ask God for help as you die.”
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