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            PROLOGUE - ALL THE HEPATITUSES

          

        

      

    

    
      So we’re standing inside the Backrooms, a place that comfortably sits outside of reality. Time is a joke here. Space is fluid. And the concept of outside? Does not exist. Pick a direction. North, south, east, west, up, down, even the way out you’re positive was right behind you a second ago. It doesn’t matter. Guess what you’re going to find?

      Rooms. Buco rooms.

      More specifically, we’re standing outside a Backrooms blood bank.

      Carrie, my adventure buddy and number one Number 2 pencil, handles navigation. She hovers nearby, scribbling down a prompt on her legal pad, drafting the blueprint for Liminal Space to manifest. The Backrooms take notes from humanity’s Collective Unconscious, and anyone stuck inside has an outsized influence on what shows up. Usually, that just means the feel around here settles somewhere between ‘fever-dream déjà vu’ and ‘oh shit I think something’s following me,’ because yes, that is also a problem inside the Backrooms. Thankfully, Carrie is pure imagination capped with a pink eraser, and we figured out how to direct that creativity into a completely game-changing Liminal Space hack.

      We’re facing a large chalk circle drawn directly onto the wall with an anomalous piece of chalk. I clear my mind and press my palm against it. Carrie finishes the prompt describing our destination with the final line that makes the whole thing work: "There is a chalk circle on the wall."

      In an instant, my palm goes from feeling old wallpaper to feeling nothing but air. I open my eyes and see my wrist clipping cleanly through the wall, which is still… weird. There’s no visual cue. No sci-fi sparks. No magical ripple. It doesn’t glow or hum or do anything cinematic. It just looks like you’re calmly shoving your arm through a solid object. There isn't even a tingle, and I will never get used to how aggressively low-key it is.

      I step into the Backrooms blood bank and look around. “Huh… Okay, then.”

      Carrie kept the initial prompt vague, just to see how the Backrooms would handle the baseline concept of a blood bank. Unsurprisingly, it took the idea literally and gave us a bank for blood. There are standing tables with deposit forms and syringes chained to the counters with those annoying “don’t steal our pens” tethers. It even threw in some dialysis ATMs.

      It's cute, but not the vibe I'm looking for. I step back out through the chalk circle with Carrie floating beside me, then sever the connection using a spray bottle and a rag. She taps my shoulder, and I turn around and sigh, already annoyed.

      Three slimy, vibrating black horrors stand in the distance, their pearly white Cheshire grins frozen in place by the observer effect.

      Smilers.

      I unclip my tether and unfurl six feet of graphene wire. The doohickey used to keep me tethered to the Deep Estate before it snapped. Now, it’s a very nasty anti-Smiler weapon most of the Backrooms monsters have learned to avoid.

      I blink, and in the split second they’re out of sight, all three jump forward about twenty feet. I scratch my head. “Okay. So either these guys didn’t get the memo, or they’re doing the macho warrior thing.”

      I blink again. They jump closer.

      “Yeah, definitely the macho warrior thing. And wow. What a team-up.”

      From the armor—or complete lack of it—we’ve got a Zulu warrior, a Germanic berserker, and some guy who’s either Aztec or someone who took one hell of a wrong turn during Carnaval. There are a lot of slimy, ornate feathers, and frankly, too much confidence.

      Whatever. I whip out the tether, snag Carnaval Guy by the neck, hit the vibrate button, and pull. His head pops off like a champagne cork launched by an oil slick.

      I lash sideways, slicing the Zulu warrior clean at the knees, then spin around in a move that feels incredible but probably looks like a child aggressively twirling a ribbon. The graphene wire loops around the berserker’s torso, and I yank. He snaps in half.

      I blink, and the three bodies collapse into a meaty, slimy mess.

      I yawn and turn back to Carrie. “So. Where were we?”

      Carrie alters the prompt for attempt number two.

      This time, a gush of blood splashes out of the wall, washing away the chalk, completely breaking the circle. I stare at the pooling mess by my feet, then glance at Carrie and take a guess. “I think the Backrooms heard ‘blood bank’ and just tried to make a bank made out of blood.”

      Carrie shrugs, spins in midair, and uses the chalk attached to her body to draw a fresh circle. She tweaks the prompt a few more times, and eventually, the Backrooms starts to get the idea. It begins playing with the concept of a blood bank, generating a series of doctor’s office biomes filled with hanging blood bags and beige linoleum floors. There's also a lot of those “Thanks for donating!” inspirational posters you usually see at blood drives, and it’s extremely clear that the Backrooms has no idea what the blood is actually for. Children are having blood balloon fights, and old women are doing blood aerobics at the local YMCA.

      Nope. None of this will do.

      Carrie tries again. This time, when I press my hand against the wall, I focus my thoughts and pour my intentions into it. This is the big day. It needs to be epic. As epic as my feelings for one particular person in my life. I picture the dimples that show a split second before she smiles. The way she looks up at me when she’s close, arms looped around my neck.

      My hand slides through the wall.
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        * * *

      

      Well, looking at Edie's face, it's safe to say we nailed it. Those dimples appear, then comes the smile.

      “Liminal space does not disappoint,” Edie says, staring up at the ten stories of brushed steel towering in front of us. I grin myself, watching the century-old pseudo-vampire lick her lips in anticipation.

      An engineer’s take on a circulatory system frames the vault door. Translucent arteries, filled with blood, branch off at perfect right angles into veins and capillaries that web the walls surrounding us. All of it pulses with a deep red glow, throbbing to a heartbeat I feel in my chest.

      “That’s because it’s synced to your heart,” Edie says, with that crooked “you’re dumb, but it’s kind of cute” smirk of hers.

      “Oh,” I mutter. “Yeah, that tracks.”

      That’s also one of the weird things about her. I can tell whenever she’s thirsty because she becomes hyper-aware of my heartbeat. It makes me feel like I’m in one of those old cartoons where the starving character starts hallucinating that everyone else is a giant drumstick.

      We cross the bridge toward the massive vault door, Carrie hovering anxiously between us. She pokes me in the back, and I pull out her legal pad. She scribbles out, “I’m worried this might be the double doors to the Balltic Sea.”

      I remember how the ocean-sized ball pit introduced itself by pummeling me in the face and slow my step. “Okay, that’s… an annoyingly valid concern.” I glance at her with a raised eyebrow. “I’m just surprised you’re not using the most obvious reference.”

      She turns toward me, clearly not getting it. Carrie, who spent “Bob” knows how long jotting down the coke-fueled notes of the most influential master of horror in modern history. The pencil that claims that during a 1974 stay at the Stanley Hotel, just before the winter closure, she said, and I quote: “This place is kind of creepy, you should totally use it in your next book.”

      I give her a hint. “Dude, the elevator scene in The Shining. You know, with all the blood.”

      She smacks her eraser on the legal pad and writes, “Oh. Duh.”

      I stop walking and turn to Edie. “There’s a very good chance a Backrooms quantity of blood is just waiting to come spilling out of that safe, and we’re standing on a walkway with no railings over a pit that I’m going to assume is bottomless, because we all know how much the Backrooms loves bottomless pits.”

      Edie keeps walking, a dangerous glint in her eye. “I’m willing to take that risk just to see this mother crack open.”

      Well, she does have a point. It would be pretty ’nanners. “Fine, but if this turns into an epic escape sequence, I’m going to say ‘I told you so,’ and it’s going to sound really bitchy.”

      Edie reaches for the vault’s wheel and gives it a spin. Through the clear glass in the vault’s shell, we watch the impossible clockwork engage with dizzying precision; wheels nested inside wheels, from small cogs spinning in a blur to gears the size of a semi-truck buried deeper into the wall, rotating with glacial inevitability. All of it moving in perfect synchronization.

      The entire bridge trembles as titanium cylinders thicker than redwood trunks slide back from their housings. The final tumbler drops into place with a boom that’ll echo forever into the void below. With a dramatic flourish, a hammer swings down and pierces the glass heart in the center, and all the blood drains out of the pipes into a funnel with a prolonged gurgle.

      Hydraulics hiss as the vault door detaches from the wall and rolls sideways on tracks. I brace for the blood tsunami, but it doesn’t come. The air is hot and humid, smelling like copper. Lights snap on, and the black beyond illuminates into an unbroken curtain of blood raining down directly into a drain. After a few seconds, the curtain parts and reduces to a patter, then a dribble. Cascading rings of light follow, illuminating a circular, elevated swimming pool that makes a 1.5-million-gallon SeaWorld tank look quaint in comparison. It’s filled to the brim with blood, sitting so perfectly still it seems solid. Then a single ripple from somewhere in its depths sends concentric circles expanding to the edge.

      Edie approaches a solitary gold spigot. She turns the handle and cups her hands beneath it. Deep red liquid spills into her palms. She brings it to her lips and takes a delicate sip, then turns to face me with rivulets of blood running down her chin. “It’s fresh,” she says with wide eyes. “And warm—like straight-out-of-the-neck warm. I don’t know how, but it is.”

      I notice an analog flipboard counter mounted next to a small waterfall, continuously adding new blood to the pool. The number reads 118,798,432,187 and climbing. “I don’t know where I heard this,” I say slowly, “but if you added up every human that ever lived, you’d get something like a hundred and twenty billion.”

      Carrie zips over the pool, measuring the diameter with pencil-point precision. She comes back and bobs, her graphite nib scratching calculations in the air before committing them to the pad. Cubic meters converted to liters converted to pints equals… 118.7 billion pints. I stare at the numbers, my mind reeling. “Edie… this pool has exactly one pint of blood from every single human being that has ever lived.”

      She turns with an unnervingly bright smile. “Don’t judge me."

      Before I know it, she’s stripping off her clothes and climbing the ladder to a diving board I hadn’t noticed. She leaps off and executes a perfect swan dive into humanity’s collective vital fluids. I take a big step back as a hundred gallons of blood seep over the edge and slap the ground in front of me. Edie surfaces, painted a uniform red, and lets out a gasp that melts into a sultry moan and giggle. She shouts, “Come in!”

      “No, I’m good.”

      She does a lazy backstroke, gargling, then squirting blood into the air with her mouth. “It’s like swimming in humanity!”

      “Yeah, you’re really not selling it.”

      She comes to the edge of the pool and croons, “Come on, John.” And there it is, the Look. The Look with a capital L. The staring contest with a vampire who doesn’t need to blink, loaded with a challenge I’m too head-over-heels to ignore. I strip down and dive in. It’s just as gross as you think—warm and thick and kind of hard to swim in. I emerge, gasping.

      “You actually did it!” Edie cackles and swims up. She wraps her legs around me, and pulls me close—oh no. No, no, no. Not going there. Stuff is definitely rubbing up against things, and there’s nothing between us, unless you count the 165 billion pints of Dobbs-damn blood. I’m hoping it’s not a literal pint from each human. I don’t know how the hell the Backrooms would source that, but if they did… Man, Gandhi is in here, MLK, Stalin, Mom, Dad, and every single Ebola, AIDS, and syphilis victim.

      Edie coos, “What do you think?”

      I’m thinking about Tommy Lee and Pam Anderson as I struggle to keep treading through the blood with her added weight. “Pretty sure I now have all the hepatitises, A through Z.”

      She kisses me, and I fight the urge to turn away. She’s got blood mouth. It’s so much worse than coffee breath, but I don’t want to ruin the moment.

      I pull back and smile because this—this right here—is the part where I finally say the words I’ve wanted to tell her for so damn long. And Edie knows it's coming. She can feel my heart hammering, practically tapping out my thoughts in rapid Morse code. It comes out soft and stupidly sincere. “Edie, I love⁠—”

      She shifts her weight, and I dip under. Liquid pennies fill my mouth, and I reflexively swallow and gag. My legs kick harder, burning to surface. “Edie, I’m kind of struggling here.”

      She presses down on my shoulders, submerging me again, and then she holds me there.

      Wait… is she?

      I try to pull away, but she keeps me in place with that absolute vampire grip of hers.

      Yeah. She’s trying to drown me.

      Okay, then.
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CHAPTER 1


          

          
            JOHN DOE 3:16

          

        

      

    

    
      I realize now I need to catch you up, with time being all funky and the like. And I’m not too proud of this. I know we’re supposed to get back to the Deep Estate, prove we’re not murderers, face down the baddies, save my gnome, and probably the world—yada, yada, yada—but we had an opportunity, alright?

      It turns out that a side effect of a prolonged stay in the Backrooms is that there’s just a skosh of relative time dilation. The longer you’re inside, the more exponentially intense it gets. Seconds stretch into minutes, minutes into hours, hours into… Well, I’ll get to that.

      The point is: We had some wiggle room—a lot of wiggle room—and, well, Edie only does one-night stands because being immortal kind of messed her up. And I get it. You try going back to your old stomping grounds during the Great Gatsby era, only to find strangers doing the Electric Slide over the graves of everyone you once knew. It sucks.

      And it doubly sucks for me because once you crack open that hard Murder Girl exterior, Edie has a soft side and is pretty likable, but she also views you as a future headstone, so any reciprocated feelings are inevitably followed by the dread of knowing you’re just another person she’ll eventually lose. Ergo, Edie’s love interests get only one day of human connection, and then never again.

      Then I come along, and since we’re in the Backrooms dealing with that time dilation, I half-jokingly-but-not-really suggest, “Hey, maybe those twenty-four hours can be based on real time. Technically, the night we spent together was only thirty minutes.”

      And so, uh, yeah… Frodo and the gang might’ve taken a leisurely stroll out of the Shire, padded with way too many Hobbit songs and that Scooby-Doo mystery with Tom Bombadil, but at least they were heading toward their objective. Us? We hit pause, hard.

      On the first day of our one-night stand, we had a delectable brunch in Foodtopia, then committed a major health code violation on top of a bed of bread pudding. Lying in it was so warm and squishy and seemed like a good idea at the time, but it also left us very, very sticky.

      I shake a raisin loose from a nook. Edie finds a craisin in a cranny and says the obvious, “We did not think that through.”

      “Nope.” I stare at our pile of clothes—the only clothes we have. “There’s no way I can put pants on without it turning into a full waxing when I try to take them back off.” I look around the liminal-space Cheesecake Factory for a solution. “Do you think there’d be… like a giant moist towelette in the Barbecue section?”

      Carrie flits up and makes her writing motion. I grab her legal pad and lose several pages to sticky fingers as I try to turn to a blank page. She writes, “We should just go back to the Shag Pad. I think I can make it work.”

      “Couldn’t hurt.” I snag the chalk, but Carrie darts away when I try to grab her.

      She quickly scribbles out, “Wash your hands first. I know exactly where they’ve been.”

      “Uh, yeah… Can do.” I blush, finding my naked ass still has a modicum of modesty left. I find my canteen and wash the stickiness off, then affix the anomalous chalk to Carrie with the rubber band. She draws a circle on the wall, and I set the pad on the ground for her to work her magic. She writes down a prompt, shoots through the wall, comes back out, thinks it over, then tries another prompt. I walk back to Edie, hearing my feet peel off the floor with each step. “This will probably take some trial and error.”

      It’s a massive understatement.

      Carrie starts to write, “There is a chalk circle inside the first room Edie, John, and Carrie entered together,” then gets sucked into the portal along with all the air and every loose object in the room. Suddenly, we’re in the middle of a category-five food fight. I go airborne, flail around, and grab hold of a nearby buffet table. Burning-hot corned beef hash batters me, and I lose my grip. My ass smashes into the wall beside the portal, and two tons of bread pudding flies past me, followed by all the biscuits and river gravy.

      Edie’s inhuman reaction time kicks into gear. She grabs her katana mid-flight, kicks off a flying metal tray, unsheathes her sword, and stabs the blade deep into the wall beside the portal to hold on.

      My body slides, twisting feet-first toward the portal. I grab the draft handle of an ornate brass faucet and sputter as garlic aioli splatters me in the face. It snaps, and I go flying into the portal. Edie moves fast and grabs my hand before it disappears into the wall.

      It gets very cold and very hard to breathe. My aioli face mask immediately freezes. I open my eyes and look down at… nothing—just a deep abyss with a tiny white speck in the distance.

      Oh. This is space. I’m being sucked into space, butt-naked.

      I don’t see Carrie. She’s too far away, rocketing through the void, trying to stop her tumble. She hits something soft. It looks like a Kafka Form, of all things. She manages to read:

      AΩ-Form - CBI (Comparative Barbarism Index) – Babylonian Law. The form flies off, and Carrie takes in the glowing white speck up close. It’s bright, terrible, and beautiful, swirling with iridescent colors, illuminating a thousand-mile-long spiral of paperwork feeding into it.

      I stop feeling my limbs, and my grip on Edie weakens. She lets go of her katana and grabs my wrist with her other hand, sliding halfway through the portal, then stopping. She stares in bewilderment at the sight, then snarls in pain. Blood starts dribbling out of the portal, instantly freezing and battering me with red hail.

      Carrie smacks against something hard and bounces off. She shakes herself off and turns to face a lone floating desk. A tiny pencil nubbin is there, filling out a form. The thing has been put to use. Its eraser is all but completely worn away, and there’s not a hint of unsharpened pencil between its tip and the ferrule.⁠1

      Carrie clocks the faded Ticonderoga-green flecks on the metal and isn’t sure what she’s looking at. She’s a vintage Bic girl herself, and up until ten seconds ago, the only Anomalous pencil known to be in existence. Also, one of her many unexplained quirks—and everything about her is unexplained. The only story Carrie can’t tell is how a sentient pencil came to be—is that for whatever reason, it takes forever for her to wear herself down. Her tip never breaks, and she only remembers needing to be sharpened once in her entire life.

      So, “Bob” only knows how long this pencil has been writing if it’s worn itself down to a nubbin.

      She makes her writing motion, wanting to ask so many questions, but the pencil just shudders out a No, then sends a finished page to float off to join the spiral feeding into the singularity. Carrie freezes at the sight of the page number: 9,593,563,522,624.

      The little pencil pauses its scribble, annoyed, then taps a sticky note on the desk, already flipped around to face Carrie: “Don’t ask. No time. Just get in.” At the bottom, there’s an arrow pointing left.

      Carrie looks left at a MacGyvered crossbow made out of office supplies and rubber bands. She figuratively shrugs and hops in. The pencil punches down on a binder clip, and Carrie is flung away, rocketing faster than she’s ever gone before, past a biscuit asteroid field.

      Edie shifts and slides a couple of inches into the portal, letting out what I’m sure is a blood-curdling scream. I can’t hear anything over the roar. More frozen blood hits me. She tightens her grip and strains, slowly, agonizingly pulling us both back in.

      Carrie zips through behind me a split second later and spins around, bewildered. The timing was just too perfect for it to be luck. The little pencil knew she was coming. How?

      Edie wipes her hand across the chalk, breaking the circle. I’m left gasping, shivering, grasping my bits, and stuttering. “I—I can’t feel my junk.”

      Edie is saying something underneath the intense ringing in my ears. Then a bran muffin hits me in the head. Edie snaps, “Goddamn it, John! Could I get a little help here?”

      I turn around. Oh. Oof. Okay. Edie is stuck in a very undignified one-handed handstand, her katana pinning her leg to the wall. She must’ve hooked her leg around the blade to hold on to me and nearly shaved off her entire calf in the process.

      “Holy hell, Edie,” I say, scampering over.

      She starts to say, “No, wait…” then I pull out the blade. Edie shrieks and hits the ground, flipping onto her back. “I SAID WAIT!”

      I look at the choice cut of Edie hanging off the razor-sharp tamahagane steel and gag. The chunk flops onto the ground. Edie crawls over, grabs it, and slaps it back onto her leg, hissing out, “I need blood.”

      I look around, spot a UK flag, and run over to it. I scamper back with several blood sausages. “Does black pudding count?”

      Edie grabs them from me and starts snarfing as I grip the severed chunk in place for her. I turn to the legal pad, still stuck to the ground thanks to my syrupy fingers, and take in what Carrie wrote down. It’s just a few words: “There is a chalk circle inside the first room⁠—”

      That’s it? Wait…

      Then it clicks. “Get out. Was that the first room inside the Backrooms?”

      Carrie bounces up and down, then writes, “Also, I’m pretty sure I just met God.”
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        * * *

      

      “Nope, I just can’t buy it,” Edie says, floating in place. We’re committing another gross health-code violation, using a massive cream-of-mushroom-soup cauldron as a makeshift hot tub to warm ourselves back up.

      “But you saw it yourself with your vampire eyesight,” I say, watching our little pencil alter the prompt, zip through the wall, zip back, tweak the prompt again, and see what changes. “The Number Two of the Holy Trinity, right next to what I’m pretty sure was the singularity before the Big Bang. God Almighty is a pencil.”

      Edie bounces her head side to side. “I mean, yeah. I saw a second pencil, but… No. I’m drawing a line. Out of all the crazy, that’s just too crazy for me.”

      “I wonder if he and Carrie are related—Holy shit, is she Pencil Jesus?!”

      Carrie zips over, twists, and gestures upward in her version of a thumbs-up.

      I stand up in the Cream of Edie, John, and Mushroom Soup and proclaim, “Behold! the pencil of pencils, the LORD’S only begotten writing utensil. She hath risen!”

      Carrie cocks her eraser, confused. Edie just rolls her eyes. “Don’t ask. It’s stupid.”

      It was. Carrie, on the other hand, is a genius. She actually created a portal to a Shag Pad on her very first go—it just wasn’t our specific Shag Pad—and she was determined to figure out the right prompt to get us back to the same spot a second time around. The trick was including “Written on the wall is ‘Kilroy was here,’ in Edith Sinner’s violent but graceful handwriting.”

      So yeah. The Backrooms really does think like a pencil, because God is a pencil. Go forth and spread the good word.

      I grab the fluffy robe I had to leave behind and moan, “Oh, baby, I missed you so much.”

      Carrie taps a fresh stack of legal pads she must’ve added to the prompt. I read her note: “We now have a reliable home base surrounded by a bottomless pit, so it’s completely Smiler-proof.”

      Edie squeals from the bathroom—yes, squeals. I did not know she was capable of squealing, but she squeals. “John! Get in here!”

      I turn back to Carrie, and she adds, “I also upgraded a few things.”

      I find Edie giddily hopping up and down, pointing at the massively upgraded shower. There are now multiple showerheads spraying from every conceivable angle—like an ‘I’m a billionaire and don’t give a shit about the planet’ number of showerheads. As she pulls me into the bathroom, I turn back to Carrie. “I love you so damn much.”

      She just gives me her pencil thumbs-up, then flits off to write something amazing.

      After the shower, Edie’s wrapping her hair in one of those mysterious towel turbans every girl instinctually knows how to do, when she casually suggests. “It wouldn’t hurt to spend another night in the Shag Pad and have a little more fun, you know?”

      And the way she says it should give me pause. Her words have that distinct, ‘I don’t have a problem, I just like to party’ tone that’s practically begging for an enabler, while her eyes are lowkey screaming, ‘No, this is a problem, John.’ Without even thinking, I enable the hell out of it. “Hey, we’re in no rush.”

      Looking back on it all, under the new light of currently being drowned, I’m pretty sure this is when the first red flag started waving. Of course, I didn’t notice it at the time. We were too busy, excitedly getting into bed so we could start freebasing orgasms for the rest of the night.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 For the humans who don’t know pencil anatomy, a ferrule is the metal thingy holding the eraser.
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CHAPTER 2


          

          
            AGENT LOU WHO?

          

        

      

    

    
      In 1912, Frederick Goode, a Bostonian barkeep, headed down into the basement to fetch a crate of whiskey, mumble-singing to himself, half in key, half in spirit, “Daisy, Daisy, give me your answer do. I'm half crazy all for the love of you.”

      He paused by the bucket in the corner that served as the employee restroom and let it rip, not particularly concerned that he was using the brick wall as a backboard. He leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and continued singing. “It won't be a stylish marriage. I can't afford a carriage. But you'll look sweet upon the seat of a bicycle built for two.”

      His inner ear popped. A gust of cold air brushed over his shoulders, and he faltered as the sound of his pee abruptly changed, no longer pattering against the steel bottom of the bucket. Now it echoed.

      He opened his eyes and looked down at the bucket… and the ornate hallway now stretching beyond it. It went on for at least a mile, maybe forever. Doors lined both sides, leading to God-knew-where.

      Goode yelped and stumbled back, knocking over the bucket. Then he cursed, because he never stopped peeing and was now officially pissing himself. He quickly stood, made the sign of the cross at the mystery hallway, and said the thing he always said when faced with something he didn’t understand, which, admittedly, was a lot of things: “Work of the Devil. Has to be.”

      Now, moments like this have happened countless times throughout human history. A Backrooms entrance appears, and by some stroke of bad luck, someone is around to notice it. Then one of two things usually happens. Either the witness goes off to explore this new mystery addition, or they run off to fetch someone so they can marvel at the crazy thing together.

      In either case, the entrance typically vanishes the moment they turn their back on it. The impulsive explorer is forever lost to Liminal Space, and the guy who went to fetch his buddies feels really stupid when he returns to find only a blank wall and a lifetime of sounding insane.

      Frederick Goode chose option number one. He walked into the hallway, opened the first door he came across, and was never seen again.

      But for the first time in recorded history, the entrance to the Backrooms remained open.

      Hiram Smith, the other barkeep, was the second person to find the hallway. He wisely chose option two, bolting upstairs and shouting, “Boys, put down the drinks and get your asses down here. You gotta see this.”

      Unfortunately for Hiram and everyone he convinced to follow him, the doorway remained open even after he turned his back. They all stepped inside the hallway and started walking through the doors.

      None of them returned.

      Twenty minutes later, Miriam, the barmaid, went down to chastise Hiram, Frederick, and the other men, who were clearly getting drunk in the basement again. She, too, wandered into one of the mysterious doorways and was never seen again.

      And this kept happening, like, to the point of absurdity.

      An embarrassing number of people were swallowed up by the Backrooms in what could best be described as a “There Was an Old Lady Who Swallowed a Fly” situation. Family members showed up, expecting to drag their drunk loved one home, only to be told they went into the basement and never came out. Then the police were fetched when the concerned family members never came out. The firefighters went in looking for the missing police. A search party was formed to look for the missing firefighters, followed by a violent mob determined to avenge the missing search party because clearly they were all murdered in the basement by a werewolf or a Jack-the-Ripper type serial killer. Finally, a priest was called because clearly the bar itself was cursed, and he settled on Frederick’s original conclusion: “This is the work of the Devil.”

      Really, it was the work of the piss bucket Frederick knocked over. Nobody felt compelled to touch the nasty thing sticking half in, half out of the hallway that kept eating people, and that simple object kept the liminal doorway propped open.

      After that, the locals quickly learned it was better not to talk about the mystery hallway in the bar’s basement, because it inevitably led to some drunk idiot never being seen again. Months passed, and the passage was all but forgotten until an advertisement appeared in the newspaper:

      “Do you possess something queer? Know where to find the unexplainable? Then contact the Bureau of the Bizarre. The renowned explorer, Silas Pembroke, would very much like to meet you. Cash rewards available to those who provide the truly bizarre.”

      And that was how the legendary Silas Pembroke arrived on the scene. He was one of those nineteenth-century larger-than-life personalities, which usually translated to: I have ADHD and all the money in the world, so I’m going to Africa to fight a lion. I might also join Teddy and the boys because they’re heading off to fight the Spanish-American War for fun.

      For Pembroke, his obsession was the Weird. That’s Weird with a capital W. He kept a special room in his mansion full of objects that did strange things, like a functional voodoo doll, John Wilkes Booth’s talking pistol, and a wooden ball-and-cup toy that could bend time and space to ensure the ball never ended up in the cup.

      Pembroke looked down at the anomalous compass in his hands. It always pointed toward the nearest glitch in reality. Now it was spinning wildly. He pocketed the A.O. and gestured at the Backrooms doorway still propped open by the bucket. “You said it was a hallway. I see an atrium.”

      The bar owner shuffled in place. “It was a hallway, sir, at first, but it changes when nobody’s lookin’, and it’s different every time. Sometimes it’s basements—different kinds of basements. Sometimes it’s just a single room with no bed or windows. Once, it was a bridge over a pit with no bottom leading to what looked like a church with no windows. It doesn’t like windows. Don’t know why. Another time, it looked like the inside of a carnie tent. All that was missing was the bearded lady who’d show you her knickers for a nickel. But most of the time? It’s a hallway with doors. Lots of doors.” He cleared his throat and got to the ‘gimme money. Money, money, money’ crux of the matter, “And you said you were lookin’ for the queer. The ad also mentioned a reward…”

      Silas Pembroke drummed his fingers against his chin and hummed. “How much?”

      The owner blinked. “For what?”

      “This establishment, you fool. Name your price, and I’ll double it if you hand me the keys by the end of the day.” He turned to his butler. “And fetch me a rope. A very long rope.”

      Silas Pembroke then sat down and stared at what would become his Plymouth Rock: an ornate hexagonal space the length of a football field. In the very center was some kind of iron rod sticking out of a base, seemingly calling to him. Pembroke didn’t stop staring until the keys to the establishment were in one hand and the end of a very long rope was in the other.

      He walked into the atrium, dragging the rope behind him, his sights locked on that iron post. Its details came into view as he closed the distance. It was a black ornate hitching post, the tip shaped like a horse with a gleaming brass ring through its mouth, and it only seemed to confirm his conviction that the room was meant specifically for him. He firmly anchored the rope to the hitch with a strong slipknot, then took in the vast space. Six walls surrounded him, towering three stories tall, all of it lined with doors from floor to ceiling. Each one held the tantalizing promise of the unknown.

      Silas Pembroke whistled at the sight and nodded to himself. “Right, then.”

      He stormed back out of the atrium and into the basement cellar. “Somebody fetch a ladder—actually, fetch several ladders.” He stopped in front of the stunned faces staring at him. “What?”

      The bar owner stammered, “You came back. Nobody’s ever come back.”

      Silas Pembroke scoffed and kicked the piss bucket out of the doorway. “Of course I did. I brought a rope.” He turned to his butler. “We need to assemble a team. Make it a proper mix of mad genius and mad lads.”

      The butler nodded. “And what do you intend to do, sir?”

      “I intend to discover how deep my new estate runs, obviously—” An idea hit him, and he jolted in place and snapped his fingers. “The Deep Estate! That’s what we will call it. Oh, that is good. Somebody jot that down.”
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        * * *

      

      And that is how they founded the Deep Estate. Or at least, that is the sanitized accounting of how the Deep Estate was founded. Is it true? Eh, sort of. It’s probably as accurate as the story behind Thanksgiving. It’s best not to look at it too closely, let alone turn the page and continue reading, because it’s all downhill from there.

      Like the bar owner. Nobody knows what happened to the guy. It’s just as likely he was invented whole cloth as a narrative device, because Frederick Goode was the actual bar owner, and he was no longer around to sell the bar. If the bar owner character did exist, hopefully, he got paid. Not, you know, disappeared to maintain Deep Estate secrecy, because let’s be real: The B.O.B. also has a disturbingly long history of making people disappear.

      The Bureau of the Bizarre now employs sixteen thousand full-time employees, most of whom work within the sprawling, labyrinthine grounds of the Deep Estate. Keeping with tradition, the place is primarily staffed with mad geniuses and mad lads, each burdened with the knowledge that reality is far wonkier than the normies could ever imagine. Entire departments dedicate their lives to applying the scientific method to the impossible, irrational, unexplainable, and infuriatingly unobservable.

      It’s the kind of place with very thick doors labeled “Do Not Open Under Any Circumstances,” and everyone knows better than to wonder what’s inside, because they’ve all seen the doors the B.O.B. is willing to open.

      Most of them feel very secure in their jobs inside a century-old institution. After all, anything still standing after a hundred years must, by definition, know what it’s doing. They don’t question the badges, the protocols, or the literally endless forms in triplicate. They trust that somewhere above their security clearance are people who see the big picture and keep everything under control.

      The last thing they expect is that today will be the day the Deep Estate falls.
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        * * *

      

      Agent Cho wakes with a start, yanks the pistol from beneath his pillow, and almost ventilates a Schrödinger Cat. The Buggy cat does its Buggy thing, bolting head-first into the wall, then up the wall with an unnecessary flailing backflip. It lands on its feet and vanishes through a hole in the opposite wall… one that was not there yesterday.

      Cho exhales, swallows his heart back down his throat, and clocks the pain in his broken arm. The anomalous Snake Oil was speeding along the healing of the bullet wound, but the torn muscle and shattered humerus would take time.

      The stale-cool air hums around him with a low electrical buzz from the CCTV rack, bringing the faint mineral tang of the Deep Estate’s mystery water from the shower in the corner. It’s what he and Mo call their “safehouse,” even though it’s the size of a safety deposit box.

      He pops his glass eye back in his socket and lights a cigarette, the ember pinpricking the dim, then dials a number on a fresh alternate-universe burner phone.

      “Morning, honey,” his wife says, soft and sleepy through the sat-phone static.

      “Morning, Nat. Sleep well?”

      “No, not really.” There’s a chuckle in lieu of a complaint, then wind in the background. He can almost feel the cold air through the connection. God only knows where the Unabomber’s shack had them hidden today.⁠1 Nat lets out a dry cough and asks, “What about you?”

      Cho crawls to the new aperture. It’s a small, perfectly square tunnel with a carpeted interior made out of the same material as a kitty scratching post. “Some cat-sized tunnel appeared while I was asleep. A Buggy woke me up. I nearly shot it.” He angles his flashlight. Three sets of eyes glow back, one with that unmistakable wall-eyed stare of an Ugly cat. He sighs. “And great… there’s more of them.”

      “Aw, your workplace thinks you’re lonely.”

      “Don’t anthropomorphize the Deep Estate, honey. I’d rather not encourage it.”

      “Oh, come on. It made a safehouse just for you. Give it some credit.”

      Cho scrapes a box of MREs across the concrete and parks it in front of the tunnel mouth. Immediately, scratching and meowing come from the other side. He ignores it. “How’s that whole Lizard thing going for you two?”

      “Oh, you know, fine. Nima is starting to open up. It helps that the girls won’t shut up about it now that it’s out there.” She chuckles. “Erin is still pushing to have one of those Seventh-Moulting Lizard Bat Mitzvahs. We said no, and now Ari has set the ultimatum that they either share a Seventh Moulting or she won’t have one at all.”

      “Yeah, that tracks,” Cho says, checking his watch. The shift change starts soon, and he needs to blend into the rolling bodies of the morning commute. “I have to get to work and pretend everything is normal. Do you have that letter with you?”

      “Uh-huh.” Natalie rustles paper. “Are you ever going to explain this to me?”

      “Soon,” he lies. The frustrating truth is, he’s already explained it to Nat twice, but she always forgets. The RetCon is persistent like that. He pulls out a K-Form that’s already formatted itself into K-35-63255-þ: Comparative Input for Retroactive Continuity Accountability, and removes his own control copy from the wall.

      Nat sighs and begins, voice flattening into their ritual. “Okay, let’s see… ‘Stephen King lives in Bangor, Maine. Ariana Darvish was born ten years ago. Michael Jackson had vitiligo.’”

      Cho runs a pencil down the truth the RetCon can’t touch because it never leaves the Deep Estate. Stephen King lives in Derry, Maine. Ariana Darvish hatched five years ago. Michael Jackson had a degenerative skin disease unique to Lizards.

      “What’s the deal with MJ?” Nat asks, right on cue.

      “The connective tissue to his human skin was deteriorating,” Cho says. “That’s why he went pale. All that plastic surgery was to keep his face glued into place.”

      “Oh… gross,” Natalie says, now for the third time. She turns the page over. “Anyways, ‘After John Doe and Edith Sinner confessed to killing several members of the Bureau, they escaped into the Backrooms and are presumed dead.’”

      Cho writes that down and compares it with yesterday’s wording. Now, Doe and Sinner are presumed dead. Well, that ties up two loose ends into a neat little bow. Nat goes down the rest of the list, and he notes each difference until she reaches the closer: “Mohammed Darvish and Luis Cho are Collectors for the Deep Estate. Mohammed Darvish is on vacation.”

      “Thanks, honey. Talk soon,” Cho says.

      “Stay alive,” she says, out of habit. He smiles briefly, then the line dies.

      Cho exhales a cloud of smoke and glances around his cave. Nat was right about one thing: this safehouse isn’t something he and Mo built. It was waiting for them, tucked away in Tactical Anomalous Objects, the one place in the Deep Estate he knew like the back of his hand. It wasn’t dumb luck that he noticed a dreamcatcher on his anal-retentively organized shelves was slightly off-center. The first time he straightened it, the entire shelf rolled aside like something from an old whodunnit, revealing this perfectly appointed panic room.

      Cho waits for a group of morning commuters before slipping into the hallway. He straightens his tie and joins the shuffle of Deep Estate workers headed for the elevators. Standing shoulder to shoulder in the crowd, Cho has to stop himself from staring too long at anyone’s face. One out of every ten employees is secretly an alien reptile, and God only knows how many of them are working for the Illuminati. That’s the kind of paranoia that makes even a sane man start questioning which side of the glass he’s on.

      The elevator dings, releasing him into the 1990s-living-room-mall nightmare that is the Collectors Department. He moves past pastel cubicles, fake ficus plants, and motivational posters with uplifting dream gibberish like “Strength: It’s a banana for your third shoe.”

      Cho steps into the bullpen like everything’s normal. As far as the Illuminati is concerned, he’s been going home every night, getting wiped clean by RetCon, not hiding out in Liminal Space beyond its reach. He starts barking orders, trying to ignore the uneasy stares that follow him. The usual “Yes, sir! On it, sir!” energy has curdled into something between confusion and cautious silence. Okay, that was weird. Something is definitely off.

      He stops at the desk of the Collector everyone calls the Chazz. It’s not his real name. Someone once joked he radiated the exact energy of a guy who slipped on an anomalous puka-shell necklace and became the metanatural epitome of every dude named Chazz, and the name just stuck. Cho points down at the man’s feet. “What the hell are those?”

      The Chazz wiggles his toes. “They’re my flippy-floppies.”

      “Take them off. If I see them again, I’ll make you eat them.”

      As Cho turns away, the Chazz mutters, “Screw you, make me.”

      Cho spins around and grabs him by the lapel, then slams his heel down on the man’s foot. The Chazz squeals, eyes bulging.

      “Listen here, shitbird,” Cho growls. “We have a dress code for a reason, and it’s not just about upholding standards.” He twists his heel to really get the point across. “Want to guess why we don’t allow open-toed shoes?”

      The Chazz’s face goes beet-red. “No. Nope. Point taken.”

      Across the bullpen, Doreen, the receptionist, hurries over, heels clicking like gunfire. “Mr. Cho, you should calm down,” she says, and pulls him off the Chazz with a surprising amount of strength. She stares him down over her cat-eye glasses. “You don’t want to upset the boss.”

      “Lipp’s talked to HR,” Cho mutters. “As long as they don’t file for disability, it’s not a problem.”

      Doreen shakes her head quickly. “Not that boss.”

      A folksy voice cuts in, “Is there a problem ovah heyah?”

      Cho turns toward the Head Collector’s office—his office. Or it used to be. The nameplate now reads “Motts.” And out walks the Illuminati Lizard bastard himself, wearing that easy, crooked grin of his.

      Doreen tries to smooth it over with that vintage excuse for assault. “Oh, you know how it is. Boys will be boys.”

      The Chazz points accusingly. “The asshole almost broke my foot over the dress code. Not cool, dude. Not cool.”

      Motts looks down at the bruised foot and shakes his head. “Well, you bettah wear some real shoes then, boy.”

      He turns back to Cho. “Rough commute?”

      Cho forces the words through clenched teeth. “Yeah, something like that.”

      Motts squints, taking in Cho’s wrinkled suit. “Ya look a bit rumpled. Didn’t ya wear this one yesterday?”

      Doreen perks up before Cho can answer. “Oh, silly me. I completely forgot!” She scurries to a desk and returns with a dry-cleaned suit wrapped in plastic. “Here you go.”

      Cho takes it, slightly bewildered. Doreen gently guides him toward a corridor with a hand on the small of his back. “Thanks for the weirdly specific save.”

      “Please. You haven’t left in days, and the last thing men ever think about is laundry.”

      Cho frowns. “What are you doing here, Doreen?”

      “Well,” she whispers, “you told me to find you if I noticed anything off involving RetCon or the Reptiloids.”

      Cho pulls her around a corner into what could be a Deep Estate Hot Topic. Same mall layout, but everything’s peach instead of black, and the graphic tees all have dream-gibberish inspirational slogans printed on them, like “Integrity: Wigwams wobble with titillation.” He double-checks that they’re out of earshot, then hisses, “Pretty sure the exact words were ‘call us about anything weird.’ How do you even know about that?”

      Doreen rolls her eyes. “Sugar, I work twenty-four-seven. Nothing gets by me.”

      It’s not an exaggeration. As the metanatural epitome of a receptionist, Doreen never sleeps and is physically incapable of ever clocking out and leaving the Deep Estate, because she goes catatonic the moment she takes off her A.O. glasses or stops being a receptionist.

      It’s, uh, more than a little messed up, to be honest.

      Trust me, everyone is aware they are working alongside an effectively immortal, perpetually perky meta slave, and they go out of their way to work within the sexist archetype to make her life as comfortable as possible. Director Lipp gave her the “company card” and said with a wink that she could “treat herself.” Really, it’s just her debit card connected to a bank account steadily filling up with her six-figure salary. The A.O. glasses also make her exclusively attracted to married men in executive positions, which is about as #MeToo as it sounds. Don’t worry, Lipp has also made it clear that if anyone mistakes her receptionist programming for consent will be chemically castrated by HR.

      Cho’s good eye widens. “Wait. When was the last time you left the deep estate?”

      Doreen shrugs, “Oh, who knows, honey? The boss snuck me out for drinks once, and we used the entrance in Tower Two. I never found out why they closed that Manhattan entry point, by the way. It was such a primo location.”

      Cho blinks, then decides just to gloss over that. “So you’re immune to RetCon.”

      “Uh-huh,” she says. “I still remember the day that A.O. disappeared, and the day after, when everyone forgot it even existed. And you wanted weird? Director Lipp came in this morning in one of those ‘everything’s on fire’ moods. He asked which department heads were around. I told him, ‘Lou’s somewhere, I can ring him up.’ And he goes, ‘Who?’ So I say, ‘Lou.’ And he says, ‘Lou who?’ So I go, ‘You know who! Lou!’”

      “Doreen…” Cho rubs his temple and gestures for her to hurry it up.

      “Oh, right.” She reaches into her folder and hands him a printout. “Turns out Agent Motts is now the head of the Collectors. Always has been, apparently.”

      Cho’s stomach drops as he stares at the personnel sheet. “That sneaky piece of shit.”

      “I also looked over his recent import requisitions,” Doreen says and hands over a K-form, “Does this look normal to you?”

      Cho scans the list, then his stomach goes to Home Depot and rents a jackhammer to rip up the floor and drop even lower. “No, Doreen. No, it does not.”

    

    
      
        
        

        
          
1 The real Unabomber’s cabin is an A.O. with unique spatial drift mechanics. It’s not fully sentient, but it definitely has some Opinions™ on government, you know, like most libertarians.
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      On day two of our one-night stand, we justify spending more time in the Backrooms by saying we need to gather more supplies. For Edie, this means firepower, so we go to “America Land.” Yes, that’s literally what I jokingly suggested, and Carrie just wrote down “America Land with a chalk circle” as the prompt to see what liminal space would give us. The answer was… mildly offensive. Also, wildly on the mark. It’s a Walmart superstore labyrinth filled to the brim with kitschy crap, tacky tchotchkes, plastic junk, junk food, American flags themed everything, the subtle but ever-present underpinning of racism, loose cheeseburgers, and guns. Lots and lots of guns. Big guns, little guns, ammo for your guns, accessories for your guns, and outfits so you can accessorize around your gun. Edie couldn’t be happier with the selection. Her biggest hassle was having to remove the tactical Big Gulp cup holders from the assault rifles and discovering the underbarrel grenade launcher actually dispensed chipotle ranch.

      In the very center of the liminal space looms a ten-story mountain of shelves stocked with Sharper Image crap, lined with what looks like a ninja warrior course to the very top, where a spotlight shines down, illuminating a lone plinth with something shiny on it. The whole thing screams, “epic quest.”

      I point at the peak and ask Edie, “Think you can vamp up there?”

      Edie grins, “Oh, I’m on it,” and runs off to start climbing.

      Carrie zips up to me with the chalk attached and makes her writing motion. She scribbles out, “Floor to floor. Go in head first,” then draws a chalk circle. I dive through the portal and pop out right-side up in another section filled with offensive lawn jockeys and cigar store Indian chiefs. Carrie points ahead, and I can’t help but laugh at the sight.

      Fifteen minutes later, Edie pulls herself up to the peak of the mountain and finds me waiting there leaning against the plinth. She blinks, looks down the ten stories she just climbed, then turns back to me. “How?”

      I gesture over my shoulder. “We’re in America Land. There’s an escalator on the other side of the mountain.”

      We then turn to the prize waiting for us at the peak. It’s the most ‘Murican thing in America Land: A gold-plated Desert Eagle with the stars and stripes on the grip. The thing eats .50 caliber shells, the largest caliber you can fit into a pistol, making your normie nine-mil look like it’s firing copper-jacketed micro-penises. If that wasn’t enough, there’s an excessive amount of Call of Duty on it: a laser sight, holo-scope, chrome truck nuts, and some kind of muzzle brake that’s the Antichrist of silencers—a loudener? And did I mention it’s a Meta Gun? Because it is, and Dobbs-damn does it deliver in the tackiest, flashiest way possible.

      I call it “The Floridian.” And naturally, I call dibs on it.

      At day’s end, we’re pushing around a shopping cart full of patriotism when I have the bright idea to add more things to the Shag Pad prompt, like a fully stocked kitchen, a non-Euclidean walk-in closet with wardrobes for both of us, and a whole lot of odds and ends. Lo and behold, we no longer need to leave home base for anything.

      Sidenote: I’m starting to get the feeling that this place is extremely eager to provide, but it just doesn't know what we need. The moment you suggest, “Hey, toilets usually come with toilet paper,” it immediately fixes the issue, not just in our Shag Pad, but all over. So if you’re ever in “The Shittercombs,” a dense catacombs maze of toilet stalls and broken tile, and find a soft roll of two-ply waiting for you, you’re welcome. That was us. But if you hear something moving between those stalls? That is totally not us. You should pinch it off and start running.

      Anyways, I’m gushing over the collection of Williams-Sonoma grade copper pans, industrial range, and well-stocked pantry, and Edie raises an eyebrow, “You know how to cook?”

      “Do I know how to cook? Miss, you’re looking at the former employee of three different Michelin Star restaurants!”

      Edie just waits me out, and I admit, “As a bus boy—But still, I learned a few things.”

      It’s a massive understatement. I’m kind of a savant. Bobo and I used to pull a Ratatouille late at night after the kitchen closed and experiment. I even found a knife set from some Bobby Flay wannabe nobody remembers, so that Bobo could be my sous chef.

      The pan hisses as I drop in diced carrot, celery, and onion. Edie watches, leaning against the counter like she’s waiting for the punchline. “So you’re making vegetable soup?”

      “Soffritto,” I correct, pointedly not doing a pretentious Italian accent, “It’s a base.”

      She looks unimpressed. “For… vegetable soup.”

      “No, for wild boar ragù,” I toss in the garlic, rosemary, and juniper. The smell hits immediately, like pouring gin onto the forest floor. I wince and quickly ask, “Shit. How are you with garlic? You won’t explode or anything, right?”

      “Nope. Did you say wild boar?”

      “Yup, you can’t just treat it like beef. It’s too opinionated.”

      Edie cocks an eyebrow. “Wild boar. From the Backrooms.”

      I shrug the logic off, “It’s imported… or manifested. I wouldn’t question it.”

      When the sauce thickens into something beautiful, I finish it with just enough milk to turn it velvet. The bronze-die spaghetti clings to it perfectly as I plate it, adding fresh basil ribbons and shaved parm so thin it almost dissolves. Admittedly, it’s not dinner. It’s a damn confession. I need Edie to see that whatever is between us can be more than some fling if she’s just willing to give it a chance. I’m left on the edge of my seat when she finally takes a bite.

      She pauses, mid-chew, and her eyes go wide. “Oh damn.”

      “Yeah? Is that a good or bad damn?”

      “You’re ridiculous,” Edie says, and immediately takes another forkful with a smile.

      Two helpings and a bottle of wine later, Edie starts opening up, and truth be told, if someone qualified psychoanalyzed her, they’d have to rewrite the entire book on trauma. The horrors she’s been through in her undying life that she casually brushes off? They’d fill volumes.

      It all starts when Carrie asks, “Has there ever been a wound you couldn’t walk off?”

      “Plenty,” Edie says, reading the notepad, “It takes longer to heal if I have to grow something back. One time, during the Tet Offensive, my head got blown apart by a mortar. I mean, it was completely obliterated. Nothing left from the neck up. Everything that made me me ended up spattered across the jungle undergrowth.” She gestures at her plate, “My head basically looked exactly like this. Which, I still can’t get over how delicious this is, by the way.”

      I try to swallow my mouthful of Edie-Bolenaise without gagging.

      “God knows why or how, but I didn’t die. Instead, I spent weeks in the jungle regrowing my skull, brain, face—everything from scratch. And you know what’s annoying? My soft tissue grows faster than bone. So I’m just sitting there as a half-formed brain completely exposed to the swamp-ass heat, and the first thing I think when I came back was, ‘This is bullshit.’”

      I just stare at her.

      “I mean, by all logic, my meta-fangs were destroyed in the blast. I should’ve been dead.” She shrugs, pours herself another Transubstantiation Arnold Palmer—half wine, half blood—and keeps going. “So I ended up living off these jungle rats for blood. Thankfully, they were easy to catch because they were so bloated from eating the other marines— Oh, did I mention that I was in a crater, tangled up with the corpses of my unit this whole time? Because I was, and it was monsoon season, so the whole thing turned into this fetid Marine stew.”

      “Please stop talking.”

      Edie chuckles and holds up a finger, “Hold on. I didn’t get to the best part: So I’d catch these corpse rats, but I didn’t have a mouth yet. I was just a brain covered in flies, right? So I had to twist the rats open—really twist them—so I could drain their blood into my gaping neck hole.”

      I shove my chair back, hand over my mouth.

      “Where are you going? Are you puking?” she calls. “Oh, come on, it wasn’t that bad!”

      When I finally come back, pale and shaking, I manage, “Jesus, that has to be traumatic.”

      Edie just laughs and waves it off. “Nah. You want traumatic? Try getting decapitated by an IED in Kandahar. That time I was just a head and a pile of loose organs in a muddy ditch.”

      Now compare all that to later that night when we’re all cuddly, and I casually mention Bobo got humped by this three-legged terrier mutt. It should be a funny story—okay, it was far more traumatic for Bobo, who spent the day trembling, saying, “The dog did a Goldblum, John. Jeff Goldblum in Death Wish. He did a ‘no means no’ bad touch so convincingly you can’t look at ’em the same, John.”

      But before I can even get to the kicker where Bobo stole one of my old tube socks and stuffed it full of loose change so he could go Charles Bronson on this gimpy dog, Edie starts sobbing out of nowhere—and sobbing hard. It’s a full-on, loud, wailing ugly-cry with snot and drool. She just keeps saying the name “Aubrey. Aubrey. Oh God, poor Aubrey.”

      And I’m just sitting there next to her, too dumbfounded to react because I didn’t know emotionally breaking down was possible for her. It takes forever for Edie to pull herself together just to say what’s wrong, and even that is a garbled, sobbing mess I barely understand. Turns out the story reminded her of this terrier with a gimpy front leg she found over half a century ago. Edie took her in and named it Aubrey. She raised the dog and loved her so goddamn much. Aubrey would hop around on one front leg, the other kept close to her chest, and the dog never had an off switch…

      Until she did, and it turned out to be a dimmer switch. All Edie could do was watch that light fade as her dog grew old, then sick, and died.

      So yeah… human carnage, gory dismemberment? No biggie. A dog way back in the Ford Administration? I’m spending the next hour holding her as the repressed memories come rushing back.

      Edie sniffs and admits, “For every year I live, another year dies of old age, but with how my memory works…” She cringes, unable to finish the thought. One of the unspoken blessings of humanity is the gift of forgetting. No memory ever really lasts a lifetime, and that’s a good thing. Forgetting is how we’re able to heal and move on.

      Except for Edie. Her memories remain razor sharp, and she’s stuck remembering people no one else alive can recall. She can close her eyes and see their smile. She can hear how they laughed even though it’s a century past. In this moment, Edie’s not just in my arms, she’s in the arms of every person who’s ever held her. She’s also seeing them lying in repose as she says goodbye.

      She wipes her nose with the back of her hand. “All I can do is watch my past rot away in real time and try not to think about it.”

      “Except in here,” I point out, “We’re on Backrooms time.”

      Edie forces a shaky smile and lets out a hoarse whisper, “That we are.”

      We then spend hours in bed just talking, Edie baring herself in ways she didn’t know were possible. About how, out of everything her fangs took from her, never being a mother is what haunts her the most. I open up about how my father's moving us around created this constant sense of impermanence. For the first time in my life, I admit to someone that my only anchor is a talking garden gnome and how much that scares me. My two greatest fears have always been going insane like my father and someday losing Bobo. It’s created this conflict in me where I’m very aware I’m talking to a garden gnome like a crazy person, but I’m also terrified that if I admit it’s crazy and actually try to get sane before I turn into Dad, I’ll lose him, and I’ll end up all alone.

      That’s when she kissed me on the head and said, “But your gnome does talk, and you’re not crazy. If there’s one thing I know about you, John, it’s that you were always meant for the Deep Estate. It just took all those years for you to find that out.”

      All I could do was stare at her in awe at how completely she gets me.

      We then made love, and I’m not trying to be poetic about it. We’ve been doinking it every chance we can get, but this was making love, like she was sexually penetrating my heart with her soul. It was profound, momentous, and left me wanting to confess things I can’t ever tell her.

      Edie must have felt it too. Afterwards, she goes silent, pretending to sleep in my arms. Really, she’s feeling my heartbeat reverberate through her still chest as she consciously inhales and exhales, matching my breathing, pretending air is something she still needs.

      And she broods, because she knows better. This loophole of ours isn’t a loophole at all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Back in the Deep Estate, Bobo the garden gnome is doing hard time, sitting inside a containment unit in Possessed Object Lockup, staring dully at a phone screen. Usually, he can only use his weirdly specific telekinesis on objects within three feet of him, and only if they’re “forgotten things,” like the Big Bad Beetleborgs pog slammer I had to super-glue to his weed grinder. Recently, he discovered that he can also manipulate objects from other timelines, like Benson’s ePhone 13 Max. He should be stoked about that. It’s the first time he’s ever gotten to use a modern phone. Instead, he just broods, doomscrolling through Instagram, the algorithm already honed in on his singular obsession: big women in tight Lululemons doing yoga.

      The gnome has been a boon to the Possessed Object department ever since he came into their care, and he’s been on quite the journey of self-discovery ever since. It started with the revelation that he’s not actually a figment of my imagination, and there are more than a few talking inanimate objects in existence, but that only led to more questions, since it turns out that Bobo is one of a kind. He’s an anomaly amongst the anomalous objects. Every possessed object is putting on an act, impersonating something or someone else—From demons to angels, and the Sesame Street Count for some reason—all to further some nefarious end, like the 1970 Kent State Massacre, which supposedly involved the National Guard Sergeant shouting, “One! One dead hippy! Two! Two dead hippies! Three dead deadbeats! Ah-Ah-Ah!”

      But Bobo? Bobo is quite simply being Bobo. Not only is he one of the rare few possessed objects that won’t actively try to murder you or push you to murder someone else, but his mysterious power of persuasion only seems to get people, and other possessed objects, to chill out, relax, and embrace the Slack. For the first time, the department was able to get other possessed objects to calm down, step outside of their one-track mind, and actually talk, which led to their most significant discovery in decades: These anomalous objects aren’t manifested glitches in reality; they were created with a purpose and sent to target very specific people.

      Which then led Bobo to spiral into a very deep, dark emotional pit. It wasn’t a chance meet-cute that I found a talking lawn ornament at a yard sale as a kid. He was specifically put there for me to find because I’ve always been his target, not his best friend. He was unknowingly using his powers on me for all those years he was telling me to chillax and spark up a bowl. And seeing that I’m a high school dropout who never held a job longer than six months, he might just be the cause of that.

      Things then got so much worse when Sanjeet had to break the news that I was now presumed dead inside the Backrooms. From Bobo’s perspective, maybe if he hadn’t turned me into such a loser, I wouldn’t have signed up for the sketchy mystery job that got me presumed dead in the first place. Then he started wailing, “Why couldn’t he have been an accountant? Them number monkeys ain’t never presumed dead. They just get boring dead from somethin’ like ass cancer. Ain’t no presumin’ about it!”

      And he’s been brooding ever since.

      An angelic choir hums from the other cell as a Blockbuster case pops open. A glowing VHS tape levitates on the other side of the plexiglass, and a soft voice intones, “Child of God, listen… I am Archangel Michael, and I come bearing a message from the Lord above.”

      “No, you don’t,” Bobo grunts.

      The lights flicker. The VHS wobbles midair. “Uh… yes, child. Yes, I do.”

      “Doubt it,” says Bobo, shifting around, curious why Archangel Michael would possess Home Alone 3 of all things.

      The VHS drops the act and clatters to the floor. “Fine. You seem like an upstanding hetero Christian man. The Westboro Baptist Church needs your strength to battle the heathen hordes of the devil.”

      “Ain’t that the church with all them signs listing who God hates?” Bobo swivels back to the phone. “Yeah, nah. Them mediocretins got no Slack.”

      The VHS reels whir, incensed. “But slaughtering all the adulterers, drinkers, gamblers, fornicators, soldiers, sailors, lawyers, pot smokers, dope sellers, Buddhists, Methodists, atheists, Baptists that aren’t our Baptists, feminists, scientists, evolutionists, environmentalists, Lutherans, Unitarians, Presbyterians,” The tape takes a deep breath and continues, “Porn freaks, sluts, whores, Catholics, Muslims, Hindus, Mormons, the queers, their fornicating peers, the Broadway dancers, the Hollywood prancers, the rappers, the actors, their Jewish benefactors, the liars, the kiddie buyers, the women in pants, the men in dresses, teachers, black preachers, and bleachers full of sinners cheering touchdowns while our glorious nation burns, as well as every last soul who thinks God is love instead of vengeance— that, my child, is the path to eternal salvation!”

      Bobo blows a raspberry, “If the Big-and-Pearlies don’t got no gays or sluts then I’ll pass. Your whole thing just sounds like a whole lot of work to show how much you hate fun.”

      The VHS recoils, taken aback. “What? No, I can be fun—people don’t think I’m fun?”

      From the shadowy corner of another containment unit comes a slithering hiss. A Stretch Armstrong doll oozes down the glass, its rubber face stretched into a grin full of fangs as it croons, “Yes, little lamb… if you seek pleasure, forsake salvation and embrace damnation,”

      Stretch smacks the glass hard enough to rattle it. “Swear your soul to me—Lucifer Morningstar, the great Satan himself—and I will give you anything you desire.”

      “Eh, unless you can go back in time and stop me from ruining my bro’s life, I’ll double pass.” Bobo swipes past a twerking TikTok thott to another sweaty yoga mom. “I’m just gonna keep watching these thicc and jigglies.”

      Stretch pauses mid-loom and notices what’s playing on the screen. His jaw goes slack. “My word… what are they doing?”

      “Yoga,” Bobo says. “You’d probably be real good at it.”

      Stretch mimics the girl on-screen, striking a perfect Scorpion pose. “This is amazing. I feel… calm. Centered.”

      “Yeah,” says Bobo, “Goonin’ to pawg yoga’ll do that to ya.”

      The VHS taps feebly against the plexiglass. “If I did yoga, would that make me fun?”

      “Nah,” Bobo says, and keeps scrolling while Stretch follows along, working his rubber limbs into progressively more impressive poses. He’s in the middle of forming the Crow pose when he freezes, then hisses and retreats into the corner. Two men in protective suits arrive, dragging one of those TV carts teachers use to sleep off a hangover while the class watches The Patriot. The cart squeaks to a stop in front of Stretch’s unit.

      Dr. Sanjeet Sahni’s perpetually irritated face leans down and peers in at the garden gnome. “Bobo, you should really talk about your parasitic relationship to John. Not just sulk.”

      Bobo shifts side-to-side. “Stay away from me, Doc. I’m toxic. You were right to lock me up and throw away the key.”

      Sahni blinks at the wide-open door of Bobo’s unlocked unit. “You, uh, put yourself in here. You were doing nothing but smoke an unhealthy amount of weed, then when we cut you off, you stole Benson’s phone and told Marybeth to lock you up.”

      Bobo leans on his base, thinking it over. “Wait, wait, wait… You mean for all these days I’ve been trapped in baby Alcatraz, I coulda just left?”

      Benson kneels and takes his phone back, “Pretty sure it’s only been an hour.”

      “Oh, okay then. Get me outta here. I’ve seen Oz—Not the one with the little people and flyin’ monkeys—the one with the shankings and butt stuff.”

      “Good, we have work to do. One moment.” Sahni nods to Benson, who produces a portable flamethrower and steps toward Stretch’s unit. Sahni takes a breath and says, deadpan, “I’d like to make a deal with the devil.”

      Stretch slithers forward, grinning. “That can be arranged… for a price. What is it you require?”

      “Every week, you find a way to escape from your cell, and that means we have to stop what we’re doing, get the flamethrower, and spend the day crawling through ducts and various crawlspaces, chasing you down as you skitter about. It’s annoying and terrible for our productivity.” Sahni holds up a chonky clicker. “So, if you agree to stop trying to escape, you can keep this remote in your cell and use it to turn on this TV.”

      He clicks it on. A long-haired vegan appears on screen, meditating.

      Stretch presses against the plexiglass, entranced. “Oh… what delectable channel is this?”

      “Nirvana TV,” Sahni says. “Nonstop new age garbage, yoga, and meditation, 24/7, with no commercials because hippies run it in some communist timeline. Do we have a deal?”

      Stretch hisses. “Throw in your soul and allow me to tear apart your boy.”

      Benson smartly takes a step back, aiming the flamethrower.

      Bobo butts in, “Dude, he’s givin’ you a free TV. Chill.”

      Stretch Armstrong Satan glances at the gnome, then, surprisingly, backs away from the door. He crosses his arms. “Fine. I’ll take just the remote and your soul.”

      Ever the atheist, Sanjeet rolls his eyes, “Deal, you can have my soul.” He cracks the door open just enough for Stretch’s rubber arm to slither out. Sahni sets the remote in its palm. The arm retracts and the door slams shut.

      Benson exhales, lowering the flamethrower, “Holy shit. That actually worked. We would’ve been screwed if he tried something.”

      Sanjeet gives him a look, “Especially since we used up all our napalm the last time he got out and somebody forgot to file the requisition K-form to get more.”

      Benson cringes and scampers off. “I’ll go do that now.”

      Doctor Sahni takes Bobo out and places Marybeth back in her unit. “Consider the lack of restraints a reward for good behavior. I promise you, this is just the beginning.”

      Marybeth nods. “I don’t know if I should just say thank you or start touching myself while impersonating your mother.”

      “‘Thank you’ will do just fine.”

      “Are you sure? It’s not either-or. I can do both.”

      Sanjeet quickly closes the door. Marybeth blows Bobo a kiss as they walk away.

      “Doc, tell me you’re not gonna keep her in there,” Bobo asks.

      Sahni shakes his head. “No, you both have me completely reassessing just about everything. That Stretch Armstrong doll is by far the slipperiest bastard I’ve ever had to keep contained, yet you managed to find a bargaining chip I can use to keep him calm and content. And I got more out of Marybeth in one session than I have in ten years because of you. I didn’t even know she was capable of having a conversation.”

      Bobo guffaws. “Oh, she’s capable of a lot of things, if you know what I mean.” He waits for Sanjeet to respond, but Sanjeet only grimaces. “You do know what I mean, right?”

      “Unfortunately.”

      “Good. ’Cause I mean it sexily, Sam Jeep. That girl puts the sex in sex doll. Know why? ’Cause we kinda did stuff. Sexy stuff. We ain’t got no generals, but we found erogenous zones.”

      “I’m going to skip that part in my report,” Sahni says curtly and continues through the Possessed Object storage room.

      Bobo takes in the scene, caught somewhere between horror and pity. Objects of every variety are locked away in intense containment chambers. It’s easiest to feel for the toys pressing against the glass, looking like extras in the latest Toy Story, where Woody and the gang go to Gitmo, but he doesn’t know what to think about a Pringles can with Margaret Thatcher stuck inside, only that her flavor totally would be salt and vinegar. Others just confuse him, like the Amy Winehouse Corona beer koozie or the Buddha statue with Saint Peter inside.

      Bobo clears his throat. “So, uh, Doc, what are we doing now? Are we smoking? ‘Cuz I don’t like being all soberman doberman. I get weird.”

      “No, I want to see if we can replicate these results with one of our more difficult subjects.” He stops in front of a containment unit. “Oh, yes. This will do just fine.”

      Bobo stares down at the red-and-white paperback bound in zip ties and groans. “Man, don’t tell me you’re giving me homework. I already did a book report on The Catcher in the Rye for John in high school, and he did not get a good grade ’cause I was brutally honest-like. Wrote a lot of words teachers don’t appreciate and used Dr. Dre’s The Chronic to pad the bibbily-oggley.”⁠1

      Sanjeet turns Bobo around and grins. “This isn’t just any copy of The Catcher in the Rye, Bobo. This copy belonged to the infamous Mark David Chapman. It’s possessed by a persona that believes he is Holden Caulfield.”

      “Whoa…” Bobo goes silent as he stares at the worn paperback trapped behind Plexiglass. “Are you implicatin’ what I think you’re implicatin’?”

      “Yes. This is the book that killed John Lennon. You’re going to help me find out why.”

      They move into the control room and watch the extraction on camera. Benson appears on screen in an extra-thick version of their protective suits and crackles through the speakers. “Permission to open A.O. Containment unit?”

      “Granted,” Sanjeet says into a mic, then explains to Bobo, “Holden has one of the most intense powers of suggestion we’ve ever seen. Only a few minutes of unobstructed access with the book is enough to cause a person to have a permanent murderous fixation on whatever target he chooses, so you’ll be the first to speak to Holden in person.”

      Bobo watches Benson on screen grab the book with long tongs and place it into what looks like a lunchbox made of depleted uranium. “Aren’t you worried that he might make me try to pop another Beatle? There’s only two left, and only one of ’em is really worth the effort.”

      “As far as we know, the power only works on humans,” Sahni says, walking Bobo to an observation unit barely big enough to fit a corgi.

      “‘As far as you know?’ Man! That sounds like you don’t know that far, and you’re sticking me in some David Blaine box with ’em all intimate-like?”

      “All you need to do is interact with Holden as you naturally would and get him to talk.” Sanjeet bends down and meets Bobo’s eyes. “Just win his trust and get him to open up.”

      If Bobo had movable eyebrows, he’d be raising one. “You want me to win the trust of a sixteen-year-old and get him to open up?”

      Sanjeet frowns. “Oh. I did not consider that.”

      Bobo thinks it over, then says, “All right, Doc. I can do it. But I’m gonna need some things. We gotta set up the situation. Make me look all hot-shit.”
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secret Lizard Person who had lost one of his
hatchling daughters in the Mojave, something
along the lines ofs *You know what’s really fun?
Killing baby lizards in the Mojave.®

Understandably, he took that poorly and left
her burning alive in the Backrooms as payback.

Other than that, Darvish is actually a decent
guy. No really. He and Cho go way back. They had
a very violent heart-to-heart about Mo being a
Lizard, and it turns out not all Lizard People
are bad. About one in ten employees at the B.0.B.
are secret Lizards, but other than that, they're
all just normal guys. The real problem are the
double-secret Lizard People working in the
Deep Estates the ones even the regular Lizards
don’t know about because they’re all Illuminati
agents, led by Agent Motts, who is basically the
folksy old guy from Pet Sematary if he’d gone
full supervillain.

Still with me? Probably not.

Anyway, Carrie and I dove into the Backrooms
to find Edie and nearly died six or seven times.
Somehow, we pulled off the impossible, cracked
the infinite maze, and actually found her.
Turns out the Backrooms is pretty cool when
you're not starving or getting ripped apart.

So yeah, that’s basically it. I found Edie and
got the girl, which was awesonme, right up until
she casually mentioned that this girl don’t get
got, because everyone dies except her, and that
was decidedly less awesome.

It was around this time that I ripped the
manuscript out of Carrie’s hands, yelling, *Save
something for the sequel!® and we starte
arguing because she’s old school and wants to
write 1984, while I keep telling her, *You're a
half-century-old pencil. You need to get with
the times! If Orwell dropped 1984 today, no one
would even read it. Know why? No colon in the
title. It’d have to be 1984: The Untruthening,
Book One of the Oceania Rising Series. We're not
writing a goddamn novel. We're crafting a
friggin’ franchise that needs at least four
seasons of content for the inevitable subpar
Neti}ix adaptation that gets canceled after
one.

Carrie then thwacked me in the forehead and
scribbled that I was a sellout. I threatened to
have her voiced by Awkwafina. She shot back that
the only actor who could play me was *that
weird kid from Stranger Things,* to which I
shouteds *Which one!? They’re all weird-looking!®

She calmly wrote down, *The one with the baby
teeth."

I gasped, and we didn’t speak to each other for
three days.

And now you're all caught up.
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Okay... here we go.

I'm John Doe. I grew up convinced my dad was
batshit insane, and I always figured I wasn't far
behind in the batshit department, considering
my BFF is a talking ceramic garden gnome named
Bobo. Turns out my dear old Dad really was
crazy... but he was also crazy right.

He used to be a Collector for the Bureau of
the Bizarre, a secret organization operating
out of liminal space in a place called the Deep
Estate. Their job is to quickly and quietly
clean up the mess reality leaves behind every
time it gets drunk and shits the bed, which,
unfortunately, happens a lot.

You see, sometimes the universe decides it
would be funny to create somethin% like a
Clapper that can clap-clap turn off the lights
with the force of a thermonuclear EMP. The only
reason we haven’t been blasted back into the
Stone Age is because the idiot who bought that
As-Seen-on-TV WMD gave it to his one- armed Iraq
War buddy as a gag gift, and a B.0.B. Collector
stepped in before anybody plugged it in.

How do I know all this? Because now I'm a
Collector too.

On my first day, I met Edith Sinner, a badass,
scary-hot, scary lady. Back in the 1920s, she put
in a pair of anomalous plastic vampire fangs and
became a metanatural vampire, which made
immortal, insanely strong, and basically
impossible to kill.

During our first mission, we discovered
Carrie, a flying pencil, and she is, without
guestion, the most creative and beautiful being
I’ve ever encountered. She’s also co-writing this
little adventure with me, and trust me, it’s one
of those group projects where the smart kid
carries the whole team.

Edie and I were kind of hitting it off until
the Lizard People Illuminati literally rewrote
reality to frame us for a bunch of murders we
definitely did not commit. Also, yes, Lizard
People are real. So is the Illuminati. They’re
aliens disguised in human skin suits, and every
President since JFK has secretly been one.

And yeah, I know how completely *nanners that
sounds. I'm not crazy. I swear.

Anyway, we got arrested and were facing a
lifetime in some deep, dark pit, but it turned
out I had a friend on the inside. Agent Cho, the
head of the Collectors Department and my
perpetually unimpressed boss, smuggled me
Carrie and a piece of anomalous chalk that
could make portals, which allowed me to make my
daring escape.

Meanwhile, Edie made the slight tactical
mistake of telling Agent Mohammed Darvish, a
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