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Introduction




Caveat Emptor!
A proverb which roughly translates to: Let the
Buyer Beware. It means that not all items carry a warranty and due
diligence is the buyer's responsibility prior to
purchase.

Unfortunately when the plague hits,
this takes on additional sinister meanings. In September 2020,
hubby and I snuck under the Hudson River, via the PATH train, to
take in our first movie in six months at the Newport Mall. The
place was mostly empty, and people respected social distancing and
masks. It was a joy to sit in a movie theater (only one other
person in attendance) and munch on our chemically enhanced,
delicious popcorn. At Newport Mall, we saw neither zombies, nor
animated mannequins. No mysterious pop-up shops selling cursed
items. It was the same mall that we’ve been heading to for over
twenty years, minus about 90% of the people and 50% of the
shops.

And though we all have seen films
where a shopping mall is taken over by nefarious creatures, the
lack of commerce and people was nearly as creepy.

These stories don’t involve Covid so
much as the overall dangers of the marketplace. Fish markets and
butcher shops of dubious distinction. Wine shops with cellars to be
avoided, haunted arcades, Fairies and Djinn lurking just around the
corner―

Watch your step!

Hang on tight to your loved
ones.

As usual, we have stories from all
over the globe. I've chosen to retain the original flavor of our
writers from Great Britain, Bulgaria, and South Africa by not
switching to American English. So if you see color spelt as colour,
it's not a typo.

Welcome to the seventh edition of the
Hell’s Series!

April Grey, November 2020
NYC
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I. Hell’s Maul

 


 


Orange Julius

 by Amy Grech

 


An iconic sweet treat and
a melee of bullets unexpectedly meet…

 


Vermilion froth,

tart and sweet.

The perfect treat

when you need a break

from the endless
storefronts

in the suburban mecca vying

for your attention and

hard-earned dollars.

 


Ceaseless foot traffic, a

steady stream. Perfect for

an orange dream. Things
aren’t

always what they seem…

 


Married couples bicker,

cigarette butts flicker,

burning bright

like miniature suns.

 


Neon lights delight

a mother and her daughter

holding a red balloon.

Childlike whimsy on display

at KB Toys. Something

for all the girls and boys.

 


Orange dream.

Things aren’t always what

they seem…

 


Teenagers canoodle.

Kids play with

pool noodles in a ball pit.

Management doesn’t give a
shit

as you hit rock bottom.

You’ve got a short fuse

and nothing to lose.

 


You had a good job

at a store on the second
floor.

Waldenbooks. You loved

the work, but your boss,

a real jerk, didn’t care.

He said you stared at
customers,

did as you pleased, and

put them ill at ease.

With that, you were fired,

so, you conspired.

 


You took your father’s gun,

a police-issued .38 Snub Nose
Smith

& Wesson Revolver out
of

your trench coat,

taking aim at everyone.

 


Bullets rain down,

a lethal hailstorm, hitting their
mark.

The world goes dark as
hapless

shoppers fall like
dominoes,

riddled with pinpoint precision
holes

spouting blood amongst the

incessant shouting as

their shopping bags

crumble and they

wither, like flowers

cut down before full bloom.

 


The little girl with the red
balloon

along with her mother,
promising

lives ended too soon.

 


Amy Grech
has sold over 100 stories to various anthologies
and magazines including: A New York State
of Fright, Apex Magazine, Beat to a Pulp: Hardboiled, Dead Harvest,
Deadman's Tome Campfire Tales Book Two, Expiration Date, Flashes of
Hope, Fright Mare, Hell’s Heart, Hell’s Highway, Hell’s Mall,
Needle Magazine, Scare You To Sleep, Tales from the Canyons of the
Damned, Tales from The Lake Vol. 3, The One That Got Away, Thriller
Magazine, and many others. New Pulp Press
published her book of noir stories, Rage
and Redemption in Alphabet City.

She is an Active Member of the Horror
Writers Association and the International Thriller Writers who
lives in New York. You can connect with Amy on Twitter:
https://twitter.com/amy_grech or visit her website:
https://www.crimsonscreams.com.
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Deadmall


by Alp Beck

 


The Happy Acres mall will
feature in Jen's photo essay on the "Shop Till You Drop" era, but
the mall has plans to star in her nightmares.

 


The Happy Acres mall sat on
1.5 million acres of once-prime real estate. Someone had
spray-painted a large "CR" over the "H" so that it now read:
CRAPPY ACRES. A frequent
stop for the surrounding population, it currently existed forlorn
and forgotten; the sprawling parking lot host only to wild patches
of weeds and cracked concrete. In the distance, Daphne could still
read the ghostly labelscar of its last occupant,
Sears. To the left of it,
the mall's main entrance beckoned, but she drove in the opposite
direction, to a little-known side door she'd researched. This one,
she knew, would not be padlocked.

She parked, shut off the engine and
engaged her hand brake. There wasn't a need. Her 1992 Mazda Protégé
wasn't going anywhere. She was pretty sure nobody would steal the
decrepit little car, but habits were hard to break. She reached
over to the passenger seat and grabbed the strap of her trusty
Olympus FLT, along with the camera bag. The mounted 50mm lens was a
bit battered, but it would do the job. The camera was a fossil from
another age, perfect for documenting another relic.

As she'd hoped, the door was unlocked
and slightly ajar. The rusty hinges protested loudly as she forced
them open with her shoulder. Immediately, a cloud of dust set off
her chronic cough, the sound shattering the silence. Once it
stopped, she turned on her flashlight and carefully made her way
down the narrow corridor. Another door greeted her at the end. This
one opened easily.

The mall's large atrium glowed eerily,
lit by a swath of natural light streaming from above it. She put
away the flashlight. The glass dome on the ceiling three levels up,
while opaque, provided enough ambient light so that she could
observe the fine particles of debris undulating within it, like a
delicately choreographed water ballet. She raised her camera,
focused and took a couple of quick shots. The click of the shutter
reverberated in the empty space, breaking the calm she had felt
only moments before and leaving her with an involuntary
chill.

The center of the space hosted a set
of giant multicolored orbs, attached to form a large Christmas
tree. In its day, this would have been a very colorful display, but
now it reminded her of festive times, long past. Daphne looked
around. The outer sections of the atrium were wrapped in deep
shadows. Looking up, she noticed the safety railings were missing
from the upper levels. She'd have to be very careful
there―considering her fear of open edges―but she was determined to
explore the concourse on all floors. That's where she'd find photo
gold.

She randomly picked a passage and made
her way toward it. Once past the illumination in the atrium, she
discovered that the darkness was not absolute. It was dimmer, for
sure, but she could see enough to move around comfortably within
the space. This bode well for the rest of her
assignment.

 


*

 


Occasionally a faraway squeak would
reach her ears, but she shrugged it off. Probably some random birds
had made a home here. And who could blame them? So much
waste.

An hour later, as she
crouched by a particularly interesting piece of glass sculpture,
she heard a muted, rhythmic, shhhh, coming from one of the
corridors. She ignored it, then heard it again; this time louder
and then followed by a squeak. She looked up in surprise, as a
figure came around the corner toward her. As she watched it
advance, another one appeared behind the first one. Then another.
She stood up quickly, alarmed.

Who were these people? She
squinted―her eyes had never been that great. The woman in front, at
least she thought it was a woman, wore a leisure suit, similar to
the ones older women wore in some parts of Florida. Tan pants with
sewn-in seam, flowery top and white sneakers. She had light weights
in her hands, probably one-pound ones. As she got closer, Daphne
could see there was something wrong with her, in fact, something
was wrong with all three. Their faces...

Their faces...

Their eyes!

Their pupils were black hollows, not
empty exactly, but expressionless and flat―without any reflection,
as if a child had drawn them in with a worn crayon. Alarm shot up
her spine directly to her brain. Adrenalin flooded her system and
she turned to run, only to have dozens, then hundreds come at her
from the other corridor; She looked around wildly.

Where could she run? Hide?

Indecision paralyzed her.

Behind the first three, dozens more
flocked. From the rear, a lone man, jogged past them rapidly. In
seconds he was in front of her. Not knowing what to do, Daphne
dropped the camera, where it dangled on its strap, crouched and
covered her head.

He jogged past her.

She waited a couple of seconds, then
looked up. He was gone, but now the throng was upon her. Oddly,
they seemed not to care she was there. Their bodies were in various
stages of decomposition. They pressed against her from all sides.
Jostling her and scraping her arms. They all wore athletic gear of
various types and from various eras. She backed off, toward the
edge, attempting to move away. They emitted a strange chalky, dry
smell, like you'd find in an old attic. Their mouths, or what
remained of their mouths, emitted hisses and quiet grunts. With a
start, she realized they were breathing.

It was too much for her. Her brain
raged between outright panic, and reason.

Panic won.

 


*

 


They streamed in from all sides now.
From every corridor; hundreds of them. Their non-reflective, flat
eyes, lacking expression, like so many empty spaces. Their sallow
skin wrapped tightly around their skeletal frames, reminding her,
absurdly, of Greek gyro meat as it's sliced off the
rotisserie.

All murmuring.

All walking. Some even
jogging.

These once-obese women, paraded by as
their loose joints flapped, their Spandex doing its job and tightly
cloaking their lower half. Elderly women and men in jogging
suits―some in pairs and some in loose quartets, some bent over
walkers―shuffled along taking careful steps as others passed
them.

Young mottled-gray, desiccated mothers
who contrasted with their brightly colored yoga pants and shorts,
were led by their strollers, the nondescript bundles within, more
terrifying to Daphne than if she could have seen them
clearly.

The awful whisper of rubber
touching down as hundreds of sneakers shuffled along the ceramic
tiles, interrupted only by the occasional, random squeak. The worst
ones had lost their shoes. The click-clack of bone hitting tile made
it difficult for her to hold back a scream.

She wanted to raise her camera, to
document this horror, will herself to press the shutter, but her
arms would not obey. Her heart jackhammered wildly within her ribs
like a trapped rabbit. She forced herself to cross their path, so
she could hunker in anonymity against one of the small alcoves in
the wall, but fear immobilized her and as the crowd swelled she was
driven back, closer and closer to the open edge of the
floor.

One step.

Then another.

And another.

She wanted to stop, knew she had to
stop, but there were just too many of them. The cadaverous mob, now
brushing by her, blinded her to her peril.

She stepped back...

...into nothingness.

 


*

 


Happy Acres' occupants continued their
never-ending walk. Daphne now shuffled among them, her unseeing
eyes, flat and blank, forever locked in step with the other mall
walkers. Her clothing stood out: jeans did not really fit in with
this crowd, but she had the required sneakers. The mall didn't
mind. It was good enough to keep her going.

 


*

 


In the waning sun, Anthony's drone
climbed higher and higher, until it was level with the mall's roof.
The boy looked down at his iPhone's display. He could see the dark,
gray, asphalt top through the drone's camera. He spotted the
slightly open door on one of the small jutting structures. He
whooped with joy. This was his fourth run with the drone and now he
was sure. He'd finally found a way in.

 


Alp Beck
lives in New York City. She writes in all genres
but prefers horror. Her essays have been featured in the
NY Times and the
NY Blade. She is a big fan
of the short story format and believes that,“Only when you master
the art of the short story, are you ready to tackle novels.”
Therefore, she will continue to practice until she gets it right.
You can find her story, “To Thine Self Be True,” in
Hell’s Grannies: Kickass Tales of the
Crone, by Lafcadio Press, and “Heels”
in A New York State of Fright,
by Hippocampus Press. She is hard at work on a
series of stories, including “Eyewitness” and “The Underride.”
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Be a Galaxy Ranger


by Teel James Glenn

 


Some days the game of
shopping at the mall can be a very deadly game...

 


“Be A Galaxy Ranger!” the
space-suited figure on the Tri-V screen proclaimed. “The excitement
of the future is yours! Now just step through these doors and join
the Galaxy Rangers for adventures unlimited.”

There were few people in
Brooklyn’s Kings Plaza mall that early on a Saturday morning and
fewer still that stopped to watch the Tri-V display above the
chrome and glass doors of the Galaxy Ranger franchise on the second
floor. Most of them were children whose mothers, fathers or even
older siblings would patiently wait while the spacer ranger in the
Tri-V loop touted the game—shake their heads with a little smile,
sometimes remarking “how lucky you kids are”—then drag junior along
to Zmart.

Napoleon Suarez never
stopped to look at the display anymore, because he was always
already at the doors when the Tri-V went on and his eyes were fixed
straight ahead of him on his portal to paradise.

Napoleon was a Galaxy Ranger
Junkie.

He stood five feet six
inches tall and weighed one hundred twenty pounds. He had very bad
acne, black straight hair that even freshly washed somehow looked
greasy, and wore glasses with lenses like Coke bottle bottoms. And
he was just one hundred space credits shy of being The Master
Ranger.

“Hey, Napoleon,” Max, the
manager of the franchise, said as he unlocked the door and slid it
back. “How was your week?”

“Uh…like, okay, man.”
Napoleon said, already walking past the manager to the recruiting
desk. The room looked like a set out of the old Star Wars Tri-V
series and the pretty girl behind the Lucite and chrome desk was
dressed in silver lamé and spandex. Her name was Lu Ann but
Napoleon didn’t know it or care. He was only vaguely aware that she
was pretty—or for that matter a woman. At seventeen his urges in
that direction were still only vaguely shaped and his opinion of
himself as to what the fairer sex might think of him was not
clearly defined; just vaguely disturbing.

“Uh, like…uh, duration
ticket, please,” he said almost formally, handing the girl a
crumpled twenty-dollar bill. It was his weekly ritual, observed
with more punctuality than most church visits and with more
excitement.

“Thank you, Napoleon,” Lu
Ann said with a smile, then realizing that, as usual, he was
already in his “Ranger Mind” she added as dramatically as possible,
“Punch in your Ranger Name on the bulletin board, please, and then
suit up for takeoff.”

Napoleon tingled when she
said the words. His eyes went to the LED board at the ready station
by the sliding doors to the launch chamber and he felt his pulse
quicken. And his anger flair.

Yojimbo’s name was still
next to the spot that proclaimed him Master Ranger. Then came
Napoleon Solo (Napoleon’s ‘Ranger’ name) followed by Robin Hood,
Superman, Princess Leia, Fred Flintstone and twenty others from
across the country. All the other rankings changed periodically,
but Napoleon was almost always in number two and Yojimbo was always
in number one.

“That changes today,”
Napoleon thought to his phantom rival, wherever he or she was.
“Today’s the day I get you, Yojimbo.”

It was a thought Napoleon
had often, and it was his last thought, for at that moment two
young hoodlums emerged from the jewelry store across the mall,
after having pistol-whipped the owner while robbing the store. Both
bandits fired their cheap handguns randomly into the air and one of
the random bullets flew through the open door of the Ranger Base
and straight into the brain of Napoleon Suares, killing him
instantly. He was dead even before he had
the chance to think “I’m dead” and certainly before he hit the
plastic floor.

The bandits got away.

 


*

 


“I’m not
saying Savate is better,” Matthew Stryker said with an emphatic wave of his
hand which all but overturned his glass of soda. “I’m just saying
that it’s comparable to say, Muay Thai boxing.” Matthew sipped his
soda and did a quick check of the Trench pub, seeing if any of his
‘regular girls’ had come into the bar yet.

“Only if you don’t go by
modern tournament rules, Matthew, in which case they’ll make
hamburger out of anyone using the old techniques.” Jason Stryker,
Matthew’s twin brother never looked up from the notebook computer
on the table before him.

Matthew, like his elder
twin, stood six foot, and weighed in at a hundred and seventy lean
pounds of solid muscle. His hair was brown and close-trimmed. His
gold-flecked eyes would have been more suited to Peter Pan or
Dennis the Menace, but he did his best to live up to
them.

“That is
the rub, big brother,” Matthew said. “This new
Exceptional Tournament announcement
is very sketchy on what rules they’ll follow.” He sipped his drink.
“What the hell,” he said reflectively, “it’ll be fun any way they
call it.”

“Your idea of fun always
involves someone getting bruises,” Jason said.

“At least they don’t show
as much on you.” Matthew noted. Jason wore his brown hair short,
almost Marine style high and tight, but had added a ‘Fu Manchu’
mustache and had an eye-patch on his left eye, which gave him the
dour aspect of a pirate. He complexion was exactly the same,
however, as Matthew’s.

Matthew grimaced. “Low
blow.”

“It’s it about time you
found something useful to do somewhere else,” Jason said. “I’d like
to concentrate enough to finish these expense reports tonight. Ask
Trudy to send over a coffee on your way out., it’s gonna be a long
night.”

 


*

 


Max Divergilio was the manager of the
King’s Plaza Galaxy Ranger franchise. He liked his job, enjoyed
playing a game now and then himself and was on profit sharing so he
felt he really was working toward building a solid future. Which is
why it hurt him to close the doors early on a Saturday night and
put a call in to the owner.

“Mr. Stryker?” Max said,
trying not to look at the disappointed faces outside the closed
glass doors. “Max Divergilio.”

“What’s up,
Max?”

“I want to shut down
again,” Max said. “We’re having more problems in the game
grid.”

“I thought you did a full
diagnostic last month?”

“I did, but it’s been
screwy since that freak accident when that kid Napoleon got shot a
week ago. Another player has gotten mild shocks; it feels
wrong.”

“You’re the man on the
spot, Max,” Matthew said. “If you think it’s a safety issue, pull
the plug and do what you have to. I’ll come over to check it
out.”

“Thanks, boss.” Max hung up
and turned to Lu Ann at the desk beside him. “I’m gonna go into the
maze to shut the system down at the program room.” He started
through the entry port into the play area.

“Okay, Max,” she said,
“I’ll lower the gates.”

Neither Lu Ann nor Max
noticed the computer board flash “Penalty: player out of
uniform.”

Lu Ann was almost at the
front gate when the lights dimmed and she heard Max
scream.

 


*

 


“How long have you owned
this Galaxy Ranger franchise?” Jason asked Matthew as they exited
the car in the parking lot of the shopping mall in Brooklyn. “I
mean, I know you helped develop it and all.”

“Yeah. Two years or so,”
Matthew said, “back when I was training for the Pentathlon, before
I got my Olympic shooting medal. We needed a better shooting course
than the F.B.I.’s old Hogan’s Alley.” Matthew smiled. “We improved
on it a bit though. Now it’s the standard shooting range for the
government. They gave me major stock in exchange for my personal
endorsements in ads.”

Jason shook his head. “I’ve
been your brother since before you were born,”—he was fifteen
seconds older and never let Matthew forget it—“and I still have no
fix on you.” The two men had passed from the bay-damp coolness of
the parking lot to the artificial cold air of the mall.

The brothers took the
stairs to the second floor. When they came in sight of the galaxy
Ranger Base, they stopped abruptly, Jason all but colliding with
Matthew’s back.

“Oh, hell.” Matthew spoke
with a premonition of dread. Police had yellow crime scene tape in
front of the franchise. Emergency Services Unit uniforms were
visible moving through a crunch of onlookers like gothic spirits.
“Not twice in two weeks.”

They made their way through the crowd
until a patrolman who barely came up to Matthew’s chest stopped
them.

“Hold it, fella,” the
officer commanded.

“I own this store,” Matthew
stated, pointing at the larger than life-size image of him in one
of the Ranger uniforms standing by the front door. He pushed passed
the startled cop who decided not to tangle with the determined
Matthew.

Jason, however, was
another matter. The officer blocked the one-eyed brother’s passage.
“I suppose you’re an owner,
too?”

Jason resisted the urge to
punch the officer’s lights out and merely flashed a smile and his
government credentials. The officer almost tripped over himself in
his rush to get out of Jason’s way.

Inside were more uniformed
officers, two detectives, ambulance personnel, and a hysterical Lu
Ann.

“Oh, Mr. Matthew!” the girl
cried. She all but threw herself into Matthew’s arms and sobbed.
“It’s worse than when Napoleon got shot. Max went to shut off the
maze and then I heard him scream. But I couldn’t get to him.” She
became incoherent so Matthew let her sob it out before turning to
one of the plain-clothes officers.

“I’m the owner, Matthew
Stryker, Officer…”—he paused to read the name on the
plainclothesman’s badge—“Bronowitz. What happened?”

“Like she says, Mr.
Stryker,” the cop said in a tired voice, “Mr. Divergilio entered
the game area and apparently received a severe electric shock. No
one was able to get to him because anyone who entered the room was
also shocked, though less severely.”

Bronowitz lit a bent cigarette from a
crushed pack and continued in a bored tone. “The ESUs finally
pulled Mr. Divergilio out with boat hooks.”

Just then one of the two
ESUs who were administering CPR in relay to Divergilio cried out in
triumph, “I got a pulse!” This started Lu Ann on a new round of
sobs which quickly passed.

“Hang on to her, Jason,”
Matthew said as he stepped behind the control console. “I can’t
shut the system off from here,” he said to no one in particular as
he began to push buttons on the board. “But I can take it out of
game mode.” He looked oddly at the readings he was getting. “At
least, I should be able to.”

“I called the power company
to cut off the juice to the store,” Bronowitz said, “but they said
you have your own source.”

“Yeah, the computers pull
so much and cost so much if they go down that we have our own
backup. Damn! Hey, Jason, take a look at this.”

Lu Ann was passed off to an
Emergency Services officer as Matthew’s brother rounded the
console. “See this,” Matthew said, pushing a command sequence. The
monitor flashed back “Command refused.”

“That’s
not so unusual,” Jason, said, “you know, ‘Garbage in,
Garbage out’.”

“But I
helped program this thing.” Matthew insisted, “If I goofed it
should have said ‘Command error.’ Or if the program glitches , then
‘Program error’ or ‘System failure.’
It said ‘Command refused.’ That’s downright
snotty.”

“Does sort of imply
attitude,” Jason agreed, adding a street jargon pronunciation to
the last word.

“You saying there’s no way
to pull the plug,” Bronowitz asked, “except to go in there?” He
pointed to the game arena as if it were the jaws of the white whale
itself.

“That
would seem to be about it,” Matthew said, an odd gleam finding its
way into his eyes. “It’ll take almost a week for its power supply to use up the fuel
it has.”

Matthew walked to the Ready
Station area and removed one of the disposable silver jumpsuits
from the dispenser. His arms were long for the one-size-fits-all
garment so he rolled the sleeves to a rakish three-quarter
length.

“That looks absurd,” Jason
commented.

“Oh, I don’t know,”
Matthew, said as he buckled on a gear belt. “I think it’s just the
right Star Wars chic.”

“You’re crazy going in
there,” Bronowitz insisted. “Just let the thing run out of
power.”

“I’d like to,” Matthew
said, “but there are one hundred franchises with the exact same
system operating around the country; we have to know as soon as
possible why Max got zapped.” He looked at his brother. “You
coming, Jase?”

The older twin looked at
his brother as if a second head had just sprouted on his shoulders.
“Me, in there, wearing that?”

“’Fraid so,” Matthew said,
handing Jason a jumpsuit and belt. “According to the playback the
computer grid registered Max out of uniform. See the warning.” He
indicated a sign, which flashed, “Players out of uniform will be
penalized.”

“This
suit looks like I’m in one of those
old 2D rap videos.” Jason commented as he donned the garment, which
was stretched taut across his broad chest.

“I can’t allow you two to
enter there.” Bronowitz declared. “It’d just be endangering
yourselves needlessly.”

Matthew looked sharply at
the detective then let his gaze travel to the badly burned
Divergilio. “I don’t have a choice, and
neither do you. We have to get into that system at the central
control point.”

The addition of a webbed
belt and a baseball-like cap with a visor and earphone attachment
completed Matthew’s outlandish outfit.

“There,” Matthew said with
more glee than was appropriate, “we’re set to go.” He stepped up to
the computer screen next to the entrance to the game maze and began
to punch in a series of letters. “What game name do you want to
use?” he asked.

Jason, who hated hats
since childhood, grudgingly put his on and pushed it back.
“Whadda’ you mean, game
name?”

Matthew looked at Jason as
if he had grown a
second head. “Your game name for the game maze. Can’t get in the
arena unless the computer knows what to call you and using your
name is just too boring. I’ve already punched mine in.”

Jason shot him back the
same look. “Be serious.”

Matthew smiled and punched
in a code. “Okay, Mr. B. Sirius,” he said, “step up to the door for
embarkation.”

Jason looked grim and ready
to leave right then, but had a sudden thought and turned to the
ESUs who were packing up their equipment.

“Hey,” Jason asked, “You
got any real rubber gloves—not the latex crime scene
type?”

The technician looked to his partner
who nodded assent, then produced two pair and tossed them to
Jason.

“Good
luck, buddy,” the ESU said. “Hope I don’t have to come back for
you.” With those cheery words as
send-off, Matthew and Jason entered the game maze.

“Holy geeze,” Jason
murmured. The game maze was unlike anything Jason could have
imagined. Matthew and Jason stood in a four-by-four-foot glass
booth, one wall of which had a rack with Star Wars-esque ray guns
and what looked like fencing foils.

But it was not the booth that prompted
his exclamation. It was what was outside the booth.

On all sides, stretching to
a murky purple horizon was a broken, rocky terrain that looked like
a Chester Bonstell painting brought to life. Sulfurous yellow
clouds drifted by overhead and three pale moons could be seen at
various quarters.

Matthew saw Jason’s agog
expression. “Yeah, it is impressive. The maze is just a switchback
maze setup, which actually alters passages between games. But we
disguise it with holograms, computer-operated puppets and smoke
generators. It is virtual reality integrated with real
elements.”

“But this is so real
looking,” Jason said. “When I change my head position the
perspective changes.”

Matthew’s smile widened as
he played proud father. “State of the art.
And it’s not all show.” He stepped to the rack of swords, which
were like shortened fencing foils, and drew one. “There are
interactive elements, too. Here.” He handed a plastic ray gun to
Jason and took one for himself.

“Do I really need this
thing?” Jason pleaded. “You know I don’t really like
guns.”

“If we’re
to make it through the game maze to the core, yep!” Matthew loaded
a battery into the handle of his pistol and handed one to Jason.
“Think of it as another Hogan’s Alley training
exercise.”

Jason loaded
his gun and pushed his baseball cap back on his
head. “This is the stupidest—”

“Whoa,”
Matthew interjected, “where’s your professional detachment?” As he
spoke, he pressed the Air Lock Release button by the booth door and it slid back.

A synthesized voice proclaimed, “You
are entering hostile territory. Be sure you are armed. Stay on the
glow path.”

Ahead, a narrow trail was
marked by road type reflectors and snaked off around a bend of
rock. To the left was a steep slope, which dropped off into a deep
ravine.

“It…it
even smells right,” Jason said in awe. He could
feel a dry, cold wind against his face and the
scent it carried was an odd mixture of the familiar and the
strange. An alien wind, he thought.

Matthew nodded, “Not my
idea, I’m sorry to say, the total sensory. My co-designers Harrison
and Locke are brilliant. It’s what makes it the most real to me, I
think.” He paused to survey the pseudo-terrain. “There’s layered
sound and some ultrasound too,” he continued, “but it’s almost
subliminal.”

Matthew started to walk
down the path outlined by the reflectors, which Jason observed had
a mild inner glow of their own. Jason followed.

The only anomaly Jason noticed as he
moved out into the game maze was that the path was geometrically
smooth and even to the feel, totally at odds with the rough-hewn
natural look. He found comfort in the incongruity and referred back
to it when his surroundings started to become too real.

Once they had rounded a major
outcropping of ‘rock’ which blocked the booth from view, the ‘game’
really began. “Look up there,” Matthew said, pointing to the
horizon.

Jason had already spotted the metal
disc of a flying saucer that darted over the distant mountains and
hovered. An amber beam of light pulsed twice from the underbelly
and then came toward Matthew and Jason, zooming by apparently fifty
feet or so above their heads.

“Wow,” Jason said, “with
only one eye this is real looking. Does the military know about
this?”

“Unipol purchased three
scenarios and future options and the Air Force, Marines and Navy
have a version for training. The army’s been a little stubborn, but
they’ll come around.”

Jason realized he was still holding
the rubber gloves so he handed a pair to Matthew and they both
donned them. “What happens now?” Jason asked.

“Well,” Matthew said, “I
punched in a basic program.” He started walking along the path
again. “It’ll be easy. Those pulses of light were our ‘opponents’
being beamed down.” They rounded another curve and came out onto a
widening in the trail, which was strewn with almost man-sized
boulders.

As soon as Matthew rounded a large
one, a reptilian-looking humanoid popped up from behind a boulder
and aimed a ray gun at him. Jason hit the ground almost before the
figure had pulled the trigger simultaneous with an explosion of
rock just above his head.

Matthew fired from the hip hitting the
reptile sniper square in the head. Jason’s shot hit the body on the
way down.

“Jeez,” Jason said as he
stood to dust himself off. It was only then he realized that no
debris had showered him from the rocks above.

Matthew caught him looking
at the blast crater above his head and smiled. “Gotcha,” he said.
“And I got the point. Headshots worth five. Only first shots
count.”

“This is too weird,” Jason
insisted. “Let’s go turn this thing off before more
nasty-bad-nasties show up to humiliate me.”

As if in reply to Matthew’s
casual statement the area around the two men began to change. The
rough stone walls smoothed and reformed into brick work, and azure
sky transmuted into a gothic arch of torch-lit stone.

To Jason it appeared as if
one frame of movie film had been superimposed over another. Suddenly he and Matthew stood in
the narrow corridor of a medieval castle.

“Impressive,” Jason said,
trying to sound nonplussed. “Just like the old 2D Star
Trek.”

“Scary as hell,” Matthew
exclaimed, “since that isn’t supposed to happen. We’ve just shifted
programs to a higher level of difficulty.”

“Well,”
Jason asked, “what does that—” But before he could finish, a horde of orcs, their tusk-like
teeth gleaming yellow in the torch light, charged around the
corner.

Matthew got off two rounds
from his blaster by the time one of the orcs swung a crossbow up to
fire at him. Jason shot that one and one of four others who hung
back.

Matthew drew his sword and
waded into the three who were left, quickly finishing two with stop
hits to the heart. The third held back and, as Matthew finished
number two, lunged in.

Matthew partially dodged
the attack and pivoted to drive his blade point into the faintly
glowing bull’s-eye over the orc’s heart. The orc’s blade however
slashed through Matthew’s left bicep and he cried out, stiffened
and collapsed to the floor.

Jason was at his brother’s side before
the orc hit the ground, but when he checked the arm there was no
sign of an injury. “What gives?” he asked. “Where’s the
cut?”

“No cut,”
Matthew gasped, “I got juiced. The goddamn computer juiced me for
taking a hit, it shocked
me!”

The two men were silent for a moment
as the full implications became clear to them.

“Some game,” Jason said. “I
think I prefer chess.”

“It’s as real as it gets,”
Matthew murmured. “Real enough to kill. Let’s book!”

“What’s our next move?”
Jason asked, eyeing the dark corridor cautiously.

“The great hall,” Matthew
replied. “Looks like we’ll have to play this one all the way.
That’s the only way to the central core room. But watch yourself,
this is a very hairy level.”

They encountered two more groups of
guards, each more fierce than the last. Soon they were crouched in
the shadows on the balcony overlooking the great hall.

“You are out of your mind,”
Jason said. He looked into the room where there were two-dozen orcs
in a circle engaged in a medieval drunken orgy complete with a
princess in a birdcage near the hearth. “A very sick
mind.”

“Hey,” Matthew whispered,
“I didn’t make this up. The castle is from The Flame and the Arrow and the party
is from The Magic Sword, two last-century movies.”

“So, now what?”

“Normally we’d swoop down,
beat the crap out of those orcs, free the princess and bolt through
that far archway there.”

“But tonight?” Jason
asked.

“We just bolt,” Matthew
said, “but we still get to swoop.” He moved to the balcony rail and
grabbed hold of a rope tied there. The other end of the rope was
secured somewhere above in the rafters.

“I like this part the
best,” Matthew said. “We’re actually only three feet off the floor,
but the computer adjusts the perspective as we swing. There’s even
a Tarzan scenario that—”

“Later, Matthew.” Jason
interjected. “I want to get out of this stupid suit and go
home.”

“Right,” Matthew said.
“Let’s go!”

The two men swung off the
railing simultaneously and suddenly the scene shifted
again.

“Damn,” Jason exclaimed as
he landed in a field of cartoon flowers. The sky was cartoon pink
with cartoon smiley face clouds and cartoon geese flying in
formation. Everything was primary colors and outlined in black like
a two-dimensional cartoon.

“Too weird,” Jason said,
but suddenly something exploded by his ear.

“Shoot
the bees!” Matthew screamed as he fired at and hit a
cartoon bee buzzing by Jason’s other ear. The
bee’s eyes turned to crosses and it fell to the ground.

It was then that Jason
noticed the angry swarm of bees, which had risen from the flowers
around them. Matthew, gun in hand, was blasting away at the swarm
frantically. Jason turned his back to his partner and opened
fire.

For five minutes neither man
spoke.

They were both stung
several times with corresponding electrical jolts, but eventually
there were no more yellowjackets in the air.

“Oh,
God,” Jason wheezed, rubbing a bee ‘sting.’ This is
insane—”

“No time to rest,” Matthew
gasped, the adrenaline fatigue beginning to set in. “This is master
level. They’ll rise as cartoon zombies any minute.”

Matthew was on his feet
running before Jason could even mouth, “Cartoon zombies?” and
follow. Some of the first-killed of the bees were already starting
to vibrate and metamorphize—but into what, Jason didn’t want to
know.

A few minutes later the two brothers
crested a hill and spied three cottages; one of straw, one of
sticks and the last of red brick.

“I
don’t want to believe
this,” Jason muttered. “I pray every day you were
adopted.”

“Make for the brick one,”
Matthew yelled, picking up speed, “and watch out for little pigs,
they’re killers.”

“Of course,” Jason
whispered to himself. He glanced back over the hill the way they’d
come and almost stumbled.

Rising up from the fallen
bees like some Tex Avery version of the Hydra’s teeth were cartoon
character zombies!

Anthropomorphized wolves, dogs, ducks
and other animals, their cartoon eyes turned to ghastly concentric
circles, waddled stiff-legged after the two brothers.

When I get out of
this, Jason thought, I’m going to send Matthew to therapy! Suddenly, Jason collided with a saber-toothed Porky Pig that
had darted out from the stick cottage.

Man and pig rolled end
over end with the snarling swine trying to sink its six-inch fangs
into Jason’s neck.

“The heart!” Matthew
yelled, “Shoot the heart!”

“Easier said than done,”
Jason yelled. He couldn’t keep Porky off his neck and get the gun
clear at the same time. Matthew grabbed the pig by the ears and
pulled back, which gave Jason the room he needed.

“Blam!” and Porky rolled
off Jason and muttered, “Bdu-bdu-bdu…That’s all folks,” and
expired.

Inside the brick cottage,
Matthew barred the door and barricaded two of the three windows
while Jason sat on a carved ginger bread chair and muttered
“Sonuvabitchsonuvabitch.”

“They’ll be on us in a
couple of minutes,” Matthew said. He dropped into the chair
opposite Jason at the table and rested his head on his arms. “This
is a nightmare.”

“It’s a damn Walt Disney
nightmare!” Jason exploded. “You’re out of your damn mind; whatever
possessed you to design this…this…”

“Loony tune?” Matthew
offered with a tired grin.

“See,
what I—” But Jason never
finished, for at that moment, there was a pounding on the door
followed by an eerie yet familiar voice.

“Come out, you wascally
wabbits!”

“Matthew,” Jason whispered,
“you are insane!”

Then all hell broke loose again as the
horde of cartoon zombies began pounding on the door, barricaded
windows and walls in a steady rhythm.

“Come out…come out…come
out…”

“They’re programmed dumb,”
Matthew said, “but they’ll get to the window and chimney soon. I’ll
take the window. Let them in before you blast them or they’ll
bottleneck.”

Jason nodded and it began.
The two slaughtered cartoon zombies for ten solid minutes but it
felt like hours. Animated character corpses filled the tiny cottage
and still more came.

“That’s it,” Matthew yelled
as the flood of ’toons thinned. “We can get through the ones left
outside.”

“I’m afraid to ask where
to—” Jason said as he blew Tweety Bird away.

“Oz,” Matthew said, “The
Emerald City is over the next hill, you win this level when you
whack the Wizard. This will put us close to the core entrance to
turn off the machine.”

Jason just shook his head.

They opened the door
quickly, letting the first rush of zombies in and racing out over
their backs.

They would have made it clear of the
cabin if the flying monkeys hadn’t been sitting on the roof waiting
for them to make a break for it.

Four of them tackled Jason
and bit him until he passed out from electric shock.

Matthew was set upon by the remaining
dozen who held him fast after biting him close to the edge of
consciousness.

A green tornado swirled down from the
pink sky and in its midst a bulbous-headed face
appeared.

“Like,
uh, you dare to challenge me in my, uh, own domain,
man?” the visage said with a decided Brooklyn
accent. “For that you are stupid.”

A huge gorilla-sized flying monkey
appeared with a gleaming scimitar raised above its head.

“Prepare to die,
Yojimbo.”

The blade came whistling
down. Matthew screamed.

Suddenly, Matthew and Jason
were lying on the naked floor of the game maze with two LED
marionettes resting lifelessly on Matthew’s arms. They had just
stopped, as if the act of defeating Matthew had satisfied the
electronic monster.

“Sonuvabitchsonuvabitch,”
Matthew mumbled. He shoved the mannequins off of him, pushed
through the four thin wall panels to the central core room door and
yanked the door open.

Once inside, Matthew
methodically ripped every electrical wire from its connection. Then
he raced to the awakening Jason.

“Where’s the mons—” Jason
began, but Matthew silenced him.

“It just shut off,” Matthew
replied. “It called me by my game name, had me dead to rights and
then just shut off.”

“Get me out of here.” The
two of them helped each other to the entrance where they were met
by the ambulance crew.

Later studies concluded
that a fused circuit had caused the game maze to malfunction, so it
was redesigned with a safeguard and reopened to the public again in six weeks. No one ever
noticed that in the last seconds before Matthew’s hands had
eviscerated the computer, the scoreboard had changed the
standings.

Yojimbo had been moved to second
place.

In number one, at last, was
Napoleon Solo.
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Model Mannequin

 by AJ Bartholomew

 


The horrors of dress
shopping are only just beginning.

 


Back in the mid-2000s, when parents
weren’t as uptight about letting their kids go to the local mall so
long as one of them had a cell phone, my friend, Darcy, and I were
out looking for Homecoming dresses. It was starting to get late, a
couple of hours before the mall closed, but we were determined to
stay until the last possible moment. We wouldn’t be calling our
parents to get us until then. Since it was our senior year, we
wanted dresses that were amazing, unique, and a little sexier than
what our parents might like.

While we were outside one of those
pop-up dress shops―the kind with gaudy sequined dresses made with
cheap material―we noticed the bleach blonde skeletal-like woman
with an obviously fake tan watching us.

“What do you think is her
deal?” hissed Darcy under her breath.

“Maybe she’s a vampire who
needs the blood of young people to survive,” I suggested, trying
not to let my voice carry.

“Oh no, whatever will we
do?” Darcy giggled. “I hope she doesn’t blind us with her
sparkles.”

“The sun’s already set,
dummy.” Neither of us were bothering to hide our laughter at this
point.

“My, don’t you have a
beautiful smile,” came the raspy voice of someone who’d smoked one
too many cigarettes in their life. Darcy and I jumped. The woman
who had been watching us suddenly materialized in my personal
bubble. I took a step back, right into Darcy.

“Excuse me?” I asked,
perplexed.

“You have a beautiful
smile. Have you ever thought about modeling?” The woman smiled wide
as if to demonstrate. Her hair wasn’t the only part of her that
looked bleached.

“Uh sure, lady,” I said
sarcastically. Though I had entertained the idea of being a model,
I knew it wasn’t a career path for me. I wanted to be an
investigative journalist like Lexy from Get
a Clue or Hildy from His Girl Friday. “Hasn’t
everyone?”

The lady’s smile morphed into an
unpleasant grimace for a second, but only for a second did she
slip. In the blink of an eye, she was all charm again. “You see,
I’m a modeling agent.” She reached into her pocket and pulled out
cards to hand out to us. The name on the card said Charlotte
Costner and included her title along with a phone
number.
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