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      To those individuals and families impacted by the devastation of the 2025 wildfires. Please know that we see you, and our hearts are with you.
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      Friend, colleague, mentor, and contributor to this collection, Jonathan Maberry, shared a helpful tool for writers when talking about their books. He suggests making  two lists. The first list is what your book is not about. The second list, naturally, is what your book is about. When it comes to Dread Coast: SoCal Horror Tales, this collection of horror stories is unlike most projects we’ve been a part of in recent years. So much so, that we’re better off focusing on a couple of things that this book is absolutely about.

      First, this anthology is about camaraderie and fellowship. Earlier this year, chaos reigned in Los Angeles County. For weeks, wildfires cut a swath of destruction through the area, and lives were forever changed. Those directly impacted not only lost their homes—symbols of family, friendship, and security, but they also lost a sense of belonging and community. Displacement is not an easy thing. Imagine being displaced and losing everything you own. Whether you knew someone directly impacted or not, it was terrifying and heartbreaking to witness. Almost immediately, Californians stood up and sought ways to help. Everywhere they looked they saw their brothers and sisters in pain, and they rallied. 

      It was that desire to help that brought together the twenty-four authors in this collection.

      From the publisher to the copyeditor, from the bestselling veteran authors to the writers who have their very first published stories in this book, there was not one person that declined the invitation to be a part of this project. That is the very definition of fellowship. Twenty-four authors saw people in pain and did not hesitate to use their talents to help. That is the definition of camaraderie. Life is a long and winding road that’s full of detours. Not all those detours are for the better. But they are made better, made bearable, when you walk that path with people rooted in the goal of a better tomorrow for all. The contributors to this collection are ready to do just that with you.

      This book is also about the art and beauty of horror, which can entertain, teach, and impact the lives around us. When this world gets heavy, we often escape into another one. We might watch a movie, listen to music, catch a play, or read a book. Those performances, publications, and productions take us away from the everyday challenges we face and transport us to a place where we can insert ourselves for a brief time and experience a life vastly different to our own. More than just cheap thrills (though those are fun too), horror stories can provide a sense of catharsis (you survived, even if the main character didn’t) and as a safe way to process fears, traumas, and dark thoughts. Horror is also incredibly bonding, as friends walking out of a horror movie or telling stories around a campfire can attest. Through the art of horror, we let our guard down and get swept away. During that time, we learn and, if we’re open to it, we grow—as individuals, as a community, and as a society. 

      It may sound strange to say that you can learn something about yourself or the world through horror. But remember, horror is not just about terror or monsters. It’s about people and how they navigate those terrors and fight those monsters–whether visible or invisible, external or internal. To quote John Carpenter, “Horror is a universal language; we’re all afraid. We’re born afraid.” In horror, we can learn so much. While these stories feature creative monsters of all types, squeamish body modifications, and characters making bad choices, these masterful tales also speak to the universal experiences of isolation, loneliness, heartache, and desolation. These authors opened a portal for readers to take a walk on the dark side and learn more about themselves in the process.

      Lastly, this book is about hope. It can be hard to see hope in horror. But that’s exactly where you must see it. When things are at their darkest, when that last bit of patience is wearing thin, when it seems like the light at the end of the tunnel is dimming, we must hold onto hope. There is hope in the stories you’re about to read. Hope that we don’t make mistakes that take us down the wrong path. Hope that we can walk away from anger, from vice, or from the so-called deadly sins. Hope that if we endure just one more day, we’ll get on the other side of the horror and walk toward brighter, more fruitful days. When you feel that hope is lost, remember the hundreds of thousands of people who banded together during a crisis in Southern California to offer their assistance—even if it was only to be present so people felt less alone. Remember that people and communities continue to band together in the face of seemingly relentless attacks and dangers. And remember these twenty-four authors who leaned into their art to entertain, guide, teach, and walk with you from dusk to dawn. 

      

      
        
        Dennis K. Crosby

        KC Grifant

        Co-Editors

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Beachcomber’s Ear

          

          By Luke Dumas

        

      

    

    
      It was Devon’s first real beach day in years, and he couldn’t even enjoy it because of all the homeless. They had spread their filth all over the place: their tents and stolen shopping carts and the shit piles left by their toothless yapping dogs. They sullied the grass along the boardwalk with their weedlike presence, snoozing curled up with their butt cracks showing, reaching out to passing pedestrians with grabby crab-claw hands.

      He tried not to let it ruin his day. He had earned it after how hard he’d been working. His first real morning off in weeks. Unlike these derelicts, the hustle never slept.

      He trudged across the beach in search of his friends. The sand was soft and spiteful, pulling the flip-flops off his feet to scald his soles. It swallowed him up to the ankle, making each step an effort.

      “D, over here!” shouted his boy Jason in his $15 sunglasses, waving from a patch of sand past the lifeguard tower, on the side of Ocean Beach designated for swimming.

      Devon slogged over, dropped his stuff, and clapped his friend’s hand. “What’s up, bro? Long time, no see,” Jason said, darkly tanned from so many weekends spent right here. They’d been friends since high school, but fifteen years out from graduation, it was clear that their priorities had diverged.

      “Nothing much, just working. You know.”

      “Holding it down.”

      “Yup.”

      Jason turned to introduce him to the rest of the group—his new girlfriend, Brit; her friend, Maisie; and another chick and guy he’d never met before. Devon forgot their names by the time he pulled up his shirt, then, hearing the guy’s effeminate lilt, yanked it back down. You fucking can’t enjoy anything anymore, he thought.

      The others headed off to throw a Frisbee around, but Devon stayed, needing space. He was already second-guessing having come.

      He laid down a towel, sprayed sunscreen over his limbs and face, cursed as it stung his eyes. A Toyota Tundra, fire-engine red with the word lifeguard in white, tossed a wave of sand as it motored by.

      With a sigh, he finally lay back with his hands behind his head.

      The stress of his week washed away in the scudding of a wispy cloud across azure skies and the distant crash of waves against the shore. He wiggled his toes under the sand, into the cool underneath.

      He felt something there. Round, ridged. Maybe a shell. It tickled⁠—

      “Fuck!” he shouted, shooting up to a sit.

      “What happened,” said a voice from under an umbrella a few feet away. Not a question so much as an amused observation. It was the chick whose name he couldn’t remember; Devon hadn’t realized she’d stayed back too.

      “Something bit me.” He pulled his foot toward him and inspected the spot where he’d felt the jolt of pain, his big toe red and pulsing, cartoonlike. “Or pinched me.”

      Face tightening into a scowl, he crawled forward and scooped sand out of the divot where his foot had been.

      A glimmer of brown-flecked shell appeared, then burrowed deeper.

      Devon dug more furiously, sand flying into the air behind him and burying his towel. The sediment became darker, moister, more compacted as he dug. He uncovered the shell again, and this time it wouldn’t get away: With hard, probing digits, he fished out the shell and raised it into the light.

      He expected spiny legs, maybe a claw, to flail out of the opening. But to his consternation, the shell was empty.

      “You know they shed them,” said the nameless chick. The umbrella cast a shadow over her face; Devon could barely make her out, only her straggly black mane and leathery, rawboned arms. A tattoo of a peacock drooped out of her bikini top, its vibrance sapped after years in the sun.

      “What?” he said.

      “Crabs. Hermits. The shells get tighter as they grow, start to crush them. Eventually they can’t take it anymore. They ditch them to find something more . . .” A vape glowed in the dark as she puffed, illuminating a busted smirk. “. . . spacious to live in. Saw it on a nature documentary. David Attenborough.”

      Devon’s eyes slid back to the shell and narrowed. Had the thing that pinched him crawled out at the last second? He gave it a shake, held it up to his ear, and heard the sea.

      Convinced there was nothing in it, he crushed it in his hand and chucked the broken detritus out toward the water.

      It fell short, but what mattered was that it was gone.

      He reclined again, the sand forming a pillow under his head.

      Slowly he drifted toward sleep. Rest was what he needed—what he deserved.

      He startled once, briefly, having thought he heard something shuffling by his ear. Then, deciding he had only imagined it, he lay back and let it in.
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        * * *

      

      Driving home in his Lexus SUV a few hours later, Devon couldn’t keep his finger out of his ear. He must’ve gotten water in it when that big wave flipped him over. His punishment for spending ten minutes in the ocean he paid so much to live near. His hearing was slightly muffled. His pinky tip couldn’t reach the itch. If he didn’t get this water out, he’d regret it. It had happened to him all the time as a kid growing up a few steps from Kellogg Beach, one of San Diego’s hidden gems. Swimmer’s ear, the doctors called it. A bacterial infection of the outer ear canal, caused when water is left to fester. Hurt like a bitch.

      He drove with his head tilted to the side, letting the seawater drain out.

      Somehow the itch only moved higher.

      When he got back to the house he went into the bathroom and attacked it with a Q-tip. Dismayed to find, when he pulled it out, the cotton swab dry and dusted with sand.
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        * * *

      

      A quick shower, and then he ran out to a showing in Pacific Beach, work crowding out all thought of his janky ear.

      The property was a turnkey Spanish-style three-bed, 740 square feet, decent-sized backyard for entertaining. On the market for $1,849,000. About the same size as his own place but nearly twice the price. He’d been smart. Bought when the market was down, did a lot of the work himself. Fuck privilege: savvy investments, good timing, a bit of elbow grease—that’s what separated the haves from the have-nots.

      “I spoke with the selling agent this morning and they’ve already got a couple of offers,” he told his clients, Lana and Ralph, as he locked the house up after. “If you want it, you’re gonna need to move quickly⁠—”

      He cursed, stopped, and dug his pinky back in his ear. A low scratching sound erupted through the right side of his head, like the shuffling of tiny legs magnified one thousand times.

      “You okay?” asked Lana. They were an attractive couple, mid-thirties, pregnant. Work friends of Devon’s ex. Fortunately he’d locked them in before the split.

      “Yeah. Sorry,” he said through gritted teeth. “Just got something⁠—”

      They grimaced at him digging for gold.

      He pulled his finger out. “Anyway. Let me know about that offer.”
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        * * *

      

      “Don’t seee anythiiiiing,” the doctor said a few days later, peering into the magnified tunnel of Devon’s ear. The cold penetration of the speculum’s lighted tip sent a chill up his neck, but it was some ways off from the source of the discomfort—the scratching, the blockage. The thing, as he had come to think of it, in an attempt to disassociate the periodic cacophony of booms and scritches from the idea of something alive inside him.

      “Trust me, there’s something in there. I can⁠—”

      As if sensing it was being talked about, the thing moved around, drowning out his thoughts with its awful ruckus. Devon pulled his head away from the instrument, massaging his ear. 

      In the time it had taken him to get an appointment, his condition had worsened. His ear had begun to ooze and ached with an uncomfortable tightness, as if his ear canal was shrinking around the thing. Or—another thought he preferred not to entertain—the thing was growing.

      “Could try a few drops of warm vegetable oil,” said the doctor. Older guy, Midwestern—not from here. Hardly anyone was these days. “See if you can float it out⁠—”

      “I already tried that. Can’t you just go in with tweezers?”

      “Don’t like to do that if I can’t see what’s in there. Wouldn’t want to risk damaging your eardrum.”

      “Jesus Christ.” Devon slid off the exam table with a crinkle of wax paper. “This is ridiculous. Something’s living in my head, dude.”

      “Right—I mean, that must be a real pain.”

      Was Devon overthinking it, or was there something unspoken in the old man’s eyes? Concerned, even. There’s something wrong with your head, all right.
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        * * *

      

      Back at home, Devon stared into the bathroom mirror. Jaw clenched, hands gripping the Carrera marble countertops. The thing had moved deeper, so large now he could feel its spiny exoskeleton needling the soft flesh of his inner ear, rubbing it raw, bleeding him out.

      He touched a finger to his earhole, and when he pulled it away, his fingertip was coated in greenish-yellow pus. It had a dark swirl of red through it, like a beachside ice cream cone. Lime with a strawberry ribbon.

      A hot zing of anger ran through him. Instinctively his hand wrenched open a drawer and fumbled for a Q-tip. Within seconds, both sides of the swab were saturated with bloody discharge.

      He tossed it in the trash, reached for another, dug deeper—deeper than he’d normally go, especially with his ear as squishy and tender as it was, but he could feel the thing back there.

      He nosed the swab up to it, prodded it once, and felt a tiny inward tug.

      He withdrew the swab at once. What the fuck?

      The thing had tried to pull the Q-tip out of his hands. Like it was defending its territory.

      Standing its ground.

      Gassed up with pure animal rage, Devon fumbled again through the open drawer, pulled out a pair of old tweezers.

      He went in deep, stabbing at the thing, trying to get a grip on it. Judging from the pain and the blood that dribbled from his ear, he was probably doing more damage to himself, but it seemed to put the fear of God into the thing: His ear exploded with the sound of its nervous scuttling.

      Finally the tweezers latched onto something. Devon squeezed and pulled. A snapping tear reverberated through his eardrum.

      His grin of satisfaction curdled to nauseating disbelief before the spiny, grayish-brown claw hanging limply between the rusted tongs.

      A sick, horrified urgency flooded him. Get it out, get it out NOW, was all he could think. He shoved the tweezers back in, too fast, too far⁠—

      A punch of excruciating pain.

      He screamed, clamping his hands over the side of his head. The tweezers hit the sink with a tinkle of metal, a cartilaginous shred of eardrum stuck to the tongs like a bloody booger.

      “Fuck,” Devon roared, stomping around. “Fuck, FUCK!”

      The pain came in waves, like the succession of ice-cold realization breaking over him.

      One, he’d fucked his ear, maybe permanently. He could barely hear out of it.

      Two, somehow his tweezers had missed the thing. It was still inside him.

      Three, not only had Devon failed to root it out, but he’d opened a new door to it.

      Like a gracious host, he had welcomed it in.
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        * * *

      

      Devon usually slept like a log, but that night he was driftwood, dragged out to the sea of unconsciousness only to be tossed back to shore. His mind roiled with memories, dark and cloudy with silt: Lana and Ralph’s judgmental faces. The doctor’s confusion. His ex-girlfriend, during one of their last fights, calling him an empty shell, a hollow echo chamber of ego and entitlement.

      He drifted through a vision of that morning on the beach—the sun and the sand and the shuffling at his ear—somehow experiencing it both outside and inside his body.

      He could see the crab, naked and horrible, climbing his lobe, poking around the dark cave of its new potential home.

      Could feel it shoving itself inside him: the laborious drag of its pincers, the ticklish tread of its feet.

      Could hear it trampling the tatters of his punctured eardrum, pushing deeper.

      Could taste it working its way through the channels of his sinuses, up into his head⁠—
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        * * *

      

      He jerked upright in bed. Huffed out with relief. It had just been a dream.

      But had it? That last part had felt so real. He could still feel the clickety itch of it crawling upside down on his skull.

      The squeaky friction of it wriggling between the slippery coils of his brain⁠—

      Fuck off. Of course it was a dream.

      He flopped back on the pillow and lay there. Allowed relief to lap against him and soak him through.

      He rolled over and reached for his phone.

      But as he started to scroll, he sensed something was off. His eyes remained bleary even after several minutes; he couldn’t make out the words on the screen. When he tossed the device aside and took in the dark room, fine detail had abandoned it, leaving only dark shapes, bold shadows. Like someone had lowered the sharpness on his vision and cranked the contrast way up.

      It should’ve concerned him.

      It didn’t.

      His thinking had changed in more or less the same way: his thoughts distilled into fuzzy black and white.

      He should get up. Answer emails. He had a showing at ten.

      He pulled the covers over his head and breathed in the sweet claustrophobia.

      Here was where he belonged. Here in his shell.
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        * * *

      

      Devon didn’t leave the house. He lost count of the days, couldn’t keep hold of the arithmetic of the week. Mostly he lay coiled in bed, not sleeping, barely moving. Surviving off deliveries of sushi and salt. Numb to the incessant ringing and pinging of his phone—clients angry he’d missed appointments or ghosted them mid-deal, friends and family concerned he hadn’t posted.

      He couldn’t see why any of it mattered. Couldn’t remember why he’d ever cared. A little dark to hole up in—that’s all he needed. A place to call his own.

      Then one day, a knock at the door.

      He wasn’t expecting a delivery. He ignored it.

      But unlike the times before, that didn’t make it stop.

      “Devon, are you in there?” something called from the front of the house. Wild, threatening. “Quit fucking around. I know you’re in there!”

      A female.

      He knew that call.

      “I’m coming in,” she said.

      He heard the front door unlock and swing open. A shriek of surprise. “What the fuck?”

      Footsteps on trash. The female burst into the room, silhouetted in a shaft of light from the open front door. He recognized her shape as the one he used to mate with.

      “Devon?” she said, her fear steeling over into anger as she saw him. “What the fuck! This place is disgusting!”

      She stomped over, ripped the greasy twist of covers off his carapace.

      “What’s wrong with you? Where have you been? Ralph and Lana said they haven’t heard from you in weeks. Your mom and sister⁠—”

      She hid her face behind her claw, blocking the smell.

      “You fucking reek! What’s wrong with you, are you okay?”

      Devon reached out and clenched her wrist.

      “Devon, let go of me. What are you⁠—”

      She raised her voice above the sound of his call, a short, frayed chirp. “Why are you making that sound? Let go of me!”

      He stood before her and wrenched her wrist back and forth, rubbing his free claw up her stomach and over her breast. He had never wanted to stop mating with her. His heart ached behind the armor of his chest.

      “Devon, stop— Devon!”

      She drew back and punched, her fist landing in the soft underbelly of his throat. He staggered and crumpled on the floor, coughing. The sharp edge of a crushed clamshell dug into his side.

      She scurried from the room. A moment later the front door slammed shut—once again extinguishing the light she had brought briefly into his life.
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        * * *

      

      Ever since his failed mating attempt, Devon had felt on edge, uneasy in the darkness that had once been home. It closed in around him, squeezing, itchy. At first, he feared he was outgrowing his shell. Then he realized: It was his skin that didn’t fit.

      The instinct to molt called him back to the sands where he’d been conceived. The white before the biggest dark on Earth, where even the most monstrous souls were welcome.

      In the dead of night he slumped out of bed. It had been days since he’d gone farther than the edge of the mattress, even to make waste. His joints popped and cracked as he crawled toward the door, his chitinized feet clattering against the premium laminate.

      He scaled the side of his Lexus, poked holes in the leather bucket seat. With a glance into the rearview mirror, he froze. He didn’t recognize the creature looking back at him, the bloodshot eyes not raised on stalks.

      There were no cars on the street that time of night. He was there in minutes, had no trouble finding a spot.

      The moon glazed his exoskeleton in silver shine as he skittered across the boardwalk, clambered over the poor shell-less hermits slumbering in the shadow of the sea wall, clinging to any scraps of dark they could find.

      At last, sand.

      It crunched under his feet, restorative as a tonic, or the first breath of water after too long away.

      He couldn’t help it. Immediately he sank down, his claws burrowing madly underneath him, digging out a cave in which to shed his hard outer layer.

      He was out of practice, and his new body required a bigger hole. He was at it for hours. By the time he’d dug a pit deep enough to stand in, a golden light had crept over the horizon. He was exhausted. His claws must have begun to molt already, tender and raw at the tips.

      He needed to hurry. Crouched in the hole, he dug sideways, hollowing a cave out of the wall of moist compacted sand. Soon it was big enough that he could get his head and most of his torso inside, fling sand behind him as he continued to burrow.

      A strange rumbling drew his attention. Something was happening above. It was too soft to be thunder. Terrestrial but not animal. He could feel its vibrations through the earth: They grew stronger as it approached.

      Then a fissure opened in the wall of his cave.

      Panicking, Devon plastered the crack with wet sand. But another split the opposite wall, and another above his head.

      The cave shook as the rumble became a roar, and now he recognized the sound, like something out of a dream: the engine of the lifeguards’ pickup making its morning rounds.

      Instinctively he clambered back from the cave but only managed a few inches before the world collapsed into sudden, crushing darkness, the mound of excavated sand sliding in to fill the hole.

      All was black and silent and still.

      As the weight of the world above bore down on him, Devon returned to himself with a terrible relief.

      His hard exoskeleton melted into soft epidermis.

      His claws morphed back into fists, hammering the roof of his earthy coffin, which might have been miles underground instead of feet for how little he was able to move it.

      His throat, airless and choked with sediment, seized around his desperate cries for help, which he already knew would not be heard—not over the crash of the waves, and the squawks of seagulls, and the complaints of the hardworking everyday people who just wanted to enjoy this place they called America’s Finest.

      Not up there.

      And at last, the thing crawled down off its throne, forced its way back through the scarred pinhole of his ear canal, and thrust itself free from the side of his head, restoring Devon’s hearing just in time to register the loudness of his city’s apathy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The View from Here

          

          By Elle Jauffret

        

      

    

    
      The sharp scent of decomposing flesh hit Tessa Sorel before she even stepped out of the elevator: a metallic tang that wormed its way through her police-issued mask. But underneath that familiar crime-scene copper was something else—a subtle sweetness that made her think of her mother’s hospital room, of the day the doctors had pulled her aside to discuss “cognitive decline.” 

      With a hand wave, she rejected her colleague’s offer of the peppermint oil they usually used when checking scenes like this: a victim dead for over twenty-four hours in a south-facing Los Angeles apartment. The gesture would prove her strength. Her mint-free nose would detect odors that might lead to priceless evidence. If she managed to solve this case, she would be guaranteed a place on the LAPD detective squad. And she needed that promotion. Needed it with the kind of desperation that made people do things they would rather not think about.

      “Must be the dead wife,” Tessa said, taking the lead. She was the one who had discovered the first body. Male, white, 45, half-eaten by what the report claimed were coyotes. But she had seen coyote kills before, and something about the precision of these wounds had seemed . . . deliberate. The unidentified corpse had the phrase “my wife wants to die” written in the palm of his hand and a bright yellow key fob that led her to the thirtieth-floor luxury penthouse.

      The moment Tessa crossed the threshold, her instincts screamed at her to turn back. Growing up on Skid Row, she trusted those gut feelings, but this was different. This wasn’t danger she was sensing. It was like walking into a familiar room and finding all the furniture shifted two inches to the left. She froze and held her breath, afraid a scream would escape with her exhale. She grasped onto the entry table to stabilize herself, trying to ignore her wildly beating heart and the line of sweat erupting along her hairline. 

      Beyond the foyer, the floor-to-ceiling walls offered a precipitous 360-degree view of the cityscape, threatening to send her spiraling into the abyss below. 

      “Million-dollar-view, am I right?” Reed’s voice came from behind her, followed by his elbow driving into her back.

      “Reed! What are you doing here? Captain put me on the case, not you,” she groaned, stumbling, her voice steadier than she felt. In her peripheral vision, the glass walls rippled with each throb of her racing heart.

      “Chill. No need to get aggro. Thought you’d need my help.” He stared down at her from his six-foot frame and sneered. Tessa studied his face, trying to pinpoint what seemed off about him that day. The way he held himself, perhaps, or something in his eyes that hadn’t been there before. Oh, did she regret spilling her guts about her fear of heights the drunken night they had celebrated their police academy graduation together.

      “I don’t. You can leave now,” she said, battling through what she told herself was just an anxiety attack. 

      Her colleague ignored her request and walked to the window where a lifeless form lay. Tessa followed, keeping her eyes fixed on the corpse, refusing to acknowledge how the city below seemed to writhe and shift like a living thing.

      A woman was sprawled on a white couch, her right hand rigidly wrapped around a knife handle whose blade disappeared in her chest, right where her heart would be. Her left arm was outstretched as if reaching for help. The blood from her pastel pink blouse had pooled on the white marble floor in patterns that looked almost deliberate, like writing. 

      “No need to panic. This is just your brain playing tricks on you,” she mumbled to herself, the words feeling hollow in her mouth, coercing her limbs into motion despite their reluctance.

      “Something’s bothering you?” Captain Holt’s sharp gaze assessed Tessa’s movements, his wrinkled brow questioning her hesitation. 

      “No, sir. It’s the panorama . . . Left me speechless.” She walked sideways, avoiding the vertiginous view, pretending the Vitrocsa glass walls were merely ultra-large TV screens. But with each step, she could feel the weight of the city pressing against the glass, waiting.

      “As I mentioned to Sergeant Faust, if you solve this or find a major lead, the detective position is yours. He’ll supervise you and Reed,” the captain said. “I’ve asked the M.E. to send you the autopsy findings ASAP. For now, why don’t you stay here and post guard for the next forty-eight hours?”

      Tessa’s stomach dropped. “Post guard here?” The idea of spending more time in this acrophobic nightmare seemed unimaginable. 

      “You’re not afraid of ghosts, are you?” the captain asked, his smile not reaching his eyes.

      “Maybe it’s her arachnophobia, right, Tessa?” Reed’s laugh echoed strangely in the space, as if the room itself was laughing with him.

      It’s acrophobia, not arachnophobia, you moron, Tessa thought. Though lately, she wasn’t sure what she was afraid of anymore. The heights, yes, but there was something else now, something she couldn’t quite name.

      The captain studied her, ears perked, waiting for her answer. Waiting for the reason she shouldn’t be promoted. If he learned about her phobia, she could say goodbye to her promotion. She wasn’t going to let that happen. 

      “Nope. Not afraid of anything, Sir. That’s why I joined the force.” She forced a smile. As long as she avoided looking directly at the window, she would be fine. “I assumed my skills would be better used in the investigation itself, interrogating witnesses and such, as part of my detective training.”

      The captain nodded. “This is part of your training. Detectives may work long hours and irregular schedules, overnight, or through weekends when necessary. That’ll help you decide if detective work’s really for you.”

      “What about the Commissioner’s Ball tomorrow night?”

      “Why? You have a date?” Reed asked, and for a moment, Tessa could have sworn his teeth looked sharper than they should.

      Tessa shook her head. “No, but I don’t see how that’s relevant.”

      Reed grinned. “We’ve all got family obligations and dates for the dance, while you won’t be missed by anyone. Think of yourself as lucky: you’ll have the entire crime scene to yourself. You might solve the case before everyone else.” 

      Captain Holt quieted Reed with a glance and stared at Tessa. “We need a tight police presence in the penthouse to make sure no one gets in. No housekeeping, no neighbors, or friends who might have the keys. I can’t force you to spend the night here, outside work hours, unless you volunteer,” he said. “It’s up to you. So, are you volunteering for this assignment or not?”

      Volunteer, voluntold. Potato potahto. It’s not like she had a choice. The promotion dangled before her like bait in a trap, but she was already caught. She needed that promotion badly. The pay increase alone would cover the cost of her mother’s Alzheimer’s medications—a small financial boost that would loosen the tight noose of filial responsibility and student loans strangling her.

      “I do, sir. I volunteer.” The words felt like a door closing behind her, like the final click of a lock.
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        * * *

      

      The preliminary autopsy results arrived in Tessa’s inbox just as the sun began to set, casting long shadows across the penthouse floor. She watched them creep across the marble like reaching fingers while the forensic unit finished their sweep. Post-mortem examinations were completed astonishingly fast, and searches were unusually thorough when the victims happened to be obscenely wealthy.

      Tessa settled at the kitchen counter, her back to the window so she wouldn’t catch sight of the void outside. A short glimpse toward the green-tinged windows showed her a distorted reflection of herself caught between shadow and light. She took a deep breath and swiped through the reports, studying the findings and first crime scene photos. 

      First, the female victim, Mrs. Barker, had died of cardiac arrest and exsanguination. The angles of the victim’s arm, elbow, and wrist indicated self-stabbing. The cut through the sternum and cardiac puncture supported that theory. However, the victim could have been forcefully guided by someone holding her arm from behind. Or something else entirely. Tessa’s mind flashed to the way the blood had pooled on the floor, those strange patterns she’d thought she had seen. 

      Second, the male victim, Mr. Barker, died of blunt force trauma and head/brain injury resulting in loss of consciousness and cessation of vital functions. The report didn’t mention the warped expression on his face—that look of rapture Tessa couldn’t forget. 

      Third, the victims’ brains showed signs of widespread neuronal damage consistent with heavy drug use. 

      Lastly, both victims’ bodies presented with green dust on their hands—lab results pending. Tessa glanced at her own fingers, wondering if the apartment was truly free of it or if traces of the dust still lingered, unseen, in the corners and on the surfaces around her. She didn’t need to test positive for a new drug and risk her promotion—she had too much to lose. 

      Attached to the digital case file, in the section left blank for investigative notes, Reed had already commented: “Looks like we’ve got a couple of professional junkies who snorted themselves to delirium and death. Husband got high, stabbed his consenting wife, got a ride-share to Griffith Park, and committed remorse-suicide by jumping from the Hollywood sign.”

      Tessa scoffed. The husband’s time of death was estimated seven hours earlier than his wife’s. In addition, the toxicology report hadn’t detected any drugs in either victim. A new, undetectable drug must have hit the market. Or someone else was involved. 

      There was also no credit card transaction showing the husband took a rideshare to Griffith Park. She doubted he had walked eight miles up the steep Mount Lee to end his days when he could have simply jumped off his thirtieth-floor penthouse. While the trek to the Hollywood Sign wasn’t technically challenging, it was still a hike that required some physical exertion and preparation. Something or someone must have driven him to that location. Or maybe . . . She imagined a man floating through the night air, arms spread wide, smiling that terrible smile on his way to his death. She shook her head, pushing away the ridiculous thought.

      Tessa picked up a shiny brown pen from the counter and jotted down her thoughts in her police notebook until the scratchy sound of lock picking disturbed her concentration. A glance through the judas told her a skinny twenty-something was trying to get in. His jeans and tattered t-shirt hugged his body closely, revealing no hint of any concealed weapon, so Tessa whipped open the door.

      “What are you doing?”

      The lockpicker jumped back and recoiled. “I didn’t know people were still here . . .”” 

      “That doesn’t explain why you were picking the lock. I could arrest you on the spot. Who are you and what do you want?”

      “I’m Gideon . . . Gideon Pryce. I’m a downstairs neighbor . . . I was trying to get my pen back.”

      “You were committing a crime to retrieve a pen?” she sneered.

      “Not an ordinary pen. One worth a hundred thousand dollars.” His eyes fixed on her hand, where she had been holding that same pen just moments ago, and something hungry flickered across his face.

      Tessa jerked back. “A hundred-thousand-dollar pen? What is it made of, pure gold?”

      “Petrified wood from Antarctica, actually. I left it behind at the party two days ago, before . . . you know . . . The night before they died.”

      Tessa wanted to believe him, but something about him was off. His paleness, frailty, and worn-out clothes made him stand out amid the building’s luxury atmosphere. A normal man his age, living here, would be oozing with style and cockiness if not confidence.

      “Can you describe it?” she asked, blocking the entrance of the penthouse with her body as he tried to get in. Beyond the one she had used to take notes, she hadn’t seen any pens in the house.

      “It looks like brown marble.”

      The one Tessa used to take notes. “Why do you need it?” she asked.

      Pryce’s fingers twitched against his thigh. “It’s not really mine. I borrowed it from the lab where I worked and need to return it STAT.”

      “So you aren’t just a lockpicker, you’re also a thief. I can’t give it back to you; it’s evidence.”

      “Can you at least place it in the fridge in a Ziploc bag for preservation and call me when I can get it back? It’s fragile and one of a kind,” he pleaded, his words coming faster, tumbling over each other.

      “Sure. But why bring it to the party and why leave it behind if it wasn’t yours?”

      The man shifted his weight back and forth between his feet. “To show off, I guess. It’s hard to compete with the rich. They always have better stories to tell and have seen everything.” A tinge of shame filled his sideways gaze.

      Tessa grimaced, confused. “Doesn’t living here mean you’re also rich?”

      “I’m only house-sitting and watering the plants while the owner is away. I’m a starving student living off the building’s free morning bagels and ramen.”

      “I see.”

      “I bet a cop’s salary isn’t much better. From one struggler to another,” he said, leaning closer, his breath carrying that same sweet-rot smell from the crime scene, “is there any chance I can get the pen back now?”

      “No, but maybe tomorrow. I’ll let you know.” Tessa shut the door quickly, but not before she saw something dark and desperate in his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      According to the building concierge, Gideon Pryce was an arthropodology student much disliked by the residents for having brought terrariums full of hissing cockroaches and peyote beetles on the premises.

      “Can you believe it? What was he thinking? If we don’t allow pets, how did he expect we would welcome pests?” the night concierge said. He had invited Tessa to share a cup of coffee at the lobby counter behind which he stood at the ready for residents’ requests. 

      Tessa stared into her cup, watching the black liquid ripple and swirl, as if it were a threatening vortex—like the dizzying drop of an endless void she feared to fall into, but this size she could handle. She nodded in agreement, processing the information. Besides a love for bugs, there was only one reason to cultivate peyote beetles: for mescaline, their psychoactive compounds. 

      “So, what happened?” she asked, her voice bouncing off the marble walls of the empty entryway. The echo came back wrong, distorted, like someone else’s voice answering.

      “The exterminator took care of them all. Didn’t matter if the kid was studying them for his PhD; this is a cockroach and bug-free building. The rules are the rules.”

      “Do you have any reason to believe Pryce had something against the Barkers?”

      “Not about the bugs, no, but about the noise. He filed several noise complaints against them, saying he couldn’t focus on his studies. Since the Barkers moved in, two months ago, they had parties almost every night. They were so loud, you could hear them from the elevator shaft. Though some residents swore it wasn’t music they heard, but screaming.”

      Tessa raised an eyebrow. On Skid Row, you learned really fast: noise means nothing unless it’s silence. You get used to the screaming. Hell, you can get killed for a noise complaint if you’re not careful. “What did the board do?”

      “Nada. The board doesn’t listen to house-sitters, but they told the Barkers to send Pryce a courtesy invite next time they had a party.”

      “Which they did,” Tessa mumbled to herself. And that’s when Pryce brought the pen to their party. 
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        * * *

      

      The last photos taken on Mrs. Barker’s phone were happy ones. Too happy. The kind of happiness that looks like madness when you stare at it long enough. One of them featured her husband flashing Pryce’s pen in one hand and a wad of cash in the other. A transaction gone bad?

      Tessa grabbed the pen and settled on her makeshift bed to ponder the question. She had set it up in the windowless closet. The extra thick carpet, which was softer than her futon, and her balled-up police jacket would be fine for the next two nights. There was also an outlet to charge her phone. The perfect place for an acrophobe to post guard, hide from the city’s hungry gaze, without losing her mind.

      She studied the petrified wood pen, twirling it between her fingers. It was difficult to believe that a pretty but otherwise unremarkable pen was worth twenty times her car. Rich people tossed money at ridiculous things like this, while people were starving on the streets—she wished they could redirect a little of that waste.

      Her internet research had confirmed Pryce’s statement: petrified wood from Antarctica was the rarest of all and could go for millions depending on the size. However, fossilized wood did not require refrigeration for preservation. So why had Pryce insisted on keeping it cold? You’d only freeze something to keep it dormant or to prevent it from growing. What was he trying to stop from growing?

      A background check on the student led nowhere. He wasn’t in the system, which came as no surprise. Young nerds rarely had records; they were less prone to violence and better at covering their crimes. But Pryce’s absence from any type of social media besides a bare LinkedIn profile left Tessa nonplussed. She didn’t know any Gen Z who wasn’t at least on Instagram. The only information she found was a scientific article about newly discovered mites called Viridipulvis Antartico, but it was blocked by a paywall.

      “Two hundred dollars to access an article! No way I’m paying that,” she said, yawning. 

      She googled Viridipulvis Antartico but came up empty. Damn scientists and their elaborate bug names! The only part of the word she could figure out was pulvis, from her catholic school days. Quia pulvis es, et in pulverem reverteris; for you are dust, and to dust you shall return.

      “Dust mites.” Tessa shrugged and turned off the light, concluding it wasn’t important. Then she drifted to sleep, hoping the night would bring her clarity if not advice. But in her dreams, she saw the city spread below her like a web of green light and heard voices whispering about transcendence and flight.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Tessa walked through the penthouse without fear of heights—a first in her life of basement living and sewer searches. It wasn’t just the absence of fear. The height called to her, sang to her. The glass walls no longer seemed like barriers but like windows to freedom. She had awakened past twelve with green dust on her hands, like the one found on both victims. “Dust” as in pulvis and “green” as in viridis. Viridipulvis Antartico meant green dust from Antarctica in Latin. The victims’ damaged brains and Pryce’s petrified wood might be linked. The inconspicuous pen could be the stash of a new drug!

      It wouldn’t be the first time individuals inhaled or smoked insects to get high. From what she had learned during training, the psychoactive effects of ingesting insects, if any, were likely to be unpredictable and potentially harmful; they could lead to death.

      But was it a bad drug? The way it made her feel—lighter, clearer, braver—seemed more like awakening than intoxication. Like she was becoming something new. Something better. Something that could finally break free from the cage of gravity and human limitation. But she couldn’t shake the nagging thought—wasn’t this how it always started? The high, the illusion of freedom, before it twisted into something darker, something that ravaged you from the inside out, too addictive to escape its grip?

      Tessa thoroughly washed her hands, hoping her skin hadn’t absorbed the drug. She thought about sending the pen to the lab right then, but decided to wait. She needed to gather more information and close the case first, before Captain Holt took away the case from her because of her contact with the drug, or Reed would find a way to steal this victory from her. 

      She settled at the kitchen counter, facing the window to enjoy the midday sun, and sealed the pen in an evidence bag. Los Angeles sprawled in front of her like an offering with Griffith Observatory, the Hollywood sign, and the Disney Music Hall all viewable from where she sat. Her mom had been right: her fear of heights was only a mental block caused by her lack of confidence. Or maybe it had been something else holding her back all this time—something human and small and afraid. Something she was finally ready to leave behind.

      She returned to the password protected website of last night, entered her credit card number, and clicked PAY AMOUNT TO ACCESS ARTICLE. Catering a whole new drug to the wealthy had to be Pryce’s get-rich-quick scheme until yesterday when his Antarctica mites killed two of his clients. 

      “Please, please, be the proof Pryce is a drug dealer and a murderer,” she mumbled as the website buffered. 

      But what appeared on the screen wasn’t an article. It was a warning pulsing with urgency: “New mite species discovered in Antarctic ice core samples. Venomous, potentially lethal. If found, limit exposure, seal immediately, and place at a temperature below ten degrees Celsius.” There was no further explanation, but for the list of researchers, including Gideon Pryce, and the name and email address of a contact person.

      Tessa sent an email without waiting. She explained who she was and how the green dust was found on two suspicious deaths in California. She ended her letter with: “How dangerous are those mites? Please call me ASAP. Any time of day or night. It’s important.” She left her phone number. Her hands trembled as she typed, not noticing the green dust falling from her fingertips onto the keyboard.
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        * * *

      

      Outside, the sun was setting, painting the city in shades of green and gold that shouldn’t have been possible. Tessa had ordered sushi delivery for dinner to celebrate her upcoming promotion. She felt confident she would solve this case by midnight. Her contact with the dust or manufactured drug couldn’t be that potent, or she would already be dead. Antarctica being only four hours behind Los Angeles time, the scientist would contact her any minute now. They would explain everything, tie Gideon Pryce to the murders, provide his motives, and help her close the case.

      In her notebook, she meticulously described the investigative trail she followed and wrote “from Tessa to Reed with love” on the pen’s evidence bag. The green dust fell from her pen like snow, spelling out messages in an ancient language. Then she stepped on the balcony in the Californian summer heat. Her vertigo hadn’t just vanished; it had transformed into something else, something beautiful. The height didn’t frighten her anymore. It called to her, sang to her, promised her things she had never dared to dream.

      “Goodbye, self-sabotaging acrophobic anxiety! I’m ready to conquer new heights!” she shouted at the cityscape. Los Angeles glittered golden in the sunset light. The ocean breeze brought the intoxicating scent of jasmine to her nostrils and carried whispers of a new life. 

      Her phone rang in the background, but she let it go to voicemail. The voice was frantic, urgent: “The mites are parasites with advanced neural engineering capabilities . . . They don’t just damage the brain, they remake it . . . Make you want to spread them . . . like spores . . . like seeds . . . Tessa, if you’re exposed, get somewhere cold immediately. They’re not just parasites, they’re something else, something that’s been waiting in the ice for millions of years, something that wants to⁠—”

      But Tessa wasn’t listening anymore. She was laughing as she straddled the railing. Her fear had been ridiculous. She was no longer the acrophobe, cowering at the edge of her own potential; she was a force to be reckoned with, a true, formidable detective. Reed wouldn’t bully her anymore or steal her promotion; nobody could. She could do anything, even fly if she wanted. 

      She leaped.
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      “Not like this, Frank,” Benny pleaded. “Just shoot me. Please.”

      Frank shook his head. “You know I can’t, Ben. The Boss was very specific. He wants to make an example. Now get in the damn box.” 

      Benny gazed at the six-foot-long wooden crate at the bottom of the shallow grave. It looked to be hurried work, all imperfect corners and protruding nails. Frank’s men weren’t carpenters. They were killers. This box, with all its imperfections, buried in the middle of an unkempt, nearly forgotten graveyard, would be Benny’s coffin.

      He knew it was pointless to beg but didn’t know what else to do. “Please, Frank, not alive. Don’t bury me alive.” 

      “Jump down there, you skimming prick, or I’m gonna blow your kneecaps off.” Frank aimed his gun at Benny’s legs. “If you don’t panic, you got maybe four or five hours of air in there. You want to spend that time in agony?” 

      Benny considered for a second, but before he decided, one of Frank’s men pushed him in. He landed on all fours, then slowly stood, the top of the grave coming to his chest. Benny’s heart pounded, and even in the cool October night, sweat matted his black hair. 

      Frank knelt. “Ya’ know, the Boss owns this old bone-yard. Bought it back when Lake Elsinore was half the size it is now. When the last hole was filled, the city opened that big industrial-sized cemetery off the freeway where the dead can spend eternity surrounded by a Home Depot and a Sam’s Club.”

      “I think it’s a Costco, Frank,” one of his men said.

      “Who the fuck cares?” Frank snapped, glancing back at his man. 

      The henchman cowered, a scolded dog. 

      Frank peered into Benny’s glassy eyes. “Point is, you won’t have that problem here, not in this neighborhood. Real peaceful. Mostly empty nesters now, but back in the fifties, genuine movie stars came out here to unwind, get away from Hollywood for a while.” Frank suddenly points north. “Bela Lugosi used to own a house right over there. You know who that was?” 

      Benny nodded, looking out at the sea of gravestones jutting up from a thin layer of fog. Orange moonlight shimmered off the forgotten epitaphs, and the only terrestrial source of light came from the porches outside the cemetery—Jack-o-lanterns burning brightly. 

      “The Boss’s goomar said she saw Lugosi once. Well, his ghost,” Frank said. “Hanging out at a 7-Eleven at two in the morning, black cape, slicked back hair, the whole shebang.” Frank chuckled. “She’d been drinking but swore up and down she was sober. Swears it was him.” Frank waves a dismissive hand. “But I digress.” He knelt on the edge of the hole and looked at Benny with cold, unfeeling eyes. “The Boss always had the idea this could be the perfect place to bury the trash. Make an example for those who might consider taking what is not theirs.” 

      Frank leaned forward, and Benny felt his gaze like a noose. “You’ll be the first.” 

      Benny was about to start begging again when he caught a glint of movement. Frank saw it too, and with lightning speed, moved the revolver. Benny felt the muzzle pressed up to his jaw. “Go ahead, Ben, call out.”

      Benny gazed at the trick-or-treaters skipping along the sidewalk outside the cemetery, a small group with their elderly grandparents struggling to keep up.

      “Make one sound and I’ll blow your mouth clean off, then I’ll have to go kill some kids. You don’t want to go down like that, Ben, and I ain’t in no mood to kill kids.”

      Benny opened his mouth, and Frank leaned closer. “Then, when that is done, maybe I go pay a visit to your house, Benny-boy. Say hi to that nice wife and kid of yours. Is he out trick-or-treating tonight?”

      Benny grabbed Frank’s collar. “Stay away from my family you son of a bitch.”

      Frank pointed the gun at Benny’s grave. “Get in the box and they’ll be fine.”

      Benny knew far too well that Frank didn’t make threats. He made promises. The sadistic pig would have no problem abusing his family while Benny slowly suffocated. Sighing, he let his hands fall to his side and gazed down at the place where he was meant to die. It was cold, hard, and dark. 

      “Attaboy. Now, lie down like a man and let’s get this done.”

      Benny lowered himself into the box, and the darkness swept over him like a blanket. “Frank, let me have a light.”

      Frank kicked some dirt into the grave, landing on Benny’s chest. “Won’t change nothing.”

      “I don’t want to die in the dark.” 

      Frank pulled a flashlight from his back pocket and tossed it down. “We all die in the dark, Benny.” 

      Fumbling with the flashlight, Benny pulled it to his chest as Frank’s men threw down the lid. One of them jumped into the hole with a hammer and nails. Benny placed his hands on the lid as it was slid into place, then he lifted his head and peered through the cracks. Frank stood, holstered his gun, and turned to go. “Hey, Frank,” Benny called.

      “Yeah?”

      Benny clenched his teeth. “If I ever see you again . . .”

      Frank smiled. “You won’t.” 

      Benny closed his eyes as the first nail was put in place. He managed to make it through the hammering, staying calm, retreating into thoughts of his wife and son. But when the dirt fell in loud clumps, Benny started to lose control. His body shook, and he started pounding, then clawing, at the lid. Wooded shards broke loose and stabbed the tender skin under his nails. 

      Blood ran down his fingers as the sound of falling dirt became distant, replaced by the creaking of the wooden coffin. He placed his hands flat on the lid, realizing it was bowing inward from the weight of the dirt. He started to laugh, thinking that the lid might implode and crush him. But after a few silent moments, Benny realized he wasn’t going to be that lucky. 

      The smell of earth, sweat, and freshly cut wood filled his nostrils as he tried to take slow breaths. The sounds of his breathing bounced around the box like a trapped bat, amplifying his panic, feeding his dread. 

      Benny tried to occupy his mind and not think about his itching neck or his aching legs. He desperately wanted to bend his knees, just for a few seconds, and the fact that he couldn’t was maddening. He pounded the lid with his fists and screamed. Then he heard the faint sounds of someone sobbing. As he pressed his forehead to the top of the box, he realized it was him. His echoing cries continued for twenty minutes, then, energy spent, he passed out. 

      He awoke with a jolt and smacked his head on unforgiving wood, an instant reminder that the nightmare about being buried alive hadn’t been a nightmare. 

      He moved the light to check his watch. Just past midnight. He’d been buried for almost three hours. Maybe one more hour to go before it became hard to breathe. Maybe less. He hoped it would feel like going to sleep, but his rational side knew that wasn’t true. When the brain is starved of oxygen, the body begins to panic, and the heart races, trying to pump the dwindling oxygen supply to vital organs, sending waves of horror throughout the system. The only mercy would be the loss of consciousness before the painful and life-ending cardiac arrest. 

      A distant sound seized his attention. Benny held his breath, straining to hear. He pressed his ear to the lid and there it was again—a faint digging. 

      “I’m in . . .” He tried to call out, but his previous screams had strained his voice. 

      It had to be Frank digging him up, Benny thought. Maybe the Boss just wanted to teach him a lesson. Seemed a bit extreme, but . . .

      The digging got closer.

      Or maybe it was teenagers on a dare, digging up a fresh grave. Yeah, that might be it. It’s the kind of Halloween stunt he’d have pulled as a kid. Benny pounded on the lid again. “Here! I’m in here!” 

      But even before the echo of his voice had faded, he noticed something wrong with the sounds of dirt being moved. It was getting closer, more hurried, and seemed only a few feet away. But the closer it got, the more wrong it seemed. 

      It wasn’t until Benny turned his head and pressed an ear to the bottom of the box that he realized what it was. The digging wasn’t coming from above. It was coming from below. 

      “Oh, Jesus,” Benny cried, gripping the flashlight, shining its beam around the box. He could feel dirt fall away beneath him, the bottom of the box sagging downward, but somehow hanging over a black hole in the earth. 

      Something scraped on the bottom, and Benny flinched. He squirmed, trying to roll on his side, but before he did, something clawed its way down the length of his coffin. Benny froze. Holding his breath, he turned his head to the side, aiming the light into the widest seam in the bottom of the box. The beam bounced off the wet earth, revealing deep claw marks. 

      Suddenly, he heard movement beneath him. He tried to chase it down with the flashlight, but each sweep of the beam caught nothing, intensifying his dread. Then, like earworms caressing his skin, he felt warm air on the back of his neck as something very close exhaled through cracks in the box. Pulse pounding, he turned his head around, only to be met by the chilling sight of something peering in from the outside.

      Large white eyes with thick eyelids of pale skin blinked and then narrowed curiously. Benny kicked the box. “Get away!” 

      He reared for another kick, but a dozen clawed hands burst through the box, seized his limbs, and pulled him, screaming, downward. His head slammed hard onto the dirt as bits of wood rained down. He blinked a few times to focus, instantly wishing he hadn’t. 

      A dozen golf ball-sized eyes, set inside hideous faces—grotesque parodies of apes with pale, hairless skin stretched taut over thick, ridged skulls—surrounded him. Before Benny took a breath, he felt clawed hands grab his shirt. The creature pulled Benny’s face in close, sniffing him through a pair of slits below its wide eyes. It howled angrily and pushed him away. Some of the other creatures moved away in revulsion, some looked angry, and one just stared, astonished. 

      Sitting up, Benny studied his captors. Their long arms allowed them simian-like movements, reaching forward on worn knuckles and swinging their legs underneath. If it wasn’t for their noseless faces and the bald skin that hung off their bodies like a Shar-Pei, Benny would have thought them hairless chimpanzees. 

      A few of the creatures wore clothes, not for function, but more as decoration. He cringed in horror, recognizing several popular tattoo patterns on their garments, realizing their clothes were fashioned from human skin. 

      Benny was shoved toward a torch-lit corridor, and as the small group started to move, he had to stay crouched in the four-foot-high passage, which was the perfect size for its inhabitants. 

      Stumbling along the descending tunnel, Benny was prodded from behind with a blow every few minutes. They spoke in a language he’d never heard, but the tone was unquestionably angry. 

      Suddenly, he emerged into an enormous gymnasium-sized chamber. Coffins, stacked like bleachers, lined the walls. The seats were filled with what looked like females of the species and hordes of their brood. As he walked past, the smaller eyes of the young ones, glazed over with hunger, stared at him, disappointment flashing over their gaunt faces. The scene reminded Benny of pictures of starving children, bloated stomachs ripe with malnutrition. 

      A tall, thin female, wearing human teeth around her neck like a pearl necklace, emerged from behind a pile of discarded jewelry, watches, and gold fillings. She walked toward Benny, holding a staff constructed of interlocking bones like an enormous spine. The others cleared a path, and Benny tried to stand up straight. 

      She tapped his chest with the staff and then placed a hand over his heart. Benny felt it beat faster at her touch. She shook her head, then turned to her people and spoke in their strange language. 

      They didn’t like what she had to say. Commotion exploded around the room. Some yelled with rage, some sobbed. The one that had grabbed him earlier pushed to the front and started yelling. He held a broken femur like a dagger and thrust it up and down. 

      The female jabbed her staff into the dirt defiantly. The larger male took a step back with a slight bow, but then roared savagely and lunged at Benny. Benny brought his hands up as the creature landed on his chest. Swinging a fist, Benny connected with the side of its bald head. It fell back, howling like an enraged ape, then came at him again, this time with teeth. 

      Benny heard a crunch and screamed as the creature bit into his wrist. Feeling teeth touching bone, he knew he had only seconds before he lost his hand. He pulled with all his strength, wildly thrashing and kicking at his attacker. But the creature suddenly let go. It stumbled back, gagging, Benny’s blood splattered on its face. It gasped for air, grabbed its throat, and fell to the dirt floor. Its tiny legs twitched, and then it lay still, dead.

      Before Benny could check his wound, the female pulled him up, dragged him to the rear of the chamber, and through an opening. Crouching, Benny whirled around and saw her wave the bone staff at the doorway. In an instant, the opening to the room vanished, replaced by a wall of dirt. 

      Thinking it safe for the moment, Benny examined his wrist. To his astonishment, he wasn’t even bleeding. The cuts were deep, but there was no pain. It’s like he was looking at a wound on someone else’s body. 

      The female moved past him, and Benny gazed around the enormous communal room. Benny hadn’t frequented many, but he knew a place of worship when he saw one. It had a cathedral ceiling molded of earth, spotted with imprints of the creature's hands. Rows of pews fashioned from coffin wood were laid out on the smooth soil floor, facing a podium of clay and skulls. Beyond lay an altar, decorated with elaborate hieroglyphs. The creatures were depicted carrying coffins, worshipping them, and feasting on the contents.

      “Life,” the female said in a primal, guttural tone. “The boxes are life.” 

      Benny was shocked to hear words he could understand. Her voice was neither male nor female but more like one of Dr. Moreau's experiments—a creature teaching itself a language it was not meant to speak.

      "His head was spinning. Benny contemplated her words, mixing them in with the images he had seen. After a few moments, he thought he understood. A word floated around in his mind, seemingly searching for a sane place to land. When sanity seemed unavailable, he finally just said it. “Ghouls.”

      “Boxes empty for so long,” she said, her speech labored as if struggling for every syllable. “Then you. But you not food. You not dead. Why?”

      “It’s a long story . . .” Benny shook his head. “But you and your kind . . . you eat the dead, to live,” he said, more to himself than to his savior. Remembering what happened to the one that had just bitten him, it seemed they could not consume him alive. Living blood was poisonous.

      “But why not just kill me, and eat me after?” he said. “I mean, you’re . . . ghouls.”

      She thrust the staff past the altar, toward a mud statue of a female, arms spread wide, reaching for the surface. “The Mother forbids. Must not make dead.” 

      “Mother forbids,” Benny repeated. “Well, don’t that beat all. The ghouls got religion.” Looking into her wide, hungry eyes, he was seized by a sudden inspiration. “I think you and I can work this out.” He pointed up. “You send me back up there, and I’ll fill your boxes. Man, oh man, will I fill your boxes.” Benny saw the female smile, a yellowed jagged-tooth grin, and he knew that she understood. 
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