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1.



	Even after so long, the smell still made Fiona’s stomach turn.

	At first, camouflaged by the nostalgic scent of her grandmother’s apple preserves, the smell had only been a faint impression of rust on her tongue, likely more imagined than real. Even after Jenna died—even after her brother Jacob started appearing to her night after night, forever smiling—the smell had lingered more than asserted itself. But gradually, with the weeks and then months, the flakes of rust seemed to chip off her teeth, the flecks of carrion seemed to cling to the back of her throat. Goading her to do the same as Jenna and bite off her tongue, choke on the blood. Threatening her with worse than her brother’s smile should she refuse.

	The smell was different per person. Chandra’s smell was like burnt flesh with earthy, mahogany hues. Joel’s smell was rusted, tinged with noxious cigarette smoke. Julia’s was almost welcoming even at its most rancid, like wafts of jasmine in a mold-infested room. Maggie’s was fresh, springtime blossoms made gloomy by rain and mildew. Of them all, Sarah’s was the most pungent, wet and bloody, carrying the vaguest trace of salt, the slightest suggestion of sand.

	Chandra said the individual smells were probably due to the same reason everyone produced different things and saw different visions. He thought of their common curse like a seed that mapped to each host and grew based on the particular “nutrients of the soul” therein, sprouting personalized leaves and flowering at particular rates.

	“That’s why it killed Jenna so fast?” she asked him. “Something was wrong with her?”

	“For whatever reason,” he said, “your friend was very fertile. Who knows exactly why.”

	She had thought on that, wondering what it meant that she still lived after a year with this horrible thing inside her head, stuck to her soul. A year with the endless visions, the constant burning behind her eyes, the call to paint and spread its influence. A year without reprieve, without rest, without any indication that it would ever get better. Maybe there wasn’t anything wrong with Jenna at all—maybe she was actually innocent, free of the type of sticky shit the room of cloth liked to feed on. Maybe it was Fiona, the forever fuck-up, who was perfect for it, stewing in a delicious blend of self-loathing and resentment and all the nice feelings that kept therapists paid. Yes, I’ll take my depression black, thanks. Can you add some whipped pathology on top while you’re at it?

	Now, next to Sarah in the van, she thought she was going lightheaded from that smell of blood until another stench suddenly, thankfully, competed with it. “We’re getting close,” Joel said from the driver’s seat. “Couple more blocks.”

	Close to the farm, Fiona thought, trying to resist being overwhelmed by this new collection of smells. The multitude of odors meant a lot of bodies. She could only hope some of them were still alive, still sane.

	Beside her, Sarah spoke. “Get your masks on.”

	Fiona fumbled with hers. She didn’t realize she was so nervous until she saw how badly her hands were shaking.

	“You okay?” Sarah asked.

	Fiona didn’t have to look up to feel the cold scarecrow gaze scrutinizing her. She couldn’t give into it, couldn’t give Sarah the satisfaction of thinking she hadn’t been ready for this. She took a breath and straightened the mask over her face.

	“I’m good.”

	They got out of the van. “This is it?” Fiona asked in a mix of surprise and even a little disappointment. Based on the stories Sarah and the others had told, the recounting of butchered bodies and soul-sucked husks, she had expected something more impressive, maybe a mansion or even some sort of castle. A shipping yard didn’t seem to fit their macabre descriptions of the desolate farms and ritualistic celebrations. But there was no mistaking it: the combination of dead smells came from that direction. And as they got closer, as she eyed the shipping containers on the other side of the chain-link, they seemed increasingly a good fit for the type of carnage she imagined they would find.

	Lightning flashed in the distance. Thunder boomed. The first hesitant raindrops scattered across the asphalt and speckled Fiona’s back, made her jump.

	“Let’s go,” Sarah said.

	Under the glow of their flashlights, Joel took bolt cutters to the fence. Fiona’s heart drummed hard in her chest—now that they were here, actually doing this, she realized all the many things that could go wrong. Someone could spot them, police could pass by, maybe they would even find someone getting killed in real time, having their arms sawed off, their legs removed. But that was all unlikely, she reminded herself. Sarah had been mum on the details of what they were supposed to find, but the farms they had raided before had supposedly been small. Maybe they’d find one or two people chained up, and even that would be a win. That’d be one or two fewer people doing the work of the room of cloth.

	Once they were inside the shipping yard, the rain came down in force. They snuffed out their lights and pulled up their hoods. They proceeded like they had rehearsed: Sarah in front because her nose was most sensitive, her sense of smell most mature, and Fiona stayed in the middle while Joel took up the rear, his pistol at the ready. If the smell was already so intense for Fiona, making her think of piles of rotting bodies and pools of stale blood, she could only imagine what it felt like to Sarah. It was hard to believe at all that someone could live with the room of cloth for almost ten years. Then again, it explained a lot about Sarah, didn’t it? The emotional distance, the hard tone, the single-mindedness. Fiona felt like a lifetime had passed since she herself was exposed, that ignorant, shortsighted girl from a year ago essentially a different person. Sarah must have lost herself like that as well, and maybe not just once, but many times.

	They stalked the lanes of the shipping yard, Sarah guiding them slowly due to the rain and darkness. The sudden swerve of a beam of light stopped them and made them shield their eyes. “Who’s there?” called a man’s voice behind the light. “Put—”

	“Shut it,” Joel said, raising the barrel of the pistol into the light. “Keep your hands up—don’t even think about radioing.” He circled around the trembling guard and placed the gun to his head. Fiona thought she spotted a grin on Joel’s face in the halo of the guard’s flashlight, or maybe that wasn’t Joel at all. Maybe it was just another of the grinning dead, their constant companions, their forever friends. Maybe it was Jacob. Maybe it was Jenna.

	“What do you think, Sarah?” Joel asked. “He one of ’em?”

	Sarah came close, circling the guard the way a hound sniffs out potential prey. At length, she shook her head. “No, he’s clean, but he can still help. You know what’s in these crates?”

	“I’m part-time,” the guard stammered. “You want something, you can take it! I won’t say anything!”

	“All right,” Sarah said. “Follow us. I’ll tell you the one to open up.”

	They reformed their line, Sarah at the front, the guard and Joel replacing Fiona in the middle, and resumed navigating through the containers, the smell getting stronger with every step. Fiona found it harder to walk as they got closer, repelled as though by magnetism, the sense of dread and especially darkness growing. The rain seemed to get more intense as they got closer to their target, its drumming on the metal containers deafening. The night sky above had congealed to a solid black, and if not for their flashlights, they would have been entombed in total darkness.

	They were definitely there now, lurking in that tangible dark—things that had once been human and others that had never been. They were heavy things, burdened, encumbered, denser than anything that walked the earthly plane. They envied the light, the space in which to roam and be free. They blinked out at her, chittering and laughing as they always did, their laughter on the verge of tears. She usually pitied them—until she remembered she would be one of them sooner or later. Then she hated them, despised them, wanted nothing more than to destroy them. Only she couldn’t. They were their master’s precious playthings, his little toys. And he was her master, too, however much she wanted otherwise. The manacled man. He who waits in the room of cloth. He who waits for them all.

	At last, they stopped before one of the containers. It wasn’t any visibly different from the other containers, but the dead smell seeping from between the crevices and behind the hinges was so bad that even the guard covered his nose and nearly retched.

	“Hard to ignore when you’re right in front of it,” Sarah said. “Can you open it?”

	The guard sputtered. “I can’t—I shouldn’t—”

	“Just do it, man,” Joel said, prodding him with the pistol. “You’ll fucking thank us.”

	Hesitantly, the guard undid the padlock and pulled the container open. As the door swung free, the full force of the collective dead smell flooded out, joined by the stench of piss and shit and dirt and grime. Fiona yanked off her mask and puked. The guard did the same. “Holy shit,” Joel said, jerking away. Only Sarah marched forward as though she didn’t smell anything at all, raising her flashlight into the wretched darkness of the container. Fiona looked up and raised her own flashlight. She nearly puked again.

	Their flashlight beams hovered cold and blue over scarred arms and blackened legs. They swung over matted clumps of hair and lingered on empty, vacant stares and slack, pale mouths. Sarah stepped inside, her boot crunching on a dark, encrusted stain. She picked up a limp wrist and pinched the cold flesh.

	“This one’s dead. I think the others are, too.”

	“They’re not cut up,” Joel said, shining his own light inside. “No marks around the necks, either. Just looks like they were dumped. Why would they do that?”

	“Who knows?” Sarah said. “Maybe they’re rejects. No reason to keep them alive for long if they can’t produce.” She came back out and pocketed her light. “It’s a waste. We came here for nothing.”

	Fiona stared into the interior of the container, stared at its lining of pale, jumbled limbs and glazed, absent eyes. At the container’s entrance, Jenna’s gray hand pointed inside. Black lips overrunning with blood, maimed tongue hanging by a thread. Slurred words she heard not with her ears but with another organ deep inside: the part of her that would float away upon death, that would scatter like dust and vanish into the great dark, the red star.

	Fiona approached the container, braving the stench, and gasped. “Joel, Sarah! There’s someone alive in here!”

	She waded inside, stumbling over upturned elbows, twisted shoulders, and shone her light upon a pair of dark eyes, a head of tousled hair. “Fiona, wait,” Sarah said, but Fiona pulled the girl’s arm around her shoulders and hoisted her up. “It’s okay,” she said, whispering to the girl. “We’re getting you out. You’re safe.”

	The girl, swinging on weak knees, mumbled in response, seemed to nod her head. Joel took her other arm, and while they escorted her back to the van, Sarah turned to the guard. “Close it up,” she said. “We were never here. And a piece of advice? Find another gig.”

	He was silent, practically prostrate before the open container. She left him to his retching.

	Back in the van, their masks off, Sarah inspected the girl, shining a light in her eyes, asking her questions. Fiona watched, the adrenaline draining from her body and leaving her fingers tingling, her cheeks stinging, her blood lukewarm. She’s alive, she thought, over and over. I saved her.

	Somehow, Jenna had given her a sign, had helped her make a difference. All the recent disillusionment, all the uncertainty and despair, suddenly went up in smoke. Their little commune had saved someone once again. She knew it had before, of course—Julia had been liberated. Maggie, too. Fiona herself had been recruited, not freed from a farm, but enlisted nonetheless to fight for a cause greater than herself. But the last few months had seemed increasingly a waste, a limbo of pointless waiting. Now, at the forefront herself, she understood what they were doing. The actual, material difference they could make.

	Imagine if we’d been there for Jenna, she thought, or even Jacob. And then, more painfully, if I’d been there.

	“What’s your name?” Sarah asked. She waited, tilted the girl’s head towards her. “Your name. Tell us your name. Please.”

	The girl only mumbled. Her vacant eyes met Sarah’s eyes, met Fiona’s, but never found them. “The flesh a cage,” the girl said quietly, happily. She beamed. “The flesh a cage. The skin a fragile fabric!”

	Sarah was silent. At length, she looked to Joel. “Once we’re out of the city, pull us over.”

	He nodded. Fiona looked between them. “Why? What’s going on?”

	They drove for a while longer, the dark city giving way to gray countryside, the night turning slowly to day. They turned down an unmarked road. “Joel, where are we going?” Fiona asked. “Sarah? Why won’t you fucking say something?”

	They stopped in the middle of a barren field, the oncoming dawn bleeding a milky silver on the horizon, the few remaining stars fading in real time above them. Sarah dragged the girl out of the vehicle. The girl didn’t resist, didn’t scream or shout. She sat in a daze, giggling, laughing. Repeating the same words. The flesh a cage. The skin a fragile fabric.

	Fiona watched her. Vaguely, she thought she heard a church bell in the distance.

	“Sarah, what the hell?” she demanded. “You’re leaving her here?”

	“No,” Sarah said. She held out her hand, and Joel placed his pistol in her palm. “I’m sorry, Fiona. But we have to do this.”

	Fiona realized too late what was happening. She made to stand between them, to take the bullet, but by the time she moved, Sarah had already trained the gun on the girl’s bland, unsuspecting face. Fiona stopped in mid-step, watching as the girl remained sitting even as she fell, even as the bullet scattered her gray matter over the grass. There were two of them: the dead husk on the grass, grinning, and the other, pale and gray, shaking and confused. The latter looked at her with dark eyes and a bloody, black mouth. Fiona reached for her, but once again she was too late. Things rose up from the grass, dark things with snapping beaks and swinging tails. The girl screamed in silence as she was torn away by a crash of black feathers and violent shrieks, whisked towards the burning horizon and the red star overhead.

	Afterwards, all that was left was the corpse, smiling broadly, disgustingly. Jenna had looked the same in her hospital bed, tranquil eyes reflecting visions of carnage and hellfire. Fiona had never seen her so happy. She had never seen anyone so happy.
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	Fiona stared at Sarah incredulously, furiously, through a sheen of tears.

	“What the fuck?”

	Sarah handed the gun back to Joel, unfazed, as if she’d just swatted a fly. “You saw what she was like. What she was saying. She was too far gone.”

	“Maybe she could have come around!” Fiona stood and looked over the corpse, its full, grisly grin and large, manic eyes. She swallowed down a wad of burning bile. “You didn’t even give her a chance.”

	“Not everyone is like us,” Sarah said. “You know that. Sometimes, the best thing, the most merciful thing, is to end it. It stops them from spreading, too.”

	The most merciful thing, like she was fucking Mother Theresa.

	Fiona gagged and wiped her mouth. “No. We could have done something. We could have saved her.”

	Sarah was quiet, looking at the ashen face in the grass. “I was hoping we wouldn’t have to,” she said at length. “I wanted your first time to be a success.”

	Fiona was quiet. Suddenly, she spun an accusatory finger towards Joel. “And you? You just let it happen?”

	Joel lit a cigarette, looking down at his feet like a toddler caught playing after lights-out. He shrugged. “I’m sorry, man. It’s just what we gotta do.”

	“Fuck.” Fiona shot them glares, but as much as she wanted to throw all her indignation at them, all her vitriol and fury, there wasn’t really anyone to blame but herself. She knew this had been a possibility—Sarah had told her about the majority of people they rescued from farms. They were carved up, hollowed out, impossible to rehabilitate. Left alive, they were nothing more than vectors to spread the infection. It was her fault for getting hopeful, for thinking there was a way to make a dent. She knew better—hadn’t she seen it, after all? The cities black and withered, like charred kindling after a fire. The oceans swollen and rotting and red. The graves as deep as chasms, reaching to the horizon. The end of the world like a tidal wave, coming sooner rather than later, and them like ants piling over one another to get clear.

	That wasn’t Jenna helping me, she thought, looking back at the girl’s body. It was just a trick, to make her think it was possible, to make her believe she could save someone and then point and laugh when it was all for nothing.

	“Are we just gonna leave her?” she asked finally. “Let her rot out here?”

	“No,” Sarah said. “Joel, get the shovel.”

	“I’ll do it,” Fiona said, turning towards the van. The least she could do was bury the girl. Hell, she’d dig holes for all of them. Herself included.

	She didn’t say much on the trip back. What even was there to say? Great job, team, mission was a success? Found a bunch of fucked dumped bodies, zeroed a girl and left her in an unmarked grave, and her family will never know, her parents will wonder forever what happened to their daughter, their little girl. It was almost as if the person she was became inconsequential once she was touched by the room of cloth. Were any of them worth anything anymore, for that matter, or were they all just yesterday’s news, expired products waiting for their turns on the slaughtering line, names replaced by numbers, faces less important than the quality of their meat?

	That night, as she huddled in her blanket under an overpass, she couldn’t help but glare daggers at Sarah. Their big boss, she thought, watching as Sarah stoked a fire and sliced open a package of sausages to cook. Their head honcho, always so tortured, so stoic. Weathering at the fingers. Drying up around the eyes. Hair more gray than blonde and getting grayer by the day. A scarecrow in stupid plaid and dull denim, strutting around in falling-apart boots and tattered jacket. Blowing into her hands, wringing them together, trying to warm up those skeletal, purple-nailed fingers before they cracked off into the fire. God, Fiona wanted to hate her, wanted so badly to blame her for everything, no matter the years she had spent under the room of cloth’s influence. Because Sarah might as well have been grocery shopping for all it affected her. Because she was supposed to be their leader. Because she was supposed to be the one who had faith in people, in their ability to get better. But try as she might, Fiona’s hate always circled back to the starting point. You should have known, she told herself. Yeah, Sarah’s fucked, but so are you. Fucked for thinking you could actually save someone.

	Joel came out of the darkness and offered her a beer. “Thirsty?”

	“I’m good.” She stayed slumped in the back of the van, targeting Sarah with her eyes, watching as the fire sparked and the sausages twirled over the flame. 

	Joel sat next to her, popped open his own beer, took a swig. He was only a little older than Fiona, but he looked like a kid. Big-eyed and little-lipped. Red hair cut down to the scalp. Military kid, he called himself. Dad had served, and so had his granddad. He would have followed the same track, gone to boot camp, done the whole song and dance—but then the video showed up on his doorstep, smelling like literal shit. By the time he realized what was happening, all he could do was pack a bag and run away, make as much distance as possible from his mother and sister before those images that leached from the film to his mind smeared his home red.

	 “I get why you’re pissed,” he said, pulling up his knees, sniffling. Cars passed occasionally overhead, but they were far out, isolated. Any glimpse into the darkness at the little fire would bring to mind vagrants and vagabonds, addicts and runaways. No one would think their little band was actually cursed, vessels for supernatural evil, mediums for the literal dead.

	“Forget it,” she said. “You guys were right. We couldn’t do anything for her.” She glared at Sarah’s back. “Just pisses me off that she’s not bothered by it at all.”

	“Well, yeah. She’s been at this a long time. A lot longer than us.”

	“So has Chandra. At least he has a fucking heart.”

	Joel scratched the fuzz on his chin. “They’re both the reason I’m still here. I was about to crack, just like the other guys I was with. This thing, man—at least I can sleep sometimes thanks to Sarah and Chandra. Don’t have to miss my mom and Leah so much.”

	Fiona didn’t say anything. She didn’t have the energy to keep fighting. Her eyes begged to close, and all she wanted was to climb into her bed back at the camp and pull the covers over her eyes.

	A few minutes later, Sarah waved them over. “Come on,” Joel said. “Still gotta eat.”

	Begrudgingly, she joined them at the fire, sliding a link of blackened sausage into a hardened bun and dressing it with a flimsy, pathetic line of mustard. Not the worst meal she’d had that week, sad to say. Back in college, back at home, she’d avoided red meat, tried to dance around poultry and even fish. Funny how basic survival did away with those designs. After a few bites, she could have swallowed two or three more sausages whole, could have happily sunk her teeth into a calf or lamb. She was hungry all the time now—never starving, but annoyed by a never-satisfied appetite, an itch she could never fully scratch. Well, you’ll never be fat, she thought, glancing over at Sarah’s wiry frame. You’re gonna be a scarecrow soon, too.
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	Julia met them when they got back. The sight of her bronze skin and dark curls, lit honey-gold by the sun, immediately brought Fiona comfort. The remainder of the trip back had been icy, with not much said between her and the others. She was happy to have the opportunity to make some distance and spend time with Julia, who was never cold, never cruel. No matter what she had suffered, she hadn’t lost who she was.

	They climbed out of the van, Julia bringing in each for a tight hug. “Good to see you, mama,” she said, planting a kiss on Fiona’s brow. “You doing okay?”

	Before she could answer, there was a cry, a shape rushing down to them—Maggie hurtling in her sundress and sneakers, dark hair flowing behind her. She leaped into Joel’s arms. “Oh, baby!” she gasped between kisses. “You’re safe! Thank God!”

	“Hey, I was always coming back in one piece,” Joel smirked, twirling her by the waist. “How about you?”

	“I’m good—but you? You’re not hurt? You’re okay?”

	“I’m fine! You think Sarah’s gonna let anything happen to us?”

	They kissed again. Fiona watched them, feeling not envy but emptiness. Exclusion.

	“You should have seen her,” Julia said. “Barely helped at all between all her moping.”

	Fiona shrugged. “At least she had something to look forward to. Is Chandra inside?”

	“Yes. There are still some waffles, too.” Julia winked. “I squirreled away some strawberry jam for you. Check the back of the pantry.”

	Fiona was about to head up to the lodge, but Sarah called her from behind the van. “Forgot your bag,” she said, and Fiona snatched it quickly from her hands. As she walked off, she saw Julia convene with Sarah in her periphery and knew they were no doubt talking about what happened during the trip. Well, they could talk all they wanted. She wasn’t ashamed, and she didn’t need help. She wouldn’t apologize for having fucking feelings. Hell, maybe Julia could actually inject some emotion into Sarah’s scarecrow brain. Julia wouldn’t have killed that girl—she would have taken her into her arms, given her a big kiss, poured hot chocolate down her throat until she’d have had no choice but to turn sane again.

	Fiona trudged up the trail, passing their plots of cabbage and potatoes, radishes and carrots, and spotted the lodge over the crest. The lodge had been in Julia’s family for years, reduced to a once-in-a-while vacation spot before both Julia’s parents died and her brother gave up the rights to the house. Almost a year since Fiona got there, the picturesque log cabin, with its wraparound veranda, nestled cozily between stately firs and birches, inspired the same feelings of home that her father’s modernist, palatial nightmare never had. She remembered first arriving and being amazed at how its combined scents seemed to dispel the dead stench that clung to her and the others. There was sugary sap and earthy soil, sweet pollen and heady oak. The eclectic, aromatic mix cloaked the camp, and the first few days there, the dead smell almost unnoticeable, she honestly, genuinely thought she’d been cured. But it hadn’t been long before the itch behind her eyes flared up again, not long before the gray faces of the dead leaned from behind sycamores and peeked out from beneath bunks. As if simply changing scenery would have ever been enough to escape the red-eyed gaze of the manacled man. It felt like the bastard got off on feeding her false hope before yanking it away. She was getting tired of the act, but it’s not like she could do anything about it. If he says to dance, you dance. If he says to jump, you jump. If he says to spread, to kill, to die—well, there was only so much wiggle room, and it faded fast.

	She walked up the steps to the lodge, relishing the way the aged wood creaked under her feet, the way the ridges of the handrail felt under her hand. She fingered lovingly the stained-glass wind chime hanging from the awning. Material details seemed so much more important ever since the room of cloth had turned her life into a “before” and an “after.” Although Fiona hated to credit her too much, Sarah was right when she said the things they could touch and hold grounded them, kept them bound together. Sometimes, Fiona planted her feet and dug as deep as she could into the dirt, imagining herself sinking farther and farther into the earth until she completely disappeared. The opposite temptation was always present, occasionally reaching such strength as to reduce her to tears, to make her scream and wail and want for nothing more than to literally pull herself apart and let the remains fall where they would. At least if she did that, if she left it all behind and joined the great dark, the dead wouldn’t annoy her so much anymore. There, she could say, you don’t have to wait anymore, I’m here, I’m one of you. Now we can suffer together forever.

	Inside the lodge, she dropped her backpack and let out a relieved sigh. Chandra sat at the dinner table, writing in his notebook, sipping a cup of coffee. From a distance, grizzled and mustached, in tweed and glasses, he looked the professor he had been in his own “before.” It was only up close that one noticed the wrinkles that aged him ten years, the darkness that clouded his eyes, the smell of burnt wood that hung over him.

	“No hero’s welcome?” she asked, and he looked up, smiled.

	“Apologies, madam. My leg’s been acting up today.” He stood and leaned on his cane. “Welcome back. How did it go?”

	Her initial excitement at seeing him faded. Her face tightened.

	“Not great. We had to put one down. Sarah did it.”

	“Ah.” He settled back into his chair. “I’m sorry that happened, Fiona.”

	“Me, too.” She paced, looking at the wildlife paintings on the wall, the quilt placemats on the table. “I really want to be mad. Especially at Sarah. But I should have known better. I mean, the way Jenna was before she died—she was halfway there, you know? I couldn’t talk to her at all. Couldn’t get through to her.”

	“It was the same with my wife,” Chandra said. “There was nothing I could do when it got so advanced. And you know it was the same for Sarah’s brother.”

	“Yeah. I know.”

	She couldn’t stay mad, especially around Chandra, so she let her shoulders fall, her chest loosen. Her eyes felt so heavy, her arms and legs so sluggish. All the pent-up stress seemed to roll out of her and leave behind empty air.

	Julia came in. “Find the waffles?” she asked, but Fiona could only sheepishly shake her head. “Okay. Let’s go get ’em. Chandra, love, you need anything?”

	“No, thank you. Just enjoying this fine coffee you made.”

	They smiled at each other, Julia squeezing his shoulder, he her hand. It was crazy to think that out of the collective nightmare their lives had become, there had been good to come from it. Julia and Chandra. Maggie and Joel. Love and kinship and family. It didn’t make sense. Didn’t seem right. But Fiona was glad for it all the same. It meant there was a chance things could be normal again, a chance that one day, the weight would be lifted. If not from her, maybe at least from the others.

	She followed Julia into the kitchen, the space still luxuriant with the smells of dough and flour, molasses and honey. There was a stack of waffles on the countertop, a half-used bar of butter beside. Fiona’s stomach rumbled loudly. She blushed.

	“Sorry. If I never eat another sausage, it’ll be too soon.”

	“Happy to serve,” Julia said. “And the finishing touch, just for you.” She reached into the pantry and retrieved a jar of strawberry preserves. Fiona didn’t recall it being part of the most recent supply list. In fact, something like that was a luxury item, hard to justify. Despite herself, she smiled. They were looking out for her.

	“They might be a little cool,” Julia said. “Do you want me to warm them up?”

	Fiona shook her head. “No, it’s okay. They could be frozen for all I care.”

	Julia smiled, arranged a couple of waffles on a dish, spread butter and preserves over them. Fiona watched her, smiling, recalling summer mornings when her grandmother would spread apple butter over pancakes and task Fiona with bottling and labeling. Then, like clockwork, the dead smell that had appropriated the memory of her grandmother’s apples revealed itself. She spotted the welts on Julia’s wrists, impossible to hide completely even with long sleeves. Like a water stain, the room of cloth found its way through. It couldn’t stand being ignored or forgotten for even a second.

	Afterwards, she lay in the room she shared with Maggie. A slant of afternoon light came in through the window. The shadows of branches played on the wall. She counted the motes of dust and followed the arc of a salamander as it crept along the ceiling. She was waiting—waiting for the burning behind her eyes, the call to paint, to convey the incommunicable, to express the blasphemous. What an honor for such an amateur artist! Not even Michelangelo had been so lucky, otherwise where was the red and black visage of the manacled man in fresco, chaining up Adam, wrapping in bondage the cherubs? Maybe Bacon and Bosch came closest, but they were too literal for the manacled man, too sensational, maybe even too far ahead of the curve. No, he preferred the unconventional, the indirect, more likely to target the likes of Warhol and O’Keefe so that when you did regular, everyday things like pass through the soup aisle or go on a road trip you would remember the smell of decomposing bodies, the feel of caked blood, and you would remember that not only would you die, but you would die and then get to live again, only now with the express pleasure of being steam for his engine, food for his machine. Memento mori, babe. Only not. Not really. Just kidding.

	What even was her style? She didn’t know. She’d been a dabbler, preferring to sketch but never quite figuring out whether she stylized too much or didn’t hew close enough to realism. At least now she had the phantoms and ghosts to bounce ideas off. She was waiting for them to make their inevitable appearance, to taunt her, goad her, laugh at her and cry and scream. Did they get paid to torment the ones still alive, and how would that work, anyway, a one-hour voucher to go topside, stand ominously in a hallway, try to talk without a tongue, shed tears without eyes, then back to the grindstone, literally, your arms first, then your legs, again and again? And even if they didn’t make their scheduled appearance, even if they took pity and forewent today’s show, when she closed her eyes, she saw the girl in the field. She saw her gray, ghostly after-image look around in fright and confusion, freed from the body and finally once more aware and cognizant and terrified as those things came from the dark and dragged her away, as they ensnared her in ropes and chains and wires. Screaming and wailing and no doubt wondering what was happening and why and hoping her mother or her sister or her boyfriend or whoever had been her person would save her and hug her and reassure her that it wasn’t real, it was just a dream, just a long nightmare, and she was finally awake and back in the real world. Except the nightmare had only just started. Once you were there, you were there. You couldn’t break free. And eventually, after centuries of wandering in that darkness, after millennia of torture and entrapment, the person you were, all the memories you ever had, every thought, would be lost like beach pebbles sucked up by an ocean wave.

	Maggie came inside. “Oh, Fi! Thought you were with Chandra.”

	“I was.” Fiona sat up, propped a pillow behind her head. “I can hardly keep my eyes open. You’ve probably been sleeping well without my snoring.”

	Maggie laughed. “No. It’s actually been too quiet.” She lay down on her bunk. “It’s nice to have someone there, especially at night. You know.”

	“Yeah.”

	They lay in silence, watching the dust together, the salamander on the ceiling.

	“You’re not gonna ask?” Fiona said. “About what happened?”

	“No. I think I have a good idea.”

	Fiona nodded. Maggie had only been with them a few months, but just based on appearances, you’d think she had never been in a farm at all. She was usually big smiles and corny jokes (bringing to mind Jenna, however much Fiona tried to look past the resemblances). She had fit in easily among the group—more easily than Fiona—finding almost immediately a lover in Joel and surrogate parents in Chandra and Julia. Maybe it was her youthful vulnerability, even though she was only a year younger than Fiona, that roused everyone’s inner savior. But as cheerful as Maggie seemed, Fiona heard her whimpers and yells during the night. She had watched her twist and writhe while in the grip of menacing dreams. She was just as broken as they all were, maybe more. They had a recording at the farm, she said. Some kind of audio, a speech, a song, a confessional, impossible to really know. To anyone normal—anyone untouched by the room of cloth—it would just be static. But to the ones corrupted, the recording was like a monstrous dog whistle, feeding the vile worms in their heads and agitating the infection to the point of excruciating pain. If they disobeyed, rebelled, refused to produce, they went into the red room, sometimes for hours, sometimes for days, and suffered that accursed chorus, that chaotic noise.

	Maggie had been the only one still alive at her farm. At least that’s what Sarah said. Maybe she had killed the others, too, the ones not as lucky to still be somewhat sane. The ones who were already partway inside the room of cloth.

	In another life, sharing a dorm, studying abroad, Fiona would have offered Maggie some of her monthly stash of weed or her little bag of benzos. She’d introduced them to Jenna and a whole bunch of other classmates back at school. She’d handed them out like candies at parties, rolled joints with the same skill she used to shuffle and deal the cards for the end-of-night poker games. “Fiona the Fairy Godmother,” some called her. Always with her bag of goodies, her gingerbread treats, her sparkly wand with which she waved away sleep, suppressed stress, staved off anxiety. Yeah, she had a spell for everything, a special concoction for every illness, a magic cocktail for every problem. Except, of course, for the one that seemed to laugh at medication, that turned up its nose at evasion. You can’t ignore me, it said. You can’t run from me. Can’t outsmart me. Can’t hide from me. Can’t even confront me. I’m here to stay, baby. I’m part of you. I’ve always been part of you. And I’m going to eat you. Not all at once. Bit by bit. Bite after bite. And then, one day, crunch. How many licks until I get to your center?

	 

	
4.

	They called it the “room of cloth,” though none of them could say why. The name was intuitive, somehow known a priori, unlocked and articulated only once the blight breached the brain and stained the soul. It seemed to Fiona there was a hidden faculty inside waiting to be activated, a trigger just waiting for the right input. It didn’t take much: an innocent glance at a corrupted graffiti, a viral word whispered within earshot. The room of cloth could be anything, anywhere. Soon, she knew, it would be everywhere.

	She had been exposed the night she and Jenna went to see an art exhibit: the legendary La Frontera, otherwise known as The Doorway. A black monolith that seemed to defy earthly physics, that came and went as it pleased. She’d been obsessed with it as a fan of the arts, desperate for a chance to see it in person. There had always been rumors about it, the way it drove people insane, how it caused convulsions and seizures among those who happened to catch a glimpse of it. These stories hadn’t scared Fiona—on the contrary, they’d made the piece all the more captivating. Gun to her head, she would have once said she didn’t believe in ghosts or goblins, in Heaven or Hell, but she had wanted something like that to be real. Life was otherwise normal and ordinary. Unexceptional. Empty. And she craved more. She craved purpose. There had to be something she could do, something specific to her, destined for her, not the tech-focused Silicon Valley route of her father and definitely not the beauty-queen pageantry path of her mother, not even something arts-related, but something all her own, for her and her alone.

	Well, she’d gotten what she wished for, hadn’t she? La Frontera was real. It had shown her the truth of the world just as it had so many others, just as it would so many others. Jenna had paid the price for Fiona’s arrogance, her desperate longing for thrills and excitement. And it was only after infection, after Sarah found her, that Fiona discovered La Frontera was only one way the room of cloth spread. It was only a flower, not the root, not even the stem. Paintings, stories, photographs—the room of cloth had spread throughout time, across oceans. The Internet had provided its most versatile vehicle yet.

	She learned from Sarah and Chandra that everyone suffered the same hallucinations, the same visitations. They all saw the flesh-colored walls and rust-stained floors. They all saw the endless mezzanines and labyrinths and scaffolds, the enmeshed and ever-changing layers of skin and sinew, muscle and membrane, tissue and tendon. They all saw the gears and cogs churning underneath, arranged in infernal, perditious designs that would confound any human architect but that nonetheless powered that red star, that hellish engine. They all saw the dead, the ones the room had claimed and made its permanent residents. Their shadowy forms crowded peripheries, lurked in the corners of rooms, hovered over them as they slept. All were the room of cloth—its vassals, its visages. But there was one figure who commanded them all. He who watched them, nourished them, enslaved them. He who marked all who bore witness to the room. He who waited for the end. The man in chains, red-eyed and forever furious. The manacled man.

	Fiona first saw him after Jenna died. She had locked herself in her room to scream and snarl through the visions of a red, rusted earth, buildings crumbling to ash, oceans souring with meat, the land and its animals withering to dust, crimson mountains of bodies tumbling and crashing down, lurid piles of limbs and torsos and breasts and buttocks gyrating, swelling, undulating in ecstasy, in agony. She had painted scene after scene, eventually running out of canvas and turning to the walls, the floor, her hands slathered in so much red they might as well have been drenched in blood, her hair matted with black wads and gray smudges, her clothes caked and browned to the point of brittleness. She thought that painting would relieve her, free her from the onslaught of debased imagery and visual debauchery. But she realized with dread, as the visions doubled and then tripled in intensity, as the red eyes plagued her and the dead laughed and cried and wailed, that the images were endless, not slowed by her willingness to paint but accelerated, emboldened. She flailed and frothed in her paint—paint or blood? flesh or ink?—and the darkness opened, the flames parted, the maelstrom of metal and viscera unfolded. He emerged from the depths, a sadomasochist’s wet dream of chains and shackles and rotting flesh and exposed bone and broken arms and shattered legs and crushed fingers and twisted toes. He descended upon her, red eyes flaming, gray skin speckled and scarred and sloughing, bones pressing against and protruding from his flesh, muzzle wet with saliva and blackened with burnt skin and uprooted teeth. He came from nothing, returned from nothing, was nothing. Fighting against him was pointless. There was no escape, no relief. She had knelt in the milky red light, red paint, black ink, sobbing, heaving, praying for an answer. It had taken all her strength not to jam her paintbrushes through her eyes, all her resolve not to reach for the scissors on her desk and open up her wrists.

	She went online to spread the word, to warn everyone that he was coming, that he would never be satisfied until all were exposed, all were taken. That was how Sarah found her, how she came to learn how the contagion worked. The people exposed, the “collaborators” or “conduits” as Chandra called them, did their master’s bidding whether they knew it or not. They thought themselves saved, thought themselves saviors. The room of cloth drove them through a predictable lifecycle. The first stage was incubation: territorial defensiveness, tribal aggression, sectarian violence. The infection nursed its hosts, increasing their dependence on the source while limiting the sway of outside influences. When the parasite matured, fed sufficiently on the host’s nutrient broth of trauma and shame and guilt, the next stage commenced. The host’s disposition changed from selfishness to selflessness. Share me, the parasite whispered. Give me away. Give all of it away. Including yourself. All you ever were and all you’ll ever be. Surrender it all. Spread. Engulf. Infect. Disseminate. Propagate.

	They had gotten sophisticated, too. They had “farms” where they kept people like livestock, torturing them and making them produce more artifacts like La Frontera to facilitate the spread. Julia and Maggie had both been rescued from farms, but those farms were small, Sarah said, nothing like the bigger facilities that were out there. Who knew how many poor souls were locked up—hundreds, thousands—and forced to produce until the infection ate them up. Then they were slaughtered, minced up to feed the things on the other side. Their expired, emptied bodies were dumped into the ocean or entombed in mass graves. Some were even stuffed into shipping containers apparently, left to rot and disappear.

	But however bleak it all seemed, there was a silver lining. Not everyone touched by the room of cloth became its thrall. Some could see through the illusion and resist its corrosive effects. They were survivors, according to Sarah, and she’d made it her mission to bring them together. They were just as infected as the others, just as damned, still compelled to spread the parasite. Fiona and Chandra painted. Sarah and Joel wrote. Maggie sculpted. Julia sang. But they could control their spread. If they isolated themselves, managed their impulses, destroyed their waste, they were never a danger to the outside world. They could even forestall the terminal stage of their condition. Fiona had lived for over a year already with the infection, but Julia and Joel had gone even longer. Chandra said he was on his fifth year. Sarah, somehow, was past year eight. Could they live indefinitely, outlast the parasitic cycle for decades? Sarah said there were people who had. They were rare, maybe numbering only in the single digits for all anyone knew. But a long-living thrall was more dangerous than a hundred of the regular kind. Even one with that much time, that much experience, could recruit hundreds if not thousands to the room of cloth’s ranks. But so could a survivor, Sarah said. They could mimic the strategies and organize in the opposite direction. With enough time, enough numbers, they could fight back. They could find a way, but only if they stuck together. That’s why they had to live together, work together. They had to have faith.
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