
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Harondo Evans

	    

      
	    
          
        
          
	          Cloak: In the Shadows of Code, Love Turns Deadly

          
        
          
	          Dragon of the Gir Forest: When the King of the Jungle Clashes With the King of Beast

          
        
          
	          Flesh & Faith: The Harvest of Horrors

          
        
          
	          The Second Genesis: Show the Universe How Far You Will Go

          
        
          
	          The Tigon Queen: Nature Does Not Always Begin the Circle of Life

          
        
          
	          Veil Unraveled: When No One Can Lie

          
        
          
	          X - Bot: Be Careful What You Ask For

          
        
          
	          Leviathan Awakens: The Day the Sky Stood Still

          
        
          
	          Chronos Rising: A Future Where You Sell Your Lifespan

          
        
          
	          The Reciprocal: Food Chain Revised

          
        
          
	          We Grew Old Before the Sun Returned: A Quiet Apocalypse

          
        
          
	          MYA Camp: Move. Survive. Move. Or Vanish.

          
        
          
	          Click: Watch Carefully—the Meter Is Your Life

          
        
          
	          E-Type: The Quiet Collapse of the Human Species

          
        
          
	          The Hollow Mirror: A Dark Elf Epic of Sealed Power and World-Ending Betrayal

          
        
          
	          Blood in the Lantern Light: A Supernatural Fantasy Where Vampires Rule and Memory Is a Weapon

          
        
          
	          I Believe I Can Fly: He Tried to Build Wings. He Accidentally Rewrote Physics.

          
        
          
	          The Jumpgate Echo: 	He Ran from a Death Sentence. And Into Its Arms.

          
        
          
	          The Pariah of the Blue Sun: Beneath Alien Ruins, Something Waited to Be Born

          
        
          
	          Deadliest Bugs Alive: The Scariest Insects on Earth — and the Shocking Truth Behind Their Powers

          
        
          
	          Deadliest Arachnids Alive: Spiders, Scorpions & Eight-Legged Killers from Around the World

          
        
          
	          ¿Cómo Crecen Todos los Árboles?: La Vida de un Árbol, Desde Semilla Pequeña Hasta Gigante Alto

          
        
          
	          How Do ALL Trees Grow?: A Tree’s Life from Tiny Seed to Tall Giant!

          
        
          
	          Arácnidos más mortales del mundo:  Arañas, escorpiones y asesinos de ocho patas de todo el mundo

          
        
          
	          ¡Los Bichos Más Mortales del Planeta!: Los Insectos Más Aterradores de la Tierra: Y la Impactante Verdad Detrás de Sus Poderes

          
        
          
	          Os Mais Mortais Aracnídeos Vivos: Aranhas, Escorpiões e Assassinos de Oito Patas do Mundo Todo

          
        
          
	          Como Todas as Árvores Crescem?: A Vida de uma Árvore: Da Pequena Semente ao Gigante Altaneiro

          
        
          
	          Les Araignées et Scorpions Les Plus Mortels du Monde: Araignées, Scorpions et Tueurs à Huit Pattes du Monde Entier

          
        
          
	          LEBENSGEFÄHRLICHE ARACHNIDEN: Spinnen, Skorpione & Achtbeinige Killer aus Aller Welt

          
        
          
	          Comment poussent tous les arbres ? : La vie d’un arbre, de la minuscule graine au géant feuillu

          
        
          
	          Wie Wachsen ALLE Bäume? :  Das Leben Eines Baumes – Von Der Winzigen Saat Bis Zum Grünen Riesen

          
        
          
	          The War of All Planets:  When Gods and Worlds Collide

          
        
      

      
    
    


FLESH

&

FAITH

THE 

HARVEST 

OF 

HORRORS

––––––––

[image: ]


BY

HARONDO

EVANS

Copyright © 2024 All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be copied,

reproduced in any format, by any means,

electronic or otherwise, without “prior consent”

from the copyright owner and the publisher of

this book.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


VEIL OF PERFECTION

[image: ]




The sun rose with its usual predictability, golden rays spilling over the horizon and illuminating the peaceful, beautiful town of Lander Wyoming. Nestled within this utopian perfection behind the main street reveals symmetrical rows of unique rustic houses that flow on to the edge of the Rockies. Yet still, each home is also a mirror of its occupant—modest, charming, and pristine—all wrapped in blooming gardens where flowers seemed to grow in harmony, their colors carefully chosen by nature or something else entirely.

The air carried the faintest hint of lavender, its sweetness soft enough to be noticed but never overwhelming. Every breath felt deliberate, almost too perfect to be real. Overhead, a sky of uninterrupted blue spanned the heavens, as if the concept of clouds or storms had never existed.

For Lea Larson, this was how every day began.

She stepped onto her porch and took in the morning scene. Her house was like the others: cheerful, orderly, and comfortable. The paint on the shutters had never chipped, the wooden boards of the porch had never splintered, and the rocking chair in the corner swayed slightly, though there was no wind.

Lea stretched, her tall frame catching the sun, which lit her features in sharp relief. She was strong and broad-shouldered, with a practical beauty shaped by years of steady routine. Her golden hair was tied into a loose braid, a few wisps catching the breeze. As she scanned the street, she nodded to herself. Everything was exactly as it should be.

Across the street, a neighbor—a cheerful woman with silver-streaked hair—swept her porch with rhythmic, practiced strokes. Each bristle of the broom scraped the wood in perfect intervals. She waved when she saw Lea and called out, “Morning, Lea! Beautiful day, isn’t it?”

Lea smiled and returned the greeting. “It always is, isn’t it?”

The words felt automatic, even to her ears, but no one noticed. The neighbor gave a satisfied nod and continued sweeping, her attention never faltering from the precise 

Lea lingered on the porch, her gaze drifting beyond the heart of the town square. It was a hub of activity, even this early in the day. Women in flowing dresses carried baskets filled with flowers, their steps measured and graceful as they placed the blooms around the fountain. Men worked in pairs, assembling a small stage with the same kind of efficiency one might expect from long-practiced routine. Every movement seemed choreographed, every task completed without pause or error.

The brand new, recently completed fountain at the center of the recently built town square was a marvel of symmetry and sound. Its water arced into the air in perfect, unbroken streams, catching the sunlight in a cascade of rainbows before falling into the pool below. The rhythmic splashes created a soothing background, so precise it could almost lull someone into a trance.

Lea frowned slightly. It was beautiful—undeniably so—but there was something about the perfection that felt... heavy. She couldn’t place the feeling, so she brushed it aside.

Lea stepped back into her house, the door creaking just faintly enough to remind her it wasn’t entirely silent. Inside, everything was in its place. The chairs around the dining table were aligned perfectly, the books on the shelf stood in descending order of height, and the air carried the faint scent of cedarwood. Her satchel was already by the door, packed with the supplies she’d need for her day at the birthing chambers.

She paused in the kitchen, reaching for an apple from the bowl on the counter. It gleamed like it had been polished, its color so red it almost seemed artificial. She bit into it, the crunch breaking the stillness of the room. Sweet juice flooded her mouth, and for a moment, she let herself enjoy it.

Placing the half-eaten apple on the counter, she tied her braid tighter and grabbed her satchel. Her steps were purposeful as she left the house again, closing the door firmly behind her.

The cobblestones beneath her feet were warm, the sun now higher in the sky. As she walked, familiar faces greeted her with smiles and waves. She returned each one, her movements measured and unhurried.

Erik sat at the edge of the square. His silver hair gleamed in the sunlight, and his hands moved deftly as he carved a small piece of wood into what looked like a bird in flight. His eyes, sharp and piercing, lifted briefly as she passed.

“Morning, Erik,” Lea said.

He gave a slow nod but didn’t speak. His knife continued its work, shaving delicate curls of wood from the figurine. There was something in his gaze—something Lea couldn’t quite place. It lingered in her thoughts as she continued toward the birthing chambers.

The chambers loomed about a quarter mile ahead, their pristine white walls reflecting the sunlight. Women were already gathering inside, their laughter and chatter filling the air. The building itself was as beautiful and welcoming as the rest of the town, with flower-laden trellises climbing the walls and soft curtains framing the windows.

Lea pushed open the heavy pine door, the cool air of the chambers brushing her skin like a whisper. Inside, the world was quieter, more controlled. She moved with ease, greeting the women she passed with gentle smiles.

“Lea,” one of the mothers-in-waiting called, her voice warm but edged with nervousness. “Do you think... do you think it’ll be today?”

Lea placed a comforting hand on the woman’s shoulder. “It’s always at the perfect time,” she said softly.

The woman relaxed, her shoulders dropping as she exhaled deeply, “I just hate that this is about to be over. I’m already to get pregnant again and I haven’t even pushed this one out.”

The birthing chambers were an oasis of calm within the town's quiet buzz of activity. The soft scent of flowers filled the air, mingling with something faintly antiseptic. The walls, painted a soothing cream, were adorned with woven tapestries depicting scenes of abundant harvests, new mothers cradling infants, and endless fields under bright skies. Each image carried the same unspoken message: Life is sacred. Birth is divine.

Lea moved through the main hall with practiced grace, her sturdy frame seeming both at ease and in command of the space. The floor beneath her feet was smooth, the polished stone gleaming in the natural light streaming through the high windows. Sunbeams danced across the room, catching on the soft white robes of the mothers seated in a semicircle near the center.

They laughed together, sharing stories and exchanging reassurances, their voices a blend of hope and quiet excitement. Lea paused to observe them, her eyes flicking over the group. Most were young, their cheeks flushed with health, their hands resting instinctively on their rounded bellies. A few older women sat with them, their gazes calm and watchful, guiding the younger ones with soft words or gentle touches.

One of the youngest mothers caught Lea’s attention. She sat slightly apart from the others, her hands clasped tightly in her lap. Her dark curls framed a face marked by uncertainty, her gaze darting nervously around the room.

Lea approached, her footsteps soft but deliberate. She crouched beside the girl, her voice low and steady. “Tenth time?” she asked.

The girl nodded quickly, her lips pressed into a thin line. “Yes. I—I thought by now I’d find it easy to let go, but now that it’s close...” She trailed off, her eyes filling with tears she was clearly fighting to hold back.

“It’s natural to feel this way,” Lea said, placing a reassuring hand on the girl’s knee. “Every mother still feels a little unsure when you’re on the tenth. By the time you get into the teens, trust me you’ll be okay. Either way we’re all here to guide you through it.”

The girl’s shoulders relaxed slightly, and she offered a shaky smile. “Thank you.”

The words came easily, almost automatically, but Lea felt a flicker of unease as they left her lips. She brushed the thought away and squeezed the girl’s knee lightly before standing.

The main birthing chamber was a circular room at the heart of the building. Its domed ceiling was painted with intricate patterns that seemed to shift subtly when viewed out of the corner of one’s eye. At its center stood the flap door—a sleek, seamless hatch set into the floor, its surface polished to a mirror finish.

Lea approached it, her steps slowing as her gaze fell on the door. It was just a mechanism, she reminded herself. A simple, efficient part of the process. And yet, every time she stood near it, a faint tension crept into her chest.

The light above the flap door pulsed faintly, a soft, steady rhythm that seemed oddly alive. Lea stared at it for a moment longer than necessary, her thoughts drifting unbidden to the stories she’d heard as a child. The Great Beyond, her mother had called it, her voice filled with reverence. A place where every child lived in endless joy and freedom.

Lea shook her head and turned away. She had work to do.

She began her preparations for the day, moving with efficient precision. The instruments were laid out on a sterile tray, their surfaces gleaming under the bright lights. Clean linens were stacked neatly on a nearby table, their edges perfectly aligned. Lea checked each item carefully, her movements steady and sure.

The sound of the main door opening broke her focus. She turned to see Miriam Wells, the head caretaker, entering the chamber. Miriam was a woman of quiet authority, her presence as comforting as it was commanding. Her rich, silver-streaked hair was tied back tightly, and her sharp eyes missed nothing.

“Everything in order?” Miriam asked, her voice calm but expectant.

“Yes,” Lea replied, gesturing toward the prepared station. “We’re ready.”

Miriam nodded approvingly and stepped closer, her gaze lingering on the flap door. “Typical day today,” she said after a moment. “We have twenty-three deliveries scheduled.

Lea nodded, but her focus was on Miriam’s expression. There was a flicker of something in her eyes—something almost imperceptible. Doubt? Worry? Lea couldn’t tell.

The morning passed in a blur of routine tasks, each one completed with the same precision that defined every aspect of life in the bubble. Yet, as the hours wore on, Lea found herself glancing at the flap door more often than usual. Each time, she quickly looked away, her thoughts darting between the tasks at hand and the nagging questions that refused to leave her mind.

When the first mother was escorted into the chamber, Lea’s attention snapped back to the present. The room became a flurry of controlled motion as the process began. Lea worked alongside Miriam, guiding the mother through the delivery with calm efficiency.

As the newborn’s first cry filled the chamber, a wave of relief and joy swept over the group. The mother wept softly, cradling the infant as Lea and Miriam exchanged a quick glance of satisfaction.

Then it was time for the ceremony. The mother hesitated, clutching the baby tightly as she approached the flap door. Lea stepped forward, her voice gentle but firm. “It’s time. Your child will be welcomed into the Great Beyond.”

The mother nodded reluctantly, her tears spilling over as she placed the infant on the hatch. The light above the door glowed brighter, and a soft hum filled the room. The hatch opened soundlessly, and the baby disappeared into the void.

Lea’s chest tightened as the door closed. She told herself it was just part of the process. Just another perfect day in the bubble.

The sound of the flap door closing echoed faintly in Lea’s ears long after the ceremony ended. It was a sound she’d heard countless times, yet it never failed to settle uneasily in the pit of her stomach. Even as the chamber returned to its calm, orderly state, her thoughts lingered on the mother’s tear-streaked face and the way her arms had trembled as she let go.

Lea moved automatically, clearing the linens and cleaning the instruments. Miriam worked beside her in silence, her movements efficient and unhurried. Occasionally, she glanced at Lea, as though she could sense the quiet turmoil beneath her calm exterior.

"You did well today," Miriam said finally, breaking the silence.

Lea nodded. "Thank you." Her voice was steady, but her thoughts were elsewhere. She hesitated, her hand lingering on a folded cloth before speaking again. "Miriam, do you ever wonder...?"

Miriam paused, her sharp eyes narrowing slightly. "Wonder what?"

Lea hesitated, unsure how to phrase the question. Finally, she said, "What happens to them? After they go through the flap door?"

Miriam’s expression softened, but only slightly. She straightened, wiping her hands on her apron. "They go to the Great Beyond, Lea. You know that."

"Yes, I know," Lea said quickly. "But... what does that mean? What is the Great Beyond?"

Miriam’s gaze held hers for a long moment. Then she turned away, her voice carrying a faint edge. "It means exactly what we’ve been taught. A place of joy, of freedom. A better life."

Lea opened her mouth to press further but stopped herself. Miriam’s tone made it clear the conversation was over.

Later that afternoon by the time Lea was ready to leave work, the sun had begun its slow descent toward the horizon, bathing the town in a warm, golden glow. The streets were quieter now, with most of the morning’s activities winding down

Lea adjusted the strap of her satchel and started toward home. Her steps were unhurried, but her mind raced. The question she’d asked Miriam looped endlessly in her head, unanswered and unsatisfying.

As she passed the fountain in the square, her gaze lingered on its perfect symmetry. The water arced into the air with the same mechanical precision.

The scene was beautiful. Perfect. Too perfect.

Life in Lander was easy—easier than anyone could imagine. Food was always abundant, fresh, and free. Whatever your tastes, desires, or cravings, it would be there. Platters of golden bread, steaming bowls of stew, platters of fruit so vibrant they seemed to glow under the ever-perfect light. Even luxuries—fine chocolates, rare wines, exotic delicacies—were available at a whim, all without effort. You simply went to the town’s distribution centers, and whatever you wanted was waiting, no questions asked.

Work was an option, not a necessity. Those who worked chose tasks that suited them, whether tending the immaculately maintained gardens, organizing supplies in the food centers, or operating machinery that hummed with an alien precision they’d long ceased to question. There was no currency, no competition, no sense of scarcity. Time was an endless stream of leisure punctuated by whatever activities one wished to pursue. You could spend your days painting, sculpting, reading, or strolling through Lander’s pristine streets.

But beneath the surface of this idyllic existence lay a single, unavoidable expectation: the requirement to breed.

It wasn’t forced, at least not directly. But every adult knew the rules—subtle but unyielding. At the appointed time, individuals were paired, either with their choice or by arrangement. The goal was always the same: the production of newborns. The pressure was constant, an unspoken agreement that breeding was your duty, the one thing you owed to this perfect society.

Children were not raised by their parents. Once born, they were taken through the birthing chambers—a process shrouded in ritual and mystery—and passed through the hatch that no one dared question. Mothers were told their babies were sent to a better place, a world of boundless opportunity and happiness. Fathers never asked, distracted by the comforts and distractions of Lander.

It was a system as seamless as the rest of life. No one seemed to mind. No one questioned. Why would they? Everything they needed, everything they could dream of, was provided without fail. And the one thing they gave in return was a task that had been ingrained in their culture as natural, essential, even noble.

And yet, there were whispers—tiny fractures in the perfect facade. Those whispers, if you stopped to listen, would tell you that something wasn’t right. That perfection, perhaps, came at a cost.
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