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The Land of Hungry Travelers


by Wendy Wheeler





You’re leaving your body tonight. 

Not that you dislike your body; you are even proud of it. Now that your breasts have swelled, your hips have begun to widen a little, and you find yourself walking with a new womanly dignity that even your mother commented on.

“My darling Cindy, how you dawdle now that you’ve grown hips,” she said in her discerning but smothering way. Then she added, “Though we all know, my daughter was born to be elegant.”

Long ago, you realized that your parents should’ve had a second child, someone else to hover over. Their obsessive parenting makes it hard for you to find friends who appreciate your elevated vocabulary and serious approach to life. Plus, your parents never let you travel to the places you want to see. New places, novel places!

And how you hunger for novelty. You begin to view the charming old Victorian house by Charleston Lake as a prison. The cheerful chintz-covered bedroom with its bay window is your cell, and your fine woolen skirts and soft cashmere sweaters are evidence of thralldom. 

Until one day you find a book on out-of-body experiences. Amazing potential in OBE’s, if you can just get your perceptions and mind correct. Using your non-corporeal self as a vehicle, it seems, you can escape to the astral plane. Many famous people claim to have done this: Emily Bronté, Goëthe, Ernest Hemingway, D.H. Lawrence. Even Elisha in the Bible voyaged out of his body to the bedroom of a hostile Syrian king and eavesdropped on military plans, thus saving the Israelites from a Syrian attack. So, if God’s own prophet could do this...

You stare out your bay window at the lake glittering in the moonlight. The sound of the loons echoes eerily across the water. Despite your yearnings, you do love your home and the breeze that dances across the lake. Tonight the air smells faintly of the marshland down the way. You smooth the blue-flowered comforter on your bed. You’d had it moved so that the head pointed north; you will sleep tonight on top of your covers. These were steps the OBE book was clear about. 

“Cindy, sweetie, you plan to leave that window open?” Your father stands in your open bedroom doorway, his handsome head to one side, hair rumpled. Sweet man, he always leaves his busy office to spend the evening with you and your mother. 

You tense a moment from fear. What if you are caught before you can complete your first out-of-body travel? You giggle. “Daddy, I’ll be fine. Nothing can get me here. Really. My room is way up on the second floor.”

He shrugs as he shuts the door. You track his footsteps as he ambles down the hall to the master bedroom, where your mother, fragrant with oil of lilies, will be reading a romance novel in her pastel gown. 

Your own sleeveless nightgown is spotless white cambric with a ruffle around the neck. You forgo braiding a ribbon in your long blonde hair because you want the energy to flow all through you tonight without constrictions. 

After you switch off your brass lamps on the bedside tables, you try to feel the pineal gland between your eyes, to experience it as an internal sensation. One leaves their body through the pineal door, the Third Eye. Lying on your back in the dark, your hands folded on your chest, you begin to breathe deeply. In, out. In, out. Then you think about your mother and father. How precious you are to them. Do they deserve to know —?

No, Cindy, try again. If you tell your parents, they’ll worry that you’re ill. You’re not ill; you just wish to see things beyond your home, to journey to glittering cities, float upon rivers in Austria, view monasteries in Tibet, and dance on the moons of Jupiter. 

Being free of the body, traveling in the astral plane, is truer than reality, you’d read. The waking body can have delusions and not even realize it, but the astral body sees things as they are. That is, once you move past the first levels, the planes of delusion that can trap departed spirits. 

There are whole levels to the astral plane for a soul to work through. The one that makes you shudder is the Land of Hungry Travelers, where the dead, unaware that they’ve died, eat and drink with frenzied concentration, trying futilely to achieve a sense of fullness. You’ll move past these, you know. Your goal is the higher astral planes, places of clarity and knowledge—and, you hope, freedom.

After a few moments in the dark of your comfortable bed, you feel pressure build at the rear of your skull—a good sign. You concentrate on the blackness at the back of your eyelids, a trick you’d learned to relax even more. You begin your own visualization now, the one you developed after reading the Monroe book: a bird soaring, flying higher and higher, one of the loons from the lake, long wings outspread, white body tiny against the blue sky....

Now you can easily imagine the point about twelve inches in front of your forehead. It is so clear this time, an actual location in space. You slowly push this edge of your awareness to six feet away. So clear! Then you imagine the point widening in all directions, forming a plane parallel to your body. You let the vibrations of that plane reach down to you, pulling you up from all four corners of your body, lifting you, floating you up.

The pressure at the back of your head makes crackling noises, but you barely notice; your focus is so fixed on that plane above you lifting you, pulling you...

Then you fall out of bed.

Before you can cry out, you realize that you never thumped to the floor. You’re hovering, still in your white gown. 

You’ve fallen out of your body! 

You look at your hands and arms. They glow with a white light that illuminates the air around you. Deep within your translucent flesh, you see a darker, more compact substance, as if looking at an X-ray photo.

You’ve done it! The sense of freedom is exquisite; you are light, you are ethereal. All the places in the world you’ve dreamed of are yours to visit! As if the very thought of travel is enough, you feel yourself float upright and waft toward the window. You’ll fly out the charming bay window now, no glass to stop you, past the shutters, over the trees, down the pristine lawn to the lake, and then —

Your window is made of iron bars over smudged, dirty glass.

You stop, confused. Your hands pass through the glass and metal, but iron bars shouldn’t even be there. Right? A sudden dread tells you, ‘Don’t look; just fly away now.’ Fly quickly and do not return —

You surge forward in panic, and something between your shoulder blades jerks you back again. You turn and see a silver cord dangling behind you, a cord attached to you. You take it in your hand, wonderingly, and see that it is made of hundreds of glowing, tendril-like strands twisted neatly together. The cord is long, maybe fifteen feet, and at the end of it, at the other end of it —

You follow the cord across the room to the thing in the bed, and the shock makes you gasp. NO! An ancient, gaunt woman lies there, pale and still as death, mouth open to show rotting teeth, thin hair matted and wild across the pillow. The other end of your silver cord runs to the center of this woman’s body. Connecting you. 

Making the two of you one.

As your own whimper seems to ring in your ears, a sound that makes no sound, you now perceive more. Moans. Sobs. Someone gibbering and laughing. Noises from the other beds....

Beds. Many beds in this room. There’s a whole row of battered cast-iron beds with other sleeping bodies. No flowery overstuffed furniture, no pretty patterned teenage-style paper. Instead of your blue carpet, you see a scuffed linoleum floor. Dark smears on the walls.

It is a sickroom, you see now. A dormitory of aged female bodies. Not your cute Victorian bedroom, your window on the lake — 

“Daddy, Mother,” you moan. 

A sense of loss surrounds you like the glow of your insubstantial body. Your smothering parents are not here; they’re nowhere. 

A keening cry rings out from another room and is quickly hushed. That’s the sound of the loons you hear every day, which you recognize. This is its source. You shudder. You see the stains on the sheets and understand the true source of that smell that arose from the marshlands.

None of your life is real. You live in horror.

Why are you aware of this now? What caused the disquiet in your perfect young girl life? Something drove you to this OBE. You might have lived in your pretty delusion forever, but now... Did some part insist on reality, no matter how terrible?

The old woman’s body at the other end of your cord is loathsome, and you cannot make yourself return to it. Nor can you leave, for the silver cord tethers the two of you. If you could break the cord, would you become a ghost? A lost, searching soul? 

The body moans. You take the cord in your hand and pull away, staying close to the window and as far from the body in the bed as the cord will allow. 

Yearning, you look out the window, through the bars. No Lake Charleston glitters in the night, but there are trees and stars and a sliver of a moon.

You hover, seeking the feel of the air against your cheek, the wind that you know is blowing. You wait, hoping for the touch of the breeze. If you could just feel it again, that would be enough to feed this traveler. This hungry traveler.

Author bio:
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The Hottest Ho in Hell


by Justin Samuels









John was a public school teacher in Chelsea—your average, bookish guy juggling chalk and syllabi by day, scribbling fiction into the early hours. His rent was high, his freelance checks were small, but he held tight to the idea that Manhattan was where real writers were born. He was determined to make it, even if it cost him his life.

His one-bedroom walk-up with creaky floors and flickering lights cost more than he earned in a month. Freelance gigs helped, but barely. Most of the time, he ate canned beans and boxed mac and cheese. His idea of a splurge was black coffee from the bodega rather than      home-brewed.

Still, he stayed. New York City was an addiction. Loud, brutal, and full of ghosts—but also full of promise.

Sometimes, though, he thought about Mike.

Mike had once waited tables at a tacky midtown Italian place, surviving on leftovers and bad tips. That was before Zed. Zed was rich—a CEO of some secretive AI firm. He tipped well, talked even better, and eventually made Mike an offer: "You never have to starve again. Join the club. Join the Illuminati."

Mike said yes. Desperation will do that.

He blew Zed in a bathroom stall, sealed the deal with lust, and never looked back. Now Mike rolled with the elite, attending exclusive Manhattan parties filled with sugar daddies and their beautifully curated sons. He had power, money,      and connections. He had made it.

He looked like an entirely different man—tan, muscled, draped in silk and gold, eyes always hiding some kind of secret.

Mike had been trying to pull John into that world for years.

John had once gone to one of those parties     . It left a sour taste in his mouth. He rejected the men, the money, and even the disturbingly beautiful Alexandre—a Frenchman with movie star cheekbones and eyes like polished steel. Alexandre hadn’t taken the rejection well.

“Why doesn’t he just give in?” Alexandre had asked Mike afterward. “He’s repressed,” Mike said with a shrug. “But I’m working on it.” And he was.

Mike reached out to Ana, his cocaine dealer—a sharp-tongued Dominican santera from the Bronx. She listened to his story and chuckled.

“Sounds like your boy needs to meet the ho within,” she said.

Ana laced a fresh batch of coke with something ancient and dark—a spell, a presence, a whispering demon she called la puta perdida. Just one hit, she promised, and the hottest ho in hell would be free.

The trap was set.

John still refused the next party invite, but Mike had a backup plan. He got Nate involved—a famous, Pulitzer Prize-winning novelist      with a secret membership in the club. Nate called John personally to      invite      him as a guest.

John showed up.

The party was on the rooftop of a glass skyscraper overlooking Central Park. Inside the private penthouse, glowing orbs floated in the air, casting soft lavender light over decadent furniture and nearly      naked men in designer harnesses.

He ignored most of the crowd, gravitating only to Nate, gushing over literature and symbolism and what it meant to ‘really write’. Alexandre watched from across the room, simmering with irritation. Mike? He just smiled.

Ana set the tray on the table. The coke shimmered faintly,      as if      it were      breathing.

Something called to John.

One sniff. Just one.

And something inside him screamed free.

He straightened, eyes dark and wet with hunger. The room shifted around him. The music beat harder, like a pulse. He sauntered through the crowd, lips parted, hips loose, and made a beeline toward Damon—a bald, heavy-set man with power in his eyes.

Without a word, John unzipped Damon’s pants and dropped to his knees. The room didn't stop him. This was his initiation.

Damon took him right there. The pleasure was blinding. Damon collapsed, breathless.

John stood up, glowing.

He walked to Mike, voice low and slick with desire. “Am I in?”

Mike grinned. “Most definitely.”

“And what does the hottest ho in hell get?”

“Money,” Mike said. “Power. And Alexandre.”

Alexandre stepped forward, hungry. “I’ve wanted you for a long time.”

John didn’t flinch. “Come take me. I’m yours.”

And Alexandre did.

The next morning, John awoke in silk sheets beneath a vaulted ceiling. Alexandre’s penthouse smelled of cinnamon, leather, and sin. His body ached—pleasantly. He rose slowly, his mind spinning like a kaleidoscope. But it wasn’t hangover haze. It was clarity.

He had changed.

In the mirror, he didn’t recognize himself. His skin glowed. His eyes had an unnatural sheen—like a cat's, watching in the dark.

Alexandre walked in with coffee. Naked. Smiling.

“You did well,” he said. “The demon chose you. You’re special.”

John blinked. “So it’s real? The demon?”

“Of course it’s real,” Alexandre laughed. “You’re one of us now. You don’t just fuck for fun. You fuck for power.”

He handed him the coffee and a gold envelope.

Inside was a black card with the Illuminati sigil—a pyramid with a ruby eye. Beneath it, in embossed red ink, was John’s new name: LUX.

“Lux?” he asked.

“Your whore name,” Alexandre purred. “Your demon name. Your key to the city.”

Everything moved fast after that.

Lux got a condo in SoHo—no mortgage. He had a black car service on standby, invitations to every underground party, whispers of screenwriting deals, and private book deals. People called him “darling,” “genius,” and “untouchable.”

But the demon wanted payment.

It wasn’t money. It was indulgence.

If Lux went too long without sex, without feeding the shadow inside him, he’d feel it clawing—an ache in his stomach, voices in his head. The demon whispered filth. Encouraged recklessness. Rewarded debauchery.

He gave in, again and again.

The sex became wild and      addictive. He seduced billionaires, judges, models, and gangsters. Every act drew power. He could see people’s fears. Smell their sins. Command rooms with a glance.

Mike nodded, proud. “Told you the Illuminati was the only way to make it in this city.”

But sometimes John—not Lux—stared at himself in the mirror and wondered who he used to be. Was he the shy teacher who dreamed of books and respect? Or was that just a cocoon, and this was his true form?

One night, Ana called.

“You’re  getting too deep,” she warned. “Demon likes you too much. Might try to stay.”

 Lux laughed. “Let it stay. I’m doing just fine.”

“You don’t get it,” she said. “It doesn’t want to share. Eventually, it’ll hollow you out.”

But he was already hollow. Wasn’t he?

At the next party, Alexandre gave him a new assignment: seduce a U.S. senator. "He’s voting against a bill we care about," Alexandre said. “Make him pliable.”

Lux did it in two nights. The vote changed.

His face appeared in gossip blogs. His name floated in literary circles.

Agents started emailing him.

Not one. Not two. Dozens—     all clawing to represent the mysterious man called Lux—the enigmatic figure seen arm-in-arm with billionaires and foreign royalty, whispered about in gay clubs from Hell’s Kitchen to Berlin.

Apparently, someone had found one of John’s old short stories online. A dark tale about repression, hunger, and a faceless god that whispered through cocaine powder. They thought it was fiction.

“Brilliant voice,” one agent wrote. “Taut and visceral.”

“Raw, literary talent. And a fresh voice on queer identity,” another gushed. “Do you have a novel?”

Lux read the messages while lying naked on Alexandre’s rooftop lounge, silk robe discarded, Alexandre’s head between his thighs. The city spread before them like a kingdom. He almost laughed.

“Write a novel?” Alexandre asked, glancing up, bemused.

“I already have one,” Lux replied. “A manuscript I wrote before you. Before all this.”

Alexandre licked his lips. “And?”

Lux emailed the file to three of the agents.

It was called “Soft Monsters.”

The manuscript had collected dust for two years, a semi-autobiographical literary work about an isolated teacher navigating New York’s hunger for youth, sex, and relevance. It was raw, aching with longing. It ended with the protagonist watching himself vanish into a version he didn’t recognize.

Now the agents devoured it.

One called it "Ellis meets Bataille with a cracked iPhone."

Two days later, Lux was offered a $500,000 advance by a boutique literary press owned by a hedge fund—complete with a marketing budget, international rights, and talk of film options.

It felt unreal.

“I told you,” Alexandre whispered that night, pressing against him in bed. “You are power. You are beauty. You are mine.”

And John believed him.

The deal closed fast. The press put him on their “spring revolution” list—writers who were going to shake the industry. Suddenly, he was everywhere:      The New York Times, NPR, queer magazines, underground zines, and private dinners with celebrities who whispered about sin and truth.

But none of it came from writing anymore. It came from Lux.

Lux had everything—money, power, fame—but he had become addicted to Alexandre. Alexandre had always been there, feeding him, guiding him, pulling him deeper. There was no exit. The deeper Lux fell into the world of excess and indulgence, the more Alexandre kept him bound. He wasn’t just a lover now—Alexandre was the source of his power, and Lux needed him as much as he needed his next breath.

The more Lux craved, the more Alexandre gave. It was a loop, a bond sealed by something more than sex—more than any materialistic desire. Alexandre had become both the anchor and the wind beneath his wings. Without Alexandre, Lux would be nothing.

One cold morning, John walked through Central Park alone, unshaven and tired. He sat by the lake. A jogger ran past. A squirrel chirped. Life moved normally, unaware of what he’d become.

He thought of quitting. Escaping. Running away.

But that night, the demon howled inside him. It needed release.

He called  Alexandre. “I can’t keep doing this.” 

“You don’t stop being a god,” Alexandre said. “You burn.” John hung up.

He stood before the mirror.

“Are you me?” he asked his reflection. The reflection grinned.

“You were always me,” it whispered back. “You just needed permission.”

Author bio:
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The Stalking Dread


by Nicole Duffeck





Asoft murmuring of voices pulled Jason from the depths of a nightmare so vivid he could still feel its chill in his bones. His eyes fluttered open, sluggish and heavy, as though waking from a sleep that had lasted lifetimes. The dampness clinging to his clothes and the ache in his muscles told him something was wrong. His fingers brushed against rough wood—splintered, cold—pressing into the slats of a park bench. He had no memory of how he’d gotten here. Panic pricked the edges of his awareness, a tightness in his chest as he fought to recall—what had happened? 

The steady, dull patter of a light rain tapped against his skin, the mist swirling around him like a veil. The familiar scent of earth and wet leaves clung to the air. But this wasn’t home. This wasn’t anywhere he recognized.

His heart thudded in his ribcage, faster now, a frantic drumbeat in the quiet of the night. He couldn’t stay here; he knew that. He had to move—had to get up before whatever had dragged him here could catch up. That was the only certainty he had: something was following him, watching him, and it wanted to tear him apart.

With stiff limbs and a fogged mind, Jason struggled to his feet, his legs shaking from the cold and the unfamiliar weight of his own body. He staggered forward, unsteady on the cobblestone road, the sharp click of his boots echoed unnervingly in the silence. The streets were empty—silent, save for the occasional rustle of the wind against dead leaves. A sodium streetlamp ahead cast a halo of yellow light, weak but enough to illuminate a sign that hung crookedly from an iron post:

Welcome to Worsham Wharf.

Worsham Wharf? The name had no meaning, no resonance in his fogged brain.

He squinted, his bloodshot eyes struggling to focus on the dark shapes around him: a row of shuttered windows, empty streets, and a town frozen in time. His breath quickened, the cold nipping at the back of his neck. As he walked toward the eerie stillness, his own reflection caught him off guard in the opaque glass of a shop window. Disheveled hair, dark circles beneath swollen eyes, and a face that looked like it belonged to someone else. Someone broken. A wretched thing.

"What happened to me?" His voice cracked, barely a whisper as he stumbled on. His reflection gave no answers.

One thing was certain: he had to get out of here. He had to get home.

But which way was home? Was it even real?

His mind, distant and numb, could scarcely grasp the fragments of his life. The people and the places all seemed to slip through his fingers like water, the harder he tried to hold onto them. He turned away from the window and made his way down a narrow alley, the shadows stretching like fingers and reaching for him. As he passed an open doorway, the acrid scent of cigarette smoke stung his nostrils. A woman stood in the doorway, her face hidden by the smoke billowing from her lips. She didn’t look up as he passed, her gaze fixed on something Jason couldn’t see. Her indifference to him—just another stranger, just another ghost—felt suffocating.

The thought that she could have been dead inside, too—like the rest of the town—flickered in his mind, but he shoved it away.

The alley twisted deeper into the heart of the town, a labyrinth of dark streets and unwelcoming buildings. His boots echoed against the cobblestones, a rhythmic sound that almost seemed to blend with the distant slithering noise creeping at the edges of his hearing.

He turned sharply, trying to lose the sound, but it followed—barely audible, like something dragging itself behind him. Something wrong.

And then, the voice.

It was low and rasping, a guttural sound that slithered through the air like the crackle of dry leaves caught in the wind. It wasn’t human, but it mimicked the cadence of speech, distorted and taunting. Jason’s skin crawled as he froze, turning his head slowly toward the source of the sound, but all he could see was a heavy fog that seemed to wrap around him, swallowing everything in its path. His breath hitched, a cold shiver running up his spine.

He didn’t want to look. But he couldn’t stop himself.

The voice—if you could even call it that—echoed through the alley, a hideous thing that scraped at his sanity with each syllable. “Jason…” It whispered, the sound curling around his name, as if it knew him, knew his every fear.

His legs moved before his mind could catch up, pushing him forward toward the faint silhouette of a church ahead. The spire rose through the mist like the skeletal finger of some forgotten god, reaching for the heavens above, which were hidden behind layers of gray and clouds. Desperation clawed at him. He ran toward the church, toward what he hoped would be salvation.

The wrought iron gate creaked in protest as he shoved it open, the sound shrill in the night. It groaned on rusty hinges, and the graveyard beyond seemed to watch him, its headstones like empty eyes, some cracked, some ancient, all of them watching. Jason’s breath came in short, ragged bursts.

Inside the church, the doors were locked, chained shut with a heavy padlock, the cross atop them twisted in a grotesque display. His heart sank. No refuge there.

He stepped back, his feet carrying him away from the church, back into the cemetery, and a deeper sense of unease crept in. He found himself crouching beside a weathered grave marker, its inscription faint from time and neglect. It was for a child. A girl, no older than three. His stomach twisted. Jason knew the townsfolk didn’t bury children this young in cemeteries that were still maintained.

One by one, he moved along the graves, brushing away the weeds and vines that had overrun them. Each headstone marked the life of a child no older than six. The loss of so many young lives was a punch to his gut, and as he read the names, the dates—some from over a hundred years ago, others so recent, their toys and dolls still rested on the graves—it began to settle in his chest: something was wrong here. This town was wrong.

And then, in the center of the children’s graveyard, stood an obelisk, its surface worn, its inscription barely legible. He leaned in, his breath catching in his throat. The names on the monument were chilling.

"In Sacrifice to the Plague."

Jason recoiled, nausea rising in his throat. The words gnawed at his mind, their meaning elusive and terrifying. What had happened to this town?

Suddenly, he heard it again—the sound of something slithering, hissing, creeping closer, as though it had risen from the earth itself, hungry, relentless. His heart raced. He couldn’t see it. But he knew it was there.

Jason turned to run, but his legs felt like lead, his breath coming in desperate gasps. He didn’t know where to go; there was no safe place in Worsham Wharf. He had to keep moving, away from the suffocating sense of inevitability, the terrible, crawling certainty that something was coming for him.

The distant lighthouse, its rotating beam sweeping across the dark sea, beckoned him. A place of refuge, he thought. Lighthouses were supposed to protect, to guide. He ran faster, feet pounding on the cobblestone street, desperate to reach the light. The sound of something heavy dragged itself behind him—closer now—drowning out everything else.

As he reached the lighthouse, the door swung open with a mournful screech, the wood old and worn, yet still strong enough to hold him inside. He stepped into the darkness, the smell of mildew, salt, and decay thick in the air. The stairs spiraled upward, a long, twisting climb to the top. The light flickered, casting erratic shadows.

Behind him, the slithering grew louder.

Jason’s legs burned as he ascended the rusted iron staircase, each step creaking beneath his weight. He wanted to look back, to see if the thing had followed him inside, but he couldn’t. He dared not. The darkness behind him felt alive, suffocating, crawling with unseen horrors that hungered for his very soul.

The air in the lighthouse was thick, heavy with the scent of decay. Dust hung in the air like fog, and the rusted iron beneath his hands felt colder the higher he climbed. His breaths came in short, sharp gasps, his chest constricting with each step. The faint sound of something dragging itself up the stairs behind him made him quicken his pace. Each scrape of its claws against metal sent a ripple of dread through him, and his mind raced to remember the faint glimmer of hope he had when he first saw the lighthouse. He had imagined it as a place of refuge, a sanctuary from the madness of the town, a place where the darkness couldn’t follow.

But he was wrong.

The thing—whatever it was—was still there, closing in.

With one last, desperate push, Jason reached the top of the lighthouse. The light, once a beacon of safety, now flickered like a dying star. The beam rotated lazily, casting long shadows across the room. His eyes frantically scanned the area, looking for something, anything, that might help him escape.

There was nothing.

The room was barren, save for a few rusted tools and broken furniture that had long since surrendered to time. The door to the outside balcony stood ajar, creaking in the wind. His heart hammered in his chest. If he could just make it out there—maybe the thing couldn’t follow him.

But before he could move toward the door, the sound of wet, ragged breathing filled the room.

It was closer now. It was here.

Jason froze, the hair on the back of his neck standing on end. His pulse thundered in his ears, drowning out everything else. His mind screamed at him to run, to jump from the balcony if he had to, but his body was frozen, paralyzed by the overwhelming dread.

Then, a voice—a low, raspy whisper—slithered from the darkness.

"Jason…"

It spoke his name, and the words wrapped around him like a noose, pulling him in deeper. His knees buckled, and he stumbled back, falling hard against the cold stone wall. His breath caught in his throat, his chest tight with terror. The thing was here, it was real, and it was waiting for him.

The air around him seemed to grow heavier, thicker, as though the very space was closing in. The light from the lighthouse flickered again, its beam casting long, twisting shadows across the floor. For a moment, he thought he saw movement—something large and dark shifting in the periphery of his vision, too fast for him to comprehend.

Suddenly, the sound of claws scraping against the stone floor pierced the silence, sharp and unforgiving. It was coming closer. Jason’s heart beat so loudly he thought it might burst from his chest. Sweat beaded on his forehead, his hands slick against the cold metal of the stair rail. He had no escape. The light, his last hope, was fading; the beam now weak, flickering as though on the verge of dying.

The thing wasn’t just stalking him; it was toying with him, waiting for the right moment to strike.

Jason couldn’t breathe. The walls of the lighthouse seemed to close in on him, squeezing the air from his lungs. His vision blurred, spinning with dread and panic. In the haze, he saw flashes—images from his past. His wife’s smile. His daughter’s laughter. The feel of their hands in his. The warmth of their embrace.

Had it all been a lie? Was this his punishment?

The thing in the darkness whispered again, its voice a sickening blend of his wife’s voice and his daughter’s, distorted and twisted beyond recognition.

"Jason… come to us…"

The words were soft, luring, like the false promise of salvation. His mind screamed at him not to listen, but it was so hard to ignore them. So hard to resist.

The light flickered once more, casting a long, trembling shadow on the wall. Jason’s legs were shaking now, his body screaming for release, for freedom, for anything that might save him. His eyes scanned the dark corners of the lighthouse, his breath coming in ragged, panicked gasps.

The sound of wet footsteps echoed, each one deliberate, slow, as though the thing was savoring his fear. And then—through the suffocating darkness—he saw it.

It was massive—taller than any man, its shape a grotesque distortion of human form, hunched and malformed, skin stretched too thin over bones that seemed too long for its frame. Its eyes were hollow, black pits, devoid of light, and its mouth hung open, too wide, as though it had been broken and forced into that shape. Black, tar-like substance dripped from its mouth, pooling on the floor, sending a rancid stench into the air.

Jason’s blood ran cold.

It was closer now, just inches from him. The thing dragged itself forward, dragging its bloated, putrid body along the floor. The flickering light cast it in jagged shadows, and for a moment, Jason could see the twisted mockery of his loved ones in its eyes, in the way its lips moved, forming words that weren’t its own.

"Don’t you want to see them again, Jason?" the thing whispered, its voice like nails on a chalkboard, screeching through his skull.

Jason could hear the memories, could feel them—his wife, his daughter—like they were right there with him. But the thing… it wasn’t them. It couldn’t be. The cold, dead eyes staring back at him weren’t his loved ones.

His legs finally moved.

With a scream that tore itself from his throat, Jason bolted for the balcony door, his mind barely registering the pain as his shoulder slammed into the doorframe. He stumbled forward, his vision blurred by tears and fear. The lighthouse’s beam swayed above him, offering a brief flash of clarity before it dimmed again, casting the room into an impenetrable black.

Behind him, the thing’s voice continued, low and guttural, dragging him down into the abyss with each syllable.

"Jason…"

His hand shot out, reaching for the edge of the balcony. The wind howled around him, the saltwater spraying up from the waves crashing below. He had no choice. There was no turning back. The thing was closing in.

He could hear it, feel it—the wet dragging of its body moving through the darkness. The light from the lighthouse flickered one last time, its beam cutting through the blackness like a knife.

And then, as if driven by some primal instinct, Jason launched himself from the balcony, the ground below him rushing up with terrifying speed. The wind roared in his ears, and for a moment, everything went silent.

Then, there was only darkness.
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Liam was panicked. His heart was racing. He’d lost his son. Cam was with him and then he wasn’t. What kind of father was he if he couldn’t protect his son? “Cam!” he called, running through the house. 
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