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​NECROMOLDY

​By Ivan K. Conway
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Tod Kettle let out a resigned sigh from his gray shack’s porch. “Morning, Bob.” The bearded man standing before him anxiously tidied his tan jacket, matching slouch hat, and denim trousers. He was clean today, and his trousers only bore a single hole. Tod was mildly impressed.

“Morning, Tod,” Bob Jug mumbled with a quick nod. “Your mama home?”

Mama was often said to be the prettiest gal in Dry Rose. This, and the fact she was rumored to be rich, made her the most eligible widow this side of the train depot.

Tod’s head shook. “Naw, she’s still waitressing.”

Bob slumped before running a sweaty hand through his sugar and chocolate hair. “Oh.”

This earned another resigned sigh from Tod. “Wanna leave a message?”

Bob’s mood immediately brightened. “Well, now that ya mention it...”

Mama’s wannabe beau hurriedly handed him a glass jar of white goo. Its brass seal was marked with a label Tod read incredulously: “Margret Weaver’s Holy Honey?”

“That’s right,” announced Bob as he proudly puffed his chest. “Come straight from the Milk and Honey Fellowship’s bee farms. I got me some religion and joined the church three days ago.”

It was whispered that the old widow, Margaret Weaver, had gone crazy and founded a cult last week. This was the first sign of it Tod had seen. His brow furrowed. “Mama says you Fellowship types are a bunch of demon worshippers.”

That observation made Bob’s blue eyes bulge before he vigorously shook his head. “Now, you and your mama give them nasty rumors no mind! The Milk and Honey Fellowship is made up of nothing but decent religious folk! And, if you don’t believe me, you’re both welcome to attend a service and see for yourselves!”

“I’ll pass that along to Mama,” Tod assured with a shrug. He then paused to scratch under his overalls strap. “Anything else you wanna say?”

“Oh,” answered the man with a start. He hurriedly fished a crumpled note from his trousers pocket. “And give this to your mama, too!”

It took a moment to decipher Bob’s chicken scratch, but Tod could read it after a hard squint. “‘Only thing sweeter than this honey is you. Love, Bob.’ Well, that’s mighty nice of you, Bob. Sure Mama will appreciate it.”

Bob leaned in before conspiratorially whispering. “Any other menfolk stop by here recently?”

“You’re the third feller this morning,” admitted Tod with another shrug. 

Bob grimaced before slumping again. “Dag nab it! You reckon any of them got a better shot than me?”

“I dunno,” was Tod’s noncommittal answer. “Ain’t nobody gotten us honey yet. Let alone honey from the Fellowship.”

Bob’s eyes welled up with hope. “Well, that’s good to hear. Now, you pass these things along to your Mama, alright? And feel free to try the honey. Allergic to the stuff myself, but I’m told this kind’s the best you’ll ever taste.”

Looking at the white sludge made Tod’s nose wrinkle, but he tried to smile reassuringly. “Thanks.” As the man smiled back and left the porch, Tod quickly added, “Um, Bob, you know them stories about Mama being rich are a bunch of malarky, right?”

Mama used to hide her money so Papa didn’t drink or gamble it away. This got him griping at the saloon that she must’ve hoarded a fortune. Such tall tales had only grown since.  

“Right,” answered Bob with a mischievous wink.

Tod frowned in pity. “No, I’m serious. We is flat broke. Even if you did sweep Mama off her feet, all you’d get is me and a pile of bills for your trouble.”

“I know,” he replied with another wink. “And I’ll be sure to tell that to everybody who asks. You just be sure to share that ‘news’ with your Mama’s other gentleman callers, alright?”

“Right,” conceded Tod hopelessly. He then gave the departing man a limp wave. “You take care and tell Gus I said hello.”

***
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“This everything?” asked Mama assessing the offerings on their kitchen table.

About eight men had stopped by today. Nearly all of them left Mama gifts of some sort.

“Yep,” said Tod with a nod.

“And what’d you tell them?” she asked pointedly.

Tod shrugged. “Nothing about your feelings one way or another.”

Mama sighed with relief before flipping her long locks of golden hair. “Good boy.”

“Mama,” Tod asked before guiltily scratching his head. “Are we bad people for leading them on like this?”

Mama brushed her pink dress and white apron before returning to the stew simmering on the rusty stove. “Course not, honey. I’ll settle down with another feller someday. Might even be one of them gift givers if they clean up their acts a little. In the meantime, if they wanna give us presents, that’s their choice.”

“Sure you’re right, Mama,” he replied unconvincedly.

She paused from stew stirring to affectionately ruffle his black hair. “How’s your room?”

The question made him wince. “Umm...”

“Tod Beauregard Kettle,” scolded Mama with a disapproving frown, “How many times have I told you to clean up that damn fungus?”

Two months ago, black mold had begun sprouting along the wall by Tod’s bed. He’d attempted to wipe the stuff off before, but it kept coming back.  

“It don’t make no difference, Mama,” he moaned miserably. “Nothing I do seems to get rid of it for long.”

“Well, you’ll just have to keep cleaning it up until something changes,” was Mama’s pitiless rebuttal. “Starting tomorrow.”

Tod’s moan rose to a whine. “But, Mama! I was gonna go fishing tomorrow!”

“No buts, young man!” she answered resolutely. “There ain’t no way I’m letting you grow up to be a lazy good-for-nothing like your daddy! I expect your room to be clean enough to eat off of by tomorrow night! In fact, I want this whole house spick and span by the time I get home from work! Or you’re grounded!”

“Yes, Mama,” he grumbled while slumping like a withered sunflower.

***
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Bob’s expression was skeptical. “You really think this will help me win over your mama?”

Tod couldn’t bring himself to meet Bob’s eyes. “Mama said Papa was a lazy good-for-nothing. Stands to reason she’d be more inclined to like a feller who wasn’t like that.”

The two stood before the stain of black grime coating Tod’s wall. Said mold had spread to roughly the length of his bed.

“More of this sprouting in the living room, too,” Tod added before guiltily biting his lip.

He tried reassuring himself that he was only testing Bob’s character to assess his worthiness for Mama. Deep down, he knew better, however.

“Hmm,” said Bob while stroking his beard. “Suppose it ain’t too much trouble then. Y’all got any fungicide I can spread on this stuff?”

Tod’s head shook. “We can’t afford that.”

That made Bob snort. “Good one.”

“I’m seri—” seeing Bob’s curious frown made Tod hastily change course. “Well, what I mean is, if Mama has the money, she ain’t willing to spend it on something like that.”

Bob nodded thoughtfully in response. “Suppose I can’t blame your mama for being frugal.”

“Right,” was Tod’s halfhearted agreement.

Suddenly, Bob snapped his fingers with excitement. “That’s it! Say, son, y’all got any of that honey left?”

Said jar was completely full. When Mama learned it’d come from the Fellowship, she declared the white goo “Satan’s seed” and forbid Tod from even touching it.

“Think we still got some,” Tod answered warily. “Ain’t had the chance to really dive into it yet.”

Bob’s head was bobbing like a fishing lure. “Good. Good. Now listen carefully, boy, I’m about to school ya something. Honey never goes moldy no matter how long it’s left sitting. Apparently, that’s cuz some chemical in it kills mold before it sprouts.”

Tod didn’t know enough about the subject to argue otherwise. So, he simply nodded.

“So, I reckon,” Bob continued while stroking his beard some more, “that smearing the stuff on that there mold will kill it faster than fire. Heck, fact that it’s blessed by the Fellowship will probably make the stuff even more potent.”

Visualizing white sludge dripping from the walls made Tod shudder. “How long would ya leave it on? Doubt Mama would be happy seeing honey hanging everywhere.”

Bob clapped Tod’s back. “Now, don’t you worry. We’ll have this place ready for her before she even heads home.”

It was Tod’s turn to frown. “We’ll?”

“Course,” said Bob blinking in surprise. “You didn’t think I could handle a job like this all by myself, did ya?”

Actually, that’d been Tod’s plan all along. He scrambled for a means of getting out of the chore. “Well, um...”

Bob’s head tilted like a curious dog’s. “You okay there, son?”

Unable to come up with any more half-truths, Tod slouched in defeat. “Well, no. Was hoping I’d be able to go fishing today.”

“Hmm,” said the man with a nostalgic smile at Tod’s window. “Tell ya what. How about you help me clean up this mess? It’ll be mighty quicker that way. Probably get done by noon even. In return, I’ll take ya fishing. Show ya some of the best spots this side of Dry Rose. Sound like a deal?”

A grin split Tod’s face before he shook Bob’s hand. “You got yourself a deal!”

***
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As Bob predicted, their chore got finished remarkably fast. That black mold seemed to slide off the walls the instant Bob’s honey touched it. Made Tod wonder if the stuff was genuinely blessed.

Bob also kept his word about taking Tod fishing. While neither were catching anything, having company was a nice change. Papa had often promised to take Tod fishing but never did.

“Dag nab it,” grumbled Bob, standing up from the tree stump he’d been sitting on. “Gus! Gus, get outta there!”

Gus had just discovered a rotted fish on the riverbank. The old beagle was rolling in the carcass as happily as a pig in the mud.

Bob’s eyes also rolled as he rushed to separate Gus from his smelly new toy. “Dang that mutt! Always playing in what he oughtn’t!”

Hurriedly, Bob grabbed the fly-ridden corpse and hurled it into the river. He then dipped his dog into the water and did his best to scrub off the fish guts sinking into Gus’ fur. “Think you smell mighty fine, don’t ya?”

In response, Gus wagged his tail and seemed rather pleased with himself.

Tod was doing his best to smother laughter behind his fist.

“Ugh, come on. You’re staying by me and Tod from here on, got it? The boy will even give ya a slice of ham for your trouble,” vowed Bob as he carried his dog to their sitting spot.

Meanwhile, Tod reached into Bob’s adjacent burlap sack and pulled out a piece of said meat.

As Gus eagerly gobbled his treat, Bob sat back down and threw up his hands. “Well, it looks like we ain’t having much luck here neither. Wanna try someplace else?”

Tod’s head shook as he watched the river lazily snake past them. “Not yet. Kinda like it here.”

The overhanging noon sky was deep blue. A warm breeze made the surrounding grass dance and clouds drift. Tod couldn’t remember a nicer day than this.

“Imagine your papa was quite the fisherman,” Bob mused as he stared at his pole held between two rocks.

This made Tod shrug. “Maybe. Never brought any fish home. That’s all I know.”

Bob pulled out some more ham and began idly eating it. “That’s surprising. Sure did bring a lotta other critters home.”

The living room walls were still lined with Papa’s trophies. Most were heads of deer and elk. There was also a stuffed alligator, bear, cougar, racoon, and a vulture.

“Ain’t that bad a marksman myself. But I’ve never had much love for shooting live things,” Bob admitted with a self-conscious laugh. “So, I’m afraid I won’t never be bringing home trophies like that to show off to your mama.”

Tod’s head dipped a little. “Being a good hunter ain’t everything.”

Their conversation served as an unwelcome reminder of how he and Mama were using Bob. The thought weighed down Tod’s shoulders like a wet bearskin rug. He sighed glumly. “Bob?”

“Hmm?” he answered between mouthfuls of ham.

“That stuff my Papa always said, about Mama being rich. They was just stories he made up when he was drunk. Mama don’t have a dime to her name and neither do I,” was Tod’s tearful confession.

A slice of meat fell from Bob’s jaws as he gaped. “You’re serious, ain’t ya?”

Tod nodded in agreement. “Please don’t tell nobody. Mama likes the gifts we get from menfolk. Helps getting by a little easier. I shouldn’t even be telling you this, but you seem like a nice feller and... and...”

After a pause, Bob facepalmed and started laughing. “Well, I’ll be a balding sasquatch! You two sure had me bamboozled! Half of the menfolk in town too, I reckon!”

As he kept laughing, Tod stared at him in disbelief. “Ain’t ya mad?”

Bob’s shoulders dipped slightly. “Bit disappointed. Only thing better than a sweet, pretty gal is a sweet, pretty gal with money. But your Mama’s looks are still real.”

He then gave a disturbed start before staring at Tod intently. “They are real, ain’t they?”

Relieved to be finally telling the truth, Tod nodded. “Yes, sir! She ain’t called the prettiest gal in Dry Rose for nothing!”

“Thank God,” said a relieved Bob to the sky. “Don’t know if I could take it if she really looked like me with my beard shaved off.”

***
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Next morning, Tod dreamt of a dead man crawling out of Bob’s honey jar. The carcass had white feathers for a beard, and pale tentacles wriggling from its empty eye sockets.

The vision of this grinning monster reaching for him made Tod sit up with a shout.

Mama ran in before clasping her hands over her mouth and giving a gasp. “Oh, shit! It’s in here, too!”

Tod turned left and immediately fell out of bed. Coating the wall beside him was more mold. But this time, it consisted of finger-length snowy strands that ended in white pinheads.

“What the hell is that?” uttered Tod before gaping.

“How many times have I told you not to swear,” Mama scolded before taking his wrist, “Now come here. Take a look at this.”

She led him to their living room. White mold covered the walls in thick patches like some sort of bizarre fur.

“You ever seen anything like it?” asked Tod’s baffled mother as she chewed her nails.

He hadn’t. However, Tod couldn’t help noting that this new mold grew everywhere he and Bob had applied that strange honey.

Now, Mama was staring at him slack jawed. “What in the world did you do yesterday?”

Not wanting to lie, Tod fessed up to everything except telling Bob the truth about Mama’s money.

By the end of his story, Mama was glaring at him and tapping her foot. “Well, that’s what you get for being lazy! And for trusting that fool Bob! To think you two smeared that Satan’s slime everywhere! God only knows what kinda wicked juju you two let loose in this house!”

Tod’s head dipped. “Sure you’re right, Mama. I’m sorry.”

“Consider yourself grounded, young man!” she declared while wagging a finger in his face.

Expecting as much, Tod glumly nodded. “Yes, Mama.”

“And you’re cleaning this mess up properly this time!” decreed Mama, pointing at the moldy walls. “I expect this house back in pristine condition by the time I get back home! Is that clear?!”

Cringing and sucking air through his teeth at the arduous task ahead of him, Tod complied. “Yes, Mama.”

***
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Knocks at the door made for a welcome distraction from futile mold scraping. Tod picked up his tin bucket and hurriedly rushed over to see who it was.

Yet again, Bob was standing at the porch and nervously fussing with his thinning hair.

“Morning, Bob.”

“Morning, Tod,” he answered before taking a deep breath. “Take it your mama’s working again?”

Tod nodded. “She just left.”

He sighed deeply. “Just as well. Think I’d be too nervous to tell the news to her face anyhow.”

Tod’s brows rose. “News?”

“Got me a job,” he announced with a straightened posture and puffed chest. “You’re looking at Goldsmith College’s new janitor. Won’t be earning a fortune, but it might be enough to help you and your mama out if she ever takes a shining to me.”

That he’d have a steady income already put him ahead of half of Mama’s other suitors. Tod grinned. “That’s great! Congratulations!”

Bob’s head tilted to Tod’s bucket. “Whatcha got there?”

Tod peered around before ushering him inside. “It’s for cleaning. Have a look at this. Just don’t tell nobody, okay? Mama would have a fit if she knew anybody saw the house in the state it’s in.”

“Gad zooks!” Bob exclaimed upon seeing the patches of pallid fibers growing from the parlor walls.

“Been trying to scrape it off all morning,” explained an exasperated Tod. “But anything it touches passes right through. It’s like trying to cut smoke. Bob... do you think... do you think there’s such a thing as mold ghosts?”

“Never thought of that before,” Bob admitted while stroking his beard. “Reckon mold is as alive as you and me. Maybe it can leave spirits behind just like we do.”

Tentatively, Bob brushed a patch growing behind Papa’s stuffed black bear. His calloused hand passed through the fungus like it didn’t exist.

“Well, I’ll be. And here I thought I’ve seen everything,” Bob muttered while brushing the ghostly fibers again.

This time, his hand lifted high enough to touch the pale beads capping each mold strand. These pale pinheads burst on contact and spewed clouds of white dust.

Immediately, Bob shielded his mouth with one arm and shoved Tod back with the other. “Don’t breathe it in! Must be spores!”

Tod didn’t know what ghost spores might do to a person, but he doubted they’d do any good. Thus, his gaping mouth snapped shut and he scrambled away from the thick clouds.

Bob kept backing away, too. He shook his head while reopening the door. “This is beyond me. Gonna go contact the elders at the Fellowship. Reckon they’ll know what to do if anybody does. Don’t touch any of this stuff in the meantime, alright? No telling what might happen to ya.”

“Okay,” Tod answered despondently as white spores covered Papa’s prized black bear like a layer of powdered sugar.

***
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“Then he just left?” assessed an irritated Mama as she backed away from the pale cloud she kicked up by touching a mold patch. It swiftly coated Papa’s stuffed vulture in spores.

Tod was pulling her away from the dust as best he could. “Yep. Said them folks at the Fellowship might know what to do.”

Mama’s head shook in disgust. “You can’t cast out evil with evil, Tod. Them devil worshippers would only make things worse. And I don’t want you bringing that plum fool back in again, you hear? Makes a mess of things everywhere he goes.”

Tod frowned. “I think he means well. He just got a new job today.”

“Well, let him cause a ruckus there then. Gonna have to figure out how to clean this up in the meantime,” grumbled Mama. “Maybe holy water will cleanse this wicked fungus.”

Tod’s gaze swiveled from one swath of ghost mold to the next. He swore each patch had spread by foot since Mama had left for work. “Bet that’d be a lotta holy water. Take a lotta work wiping it down, too.”

Mama seemed to wince at the thought. She then snapped her fingers. “I know! I’ll make an announcement at church tomorrow! Just take a few bats of my eye to have every man in town come down and help! Why, I bet Father Greg would be the first in line!”

“Ain’t that like what I tried with Bob yesterday?” asked Tod while regarding his mother quizzically.

“Course not,” she replied with a dismissive sniff. “You trying to trick Bob into doing your chore was lazy and deceitful. What I’m doing is just being resourceful.”

“Sure you’re right, Mama,” he said before guiltily slumping.

***
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Tod and Mama agreed that him sleeping by a patch of ghost mold probably wasn’t healthy. Thus, Tod was spending the night on their living room sofa.

The worn leather couch felt comfortable enough. However, Tod dreamed of the dead man again. This time, the creature was affectionately petting him with its bony claws as he slept.

That disturbing vision made him snap upright. “Shit!”

He instantly winced at his outcry and braced for Mama grumpily storming in to scold him. But she didn’t. Instead, Mama’s reassuring snores were audible from her bedroom.

“Thank God,” Tod said in relief before laying back down and closing his eyes. Then he heard something breathing overhead. And it definitely wasn’t Mama.

Animalistic grunts accompanied breaths on his face. They somehow felt both cold and hot simultaneously and smelled like rotten meat mixed with roses.

Tod’s eyes opened to a hulking silhouette haloed by pale fuzz. It was Papa’s stuffed bear in the moonlight. Ghost mold covered its entire body.

“What the—” was all Tod had time to exclaim before the bear let out a roar and swung a massive paw at his face.

Reflexively, Tod fell off the couch before the blow could land. And he was glad he did. The bear’s claws shredded his pillow and flung spores everywhere. That’s when Papa’s stuffed vulture gave a shrill squawk and dived at him. Tod barely had time to duck. The moldy buzzard left spores in its wake while turning for another pass.

Not wanting to inhale any of the putrid powder, Tod held his breath and did a new roll. This propelled him to the front door where a broomstick sat waiting. He quickly snatched it.

Meanwhile, the vulture was making another dive. Tod was ready, however. He flung that bird into the opposite wall with one swing of his broom.

Unperturbed by Tod’s new weapon, the bear growled as it lumbered closer. Tod batted at it with his makeshift club, but this only succeeded in scattering more mold spores.

His foe responded by smacking Tod’s broom handle. This snapped the weapon as easily as a toothpick. It then swung for Tod’s head. He stooped under its arm in the nick of time.

Papa’s gun cabinet stood just across the room. Tod figured the rifle stored there was his only chance of survival. He ran past the bear’s armpit and towards that locked firearm.

But the beast managed to swat his back. It was like being slammed with a concrete block. Before Tod knew it, he was flying straight into the couch. Then all he could see was black.

***
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Tod was being hauled away in the dead man’s withered arms. Its stream of raspy whispers was incomprehensible. His desperate writhing failed to free him.

They were approaching a tall white tree whose trunk and branches resembled bone. Skull-like fruits were cackling as they dangled from it. Then the tree’s base split to reveal a dark hole.

“No! Don’t throw me in!” Tod screamed.

Tod’s eyes snapped open upon feeling gentle caresses on his head. Mama was staring at him tearfully. “Thank God! Thought for sure you was a goner!”

Gus stood on the opposite side of Mama. Bob’s dog was wagging his tail merrily before he started licking Tod’s face.

“Where am I?” Tod mumbled while probing around him. The surrounding grass was soft and the dirt felt warm. Sunrise had painted the sky in shades of gold.

“In the yard, honey,” she explained while wiping her eyes. “Found you sleeping on the couch and covered in that damn mold.”

Bob’s worried face appeared over Mama’s shoulder. “How is he?”

Mama threw him a scowl. “Fine. No thanks to you.”

“Hey now,” he replied while lifting his hands defensively, “I did bring Father Greg and all the other churchgoers down to help, didn’t I?”

Strained grunts and bellows were coming from inside the house. Tod figured their fellow parishioners (Mama’s suitors in particular) were cleaning up that ghost mold.

Instead of answering Bob’s retort, Mama resumed brushing Tod’s head. “How you feeling?”

“Alright,” was Tod’s groggy mumble. “Feel kinda damp.”

“Father Greg blessed Creeper’s Creek before we dipped you in. Washed that wicked fungus right off ya. Made your body steam like a stew. Ain’t seen nothing like it.” Mama answered in awe.

Talk of the fungus reminded Tod of Papa’s taxidermized animals. “Wait! Last night, Papa’s trophies came alive! His bear and vulture even attacked me! Think that ghost mold made them into zombies!”

Fear filled Bob’s widening eyes. “Gad zooks! Y’all stay put! I’ll go grab my gun!”

“You’ll do no such thing!” Mama snapped while snatching Bob’s arm. “Now, Tod, calm down. You were just dreaming.”

The painful scratches on his head and back said otherwise. “No, Mama! It really happened! I swear!”

“Boy’s pillow was torn to bits. And that broomstick handle was busted, too.” Bob pointed out.

Mama’s head shook. “Tod must’ve done that himself while he was sleepwalking. Probably because of that damn mold that’d sprouted on him. Made him delirious.”

Habitually, Tod nearly said, “I’m sure you’re right, Mama.” But having Bob’s backing gave him certainty he’d never had before. Thus, he said instead, “Mama, you’re right about a lotta things. But you ain’t right about this. I think Bob better grab his gun.”

Bob was already loading his musket even as Mama gaped at Tod in shock.

Suddenly, screams sounded from the house. Ned Michaels came rushing outside soon after. White spores were wafting behind him, and a moldy alligator held his head tightly in its jaws.

“Son, there’s holy water in a bucket by your feet,” announced Bob as he stood up. “Throw it on that gator when I say!”

Meanwhile, Ned and the alligator were rolling in the grass as that zombie tried snapping his neck.

“Ready?” asked Bob poignantly as he held up his gun. Seconds later, his musket fired with a puff of smoke and a loud crack. The top of that alligator’s head burst open soon after. This left Ned bloody but able to escape the still mobile monster.

“Now!”

On cue, Tod dashed to that undead alligator and hurriedly threw some holy water on it. The writhing zombie disintegrated wherever it got wet. There was soon nothing left of it but ashes.

Mama gasped. “Oh, my word!”

Mark Riddle and Jack Hill had just fled the building with a moldy cougar in hot pursuit. It quickly pounced on Mark and tore off his face.

“Boy, head to Creeper’s Creek and fill that bucket,” said Bob with unusual gravitas. “We’re gonna need all the holy water we can get. And Amanda, you best plant your feet in that there holy creek till we cremate these darn critters.”

Mama’s eyes narrowed in outrage. “Who do you think you’re—”

“Just a man protecting the two folks he cares about most. Now, enough arguing, woman! Get in the dang water!”

Instead of the furious glare Tod expected, Mama studied Bob with starry eyes and red cheeks. She then coughed and quickly resumed her usual surliness. “Fine! But only cuz I feel like it!”

Bob turned back to Tod. “Boy, you best be escorting your mama ta safety. And come back with that there bucket full. Ya hear?”

Tod couldn’t help grinning before giving Bob a salute. “Sir, yes sir! Come on, Gus!”

Said dog gave an affirmative bark as he, Tod, and Mama set off towards the water.

***
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“Amanada, this is a mighty fine stew. Thank you,” said Bob between bites of dinner.

Mama got red again before grudgingly mumbling into her bowl on the kitchen table. “Least I can do after you and Tod killed them damn moldy zombies. And...thank you for letting us stay at your place for a bit.”

Destroying those monsters proved easier than Tod thought. The zombies had been too busy eating other churchgoers to notice much else, letting him and Bob practically walk right up to them.

Bob shrugged. “Bullets just seemed to stun them critters more than anything. Boy’s holy water’s what turned them ta ashes.”

Tod was regarding Bob eagerly. “You really think the Fellowship will buy our house?”

“That’s what Margaret Weaver told me herself,” said a perturbed Bob. “Seemed mighty excited about it. Especially when she heard your papa’s house and front lawn still had ghost mold growing on it. Claims it’s sacred ground. Said your Mama can name her price.”

Mama was grinning at that. “Well, that old loon best be saving her pennies then.”

“Found it all a bit unsettling myself,” Bob admitted before scratching his head. “Think maybe I’ll be attending y’all’s church from here on out. Didn’t help seeing the Fellowship’s god in a portrait for the first time. Fella looked like a dead man with a feathered beard and eyes full of tentacles. Darn creepy.”

A shocked Tod dropped his spoon in his stew. He was about to mention the dead man from his dreams, but scratching at the door interrupted him.

“Must be Gus,” Bob assessed before shaking his head. “Tod, could you let him in? But make sure he ain’t been rolling in nothing first. You’ve seen how he gets.”

Tod had snort upon remembering Gus with the dead fish. He then got up and opened the door. What he saw on Bob’s porch made him shout.

Gus shimmered in the moonlight as white mold grew off every inch of him. The dog was spreading new spores with each happy wag of his tail.

​
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​A THIN, SHADOWY PLACE

​By CJ Murphy
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It didn’t take long for Kyle Kennedy to realize there was something unusual about his new home. He had rented the house furnished. The lady he rented from explained that, after her father’s death, she and her siblings did not wish to sell the charming little brick bungalow. During their father’s final years, they had the house completely repainted, put in new flooring and upgraded the kitchen and bathrooms. The ensuing housing slump came, and they were loath to sell the house for less than it was worth or to let the house sit empty, fearing malicious damage and disrepair. When they decided to rent, they cleared out all the personal items and left the house sparsely furnished enough to sustain life, deciding that any unique touches would be the purview of future occupants.

Just inside the entrance door, there were two bedrooms separated by a full bath. Kyle chose to make the first of these his office, pulling the twin bed to the side and making it a day bed and window seat. It nestled beneath the left side window which looked out on the front yard and street. The second bedroom had only a dismal view of the neighbor’s brick wall with its high, rectangular windows. They reminded him of cellar windows. He used that as his bedroom and told himself that a stunning outdoor view was not a necessary component of satisfactory living. After all, a bedroom would primarily be used for sleeping, and how much of the outside could he see through his closed eyelids, anyway?

He belonged to the vast group of American workers who had become remote employees during the pandemic. He worked for a New England company, maintaining their website, knowledge pages, and learning library. His co-workers communicated primarily by email, and since it was unusual for him to navigate any type of work crisis, he preferred to work at night.

He spent each night of the first week in the office where his desk was against the facing wall. When he worked, his back was to the door, limiting distractions. Only a few days into his new residency, he was working after dinner, deep in thought about the layout of a new FAQs section on the company Wiki. When he turned his head to the right, stretching his neck muscles, he saw a person walking in front of the open door, toward the back of the house.

Although he only caught a glimpse of the figure, the effect of seeing another person in his quiet little house on this quiet little street was galvanic. He spun his wheeled chair backward and to the left, giving him a full view of the door, heart beating with percussive force. It was easy enough to watch a horror movie and deride the intrepid character for going to investigate the shadowy figure and creaking sounds in the dark cellar. In real life, he found it significantly harder not to pursue the mysterious thing that didn’t make sense to his eyes or his mind.

When the figure moved by, he got the impression it was feminine. He didn’t know whether it was the long sweep of dark hair or the silken rustle of skirts, but he was so sure that it was a woman that he felt himself addressing the mysterious form in this way. Why some strange woman had chosen to come into his house baffled him. Also, he hadn’t heard a door opening or even a voice calling out.

“Hello? Ma’am? Can I help you with something?” He walked to the open door and stood staring into the dim and the quiet. He saw no one. “Hello?”

She had been walking toward the back hallway, so he walked in that direction as well. He didn’t have any lights on at the back of the house and only the porch light shining through the back door helped stave off the gathering gloom. He tried to tell himself that his eyes were playing tricks on him, but he couldn’t quite convince himself. He was hoping to achieve a couple more hours of work, but his focus was lost. When he returned to his desk, he kept imagining movement in his peripheral vision. Finally, he angled his chair so that he could still look at his monitor and type on his keyboard while maintaining a clear line of sight to the cased opening and the living room beyond.

All this modified seating arrangement achieved was a crick in the neck and the first bloom of what would prove to be a truly tremendous headache. When he finally threw in the towel, he decided to grab some aspirin and a glass of water before heading to bed. He closed both the bedroom doors, as well as the closet door. He was old enough and practical enough not to believe in the closet monster, but why take chances?
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