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TRY NOT TO DIE:AT GRANDMA’S HOUSE
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Mark Tullius

Anthony Szpak


A NOTE FROM THE AUTHORS

 

 

I grew up on video games. Books felt like work. I preferred playing as Mario or Link from The Legend of Zelda, because I felt part of the story. It wasn’t just some author telling me a tale.

Then I discovered the Choose Your Own Adventure series, and I fell in love with books. These epic adventures were an invitation. They wanted me to decide where the story should go. Sometimes it worked out; other times it didn’t. But it was always exciting, and it changed the way I saw storytelling, that books didn’t have to be locked on rails, that the reader could have a say.

The only negative, if you could call it that, was everything seemed relatively safe, even wholesome. I never felt real danger or the white-knuckle tension I’d later discover with authors like Stephen King and Peter Straub.

So this is our little attempt to darken the interactive stories from our youth. There’s only one way to make it through alive and dozens of ways to die. Hopefully, if we’ve done our job, you’ll enjoy a few gruesome ends.

 

Anthony Szpak (2013)

 


A NEW NOTE FROM THE AUTHORS

 

The Try Not to Die series just turned twelve — and death has never been busier.

What began as a simple attempt to recapture the thrill of Choose Your Own Adventure has grown beyond anything I imagined: nineteen books published, dozens more on the way, and a global network of authors conjuring new nightmares with every turn of the page.

As the series evolves, so must this book. In this edition, I’ve removed three death scenes that pulled you out of the story’s grip — they now lurk at the back, waiting for the brave.

Your path is clearer. The danger is sharper.

Good luck… and Try Not to Die.

 

Mark Tullius (2025)

 


TRY NOT TO DIE AT GRANDMA’S HOUSE INTERACTIVE VERSION
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I’m not a coward. I’m just really indecisive. I see every possible outcome and it’s paralyzing. Like right now, Mom just wants me to take the keys and drive us home. Everyone’s shivering outside the diner. It’s starting to drizzle, and my little sister throws back her head like a Pez dispenser and groans.

Mom says, “Come on, David. It’ll be good to practice.”

I suck at driving in the rain and really need to work on it, but I can’t take the keys. I’ve only had my license for a month, and while I like being behind the wheel, I try to avoid it when I’m with Dad. He makes me too nervous and I always screw up, like missing our exit or cutting someone off. Even Mom says the minivan has terrible blind spots, but Dad says we’re just not using the mirrors correctly.

“Why don’t I drive?” my sister says, and Mom shoots her a look. My sister’s name is Samantha, but she insists we call her Sam. She’s tougher than any of the jocks at my high school and she’s only in seventh grade. I’ve seen her choke out boys twice her size.

“Come on, Deb,” Dad says. “We’re going to be here all night.”

Mom doesn’t look at him, just jingles the keys at me like I’m some unmotivated dog. “What do you say, David? Do you want to drive now or once we get off the freeway?”

“Don’t give him options,” Dad says. “If there was a flood, the boy’d drown picking out sneakers.”

“He would not!” Mom snaps.

But the truth is, I probably would drown. I only have two pairs of sneakers, but I spend an exhausting amount of time choosing which ones to wear. The inside backs of my blue high-tops are so worn the plastic cuts into my heels. When I peel off my socks, I just re-open the scabs. My green runners are comfy and light, but they make me think too much about my brother, Tim. He gave them to me when I was thinking about joining the track team. He’d broken every record at our high school as a freshman. College recruiters came to every meet. One told Mom that Tim would end up on a box of cereal.

But that was before he started hanging out with Bill Parker. Tim got arrested for stealing a car with Bill. Then he got expelled after breaking a teacher’s nose. My parents took him to a psychologist and even our priest, but Tim couldn’t stay out of trouble. It got so bad Mom sent him to live with my grandparents for the summer. That was two years ago, the last time any of us saw him alive.

“He doesn’t want to drive,” Dad says. “Just give me the keys.”

Mom sighs and hands them over. We all climb in. I keep thinking about Tim. Yesterday was the anniversary of his death. There were search-and-rescue teams and blood-sniffing dogs. The body they found didn’t have a face, like it’d been clawed off. The cops said it was probably a coyote or bear.

Sam said it must have taken a whole pack of bears to bring down Tim. She wanted to go looking for the one Tim must have killed. She said we could mount it in our basement.

“Everyone buckled up?” Mom asks. She tries to fasten hers, but it won’t click. She jams it down a few times to finally lock it in.

My father pulls out of the lot and onto the road. I put my cheek against the freezing window and stare at the city lights. When we moved to Florida, I expected it to be hot and sticky all the time, but nights by the water, even during the summer, are some of the coldest I’ve felt. It’s like someone sliding icicles right into your bones.

Mom turns the heat all the way up. Within minutes the minivan is a sauna. Sam’s letting a couple of pet ants crawl around her hand. She collected a bunch yesterday at the cemetery. Sam and I went alone because Mom and Dad never want to go. Sam stole some flowers from another grave and put them on Tim’s headstone. We stood there and I kept trying to picture Tim’s face, the one he had before whatever it was tore it off, but I couldn’t. I only saw this fuzzy, tanned blob on his shoulders.

I wonder how long it’s going to take for me to forget his voice or the time he let me play hooky and snuck me into an R-rated movie.

Sam opens the sugar packets she stole from the diner and feeds it to the ants in her palm. She whispers something about how the sacrifice will bring in a good harvest.

Tim taught her how to use the magnifying glass to send the little creatures to their flaming death. I just hope Sam doesn’t set the yard on fire like last summer.

Sometimes I feel Tim never really left, just entered Sam’s body. Thinking about it makes me jealous. They’re just so much alike. Tim never had a problem making decisions. A lot of them were wrong, at least according to my parents and the cops, but he never panicked. When he saw something he wanted to do, he did it. Grandpa Joe was supposed to break him of that, that was the plan, but I knew Tim would never let that happen. When he stole the car, the cops chased him for almost an hour. The only reason they caught him was he ran out of gas.

“I’m hot,” Sam says.

“Well, take off your jacket, honey,” Mom says.

Sam is yanking off her puffy black coat when she suddenly starts looking down at the floor. She’s clearly lost an ant, and I know I’m going to wake up tonight with it crawling around my bed. I can already feel it jittering into my ear and giving birth in my brain.

Dad takes the turnpike to the Sunshine Skyway Bridge. It’s all lit up; a hundred cables bathed in yellow-green light. Each one stretches to the top of the two towering pillars, creating alien-looking sails rising above the water.

In the rearview mirror, I see sweat beads rolling around my father’s forehead. “Take the wheel,” he tells Mom.

“What?”

“I need to take my jacket off.”

“I’ll just turn down the heat.”

“No, I’m hot now.”

“Let’s at least get across the bridge.”

Dad forces her hand to the wheel and starts jerking back and forth to get his arm out of the sleeve. Mom’s hand is gripping the wheel so hard it’s like she’s trying to squeeze juice out of the thing. Her arm’s shaking and it’s causing the minivan to wobble.

“Tom, please, you know I hate this.”

Dad keeps grunting and shuffling. His whole body turns to the left and the engine revs. The cables of the bridge start passing by so fast I can’t even see the spaces between them.

“Tom!”

“My…foot’s…stuck.”

And so are his arms, both trapped in his jacket.

Mom tries to gain control, but we end up swerving. A car honks. Dad’s foot must be pressed to the floor because we’re going faster and faster.

I look over at Sam who’s grinning like a devil.

“The brakes. Brakes!” Mom screams.

“What do you think I’m…” Dad trails off and the tires skid. We’re thrown forward, but we’re not stopping. The bridge must be too wet. The sound of rubber scraping against pavement is almost as loud as Mom’s shrieking. The blast of horns follows. More screeching. Headlights shine through the windshield then sweep out as cars swerve to avoid us. I see the railing of the bridge. It’s getting close. Maybe ten feet. Five. Nothing but dark sky beyond the metal bars. The van pops up on the curb. We slam into the railing. It’s creaking and I can’t open my eyes. I know we’re heading over.

Mom just keeps repeating, “Oh my God…Oh my God…”

I clench my fists so tight it feels like I’m going to snap my wrists.

But the creaking starts to fade. I hear my parents’ breathing.

Sam starts laughing. “Way to go, Dad.”

Soon, everyone’s laughing. We’re not dead. It was just a wreck. The minivan’s totaled, but it needed to go anyway. Mom’s been saying that for months. The airbags didn’t even pop out.

Dad unbuckles himself and turns towards us in the backseat.

“Everyone all right?”

“Yeah,” Sam says. “But I think my ants spilled.”

Any other time, Mom would be freaking out, saying something about Sam knowing better than to take them out of their tank. But all Mom’s doing is looking at me in the rearview, her voice even more delicate than usual when she asks, “How about you? You okay?”

Dad’s laugh is a little shaky. “They’re fine. No blood, no foul.”

Suddenly, the van’s filled with light. It’s so bright I can’t even turn to see where it’s coming from. Dad’s eyes double in size. The blaring horn says it’s a semi. Eighteen wheels sliding, skidding right into our back bumper.

The railing cracks and everything sounds muffled – the screams, the metal bars clanging off the sides of the van as we plummet down, down…

Dad’s arms are locked against the wheel as if he could actually stop this. We’re falling for so long I start to think we’ll never land, that we’ll just fall right through the planet and float out into space.

But we hit the water and my hands fly up to the roof. Sam’s hair is sticking straight up. We must be upside down.

Dad’s body crashes up on the dash and his head bangs the windshield. Blood seeps into the cracks spidering out through the glass. It’s spreading fast.

Everything gets dark and cold and I know we’re completely underwater. The water is leaking around the doors.

Sam must have unbuckled herself because she’s suddenly on the ceiling crawling towards Mom. We’re still upside down. Mom is trying to free herself, but her seatbelt won’t unlock. Sam tries to help her. Their hands keep slapping and pressing, but it won’t unbuckle.

Water sprays in through the windshield. It’s going to burst any second. Mom sees it and frantically jerks at the buckle. But it won’t budge. Finally she gives up, grabs Sam’s face.

“You two have to go, honey.”

Sam’s little fingers keep pressing the button. “No, I can get it.”

“Samantha, stop! Look at me.”

I’ve never heard Sam cry like this before, and I realize I’m crying, too.

“I’m not leaving,” Sam says.

“It’s going to be okay. I’ll get your father. But you both have to swim.”

Sam screams, “David, help!”

I push my button, and for a second, I think I’m trapped just like Mom, but then I hear the click and my whole body thwaps against the ceiling. I crawl over to help, but it’s really stuck.

“David, stop!”

I don’t want to look at her.

“You need to take care of your sister. You swim out after the glass breaks.”

My fingers are still pressing the button. Mom takes my face in her hands.

“Promise me you’ll always protect her.”

I want to tell her to be quiet, that we have to keep trying, but the sound of splintering glass fills the van. Water is going to come like an avalanche. Mom yells at us to get behind the seats, but I don’t want to move. I don’t want any of this.
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Continue to try and free Mom.

 

Pull Sam behind the seats.

 


It takes me three tries to grab the knob on the front door. I have to squint and slow my breaths before I can actually open it. I stumble out onto the front porch. I think Sam’s behind me, but if I turn to look, I’m pretty sure I’ll fall. I just wish I could see if Grandma and Grandpa are in sight. The trees and yard are one big swirling blur. I try to focus on my feet plodding one in front of the other.

“Where are you going?” Sam asks.

I think she’s wondering what the plan is, but I soon realize I’m back at the porch. I’ve simply looped around the yard and wound up back at the house. I shake my head. I need to pull it together.

“We’ve got to get to Charlie’s,” I say.

“We don’t even know where he lives.”

“It can’t be far. We just need to get onto the road.”

Sam checks to see if the coast is clear. She then leads me down the driveway, and we sneak into the trees, walk alongside the dirt road. There’s no telling where we’ll end up, but at least we’re getting away from our grandparents’ home.

With each step, my head begins to clear a little. I can see further and I’m regaining my balance. We start trudging up a steep hill.

Sam says, “Look! Smoke.”

It’s coming from the top of a chimney about a half mile away. We keep moving until we see the house and a barn. Charlie and his dad, a raggedy looking man, are loading up the back of a truck with what looks to be jugs. Charlie closes the tailgate and the two hop up front. We’re at least fifty yards away when they drive off. Sam and I scream for them to stop, but they’re gone.

I look down the hill and it seems the road winds around for a bit. If we go through the trees, we might be able to cut them off.

“Come on!” I say and take off running as best I can. Sam is a lot faster and more agile and she clears a big log, which takes me a while to get over.

“David, hurry!”

“Forget me. Just go and stop them.”

Clouds pass overhead, causing the sunlight to vanish and reappear. It’s giving me a headache. But I see the road up ahead. I see Sam about to reach it. She’s going to beat the truck!

“Go!” I scream and keep moving, but I’m no longer trying to run as hard. Sam’s done it. The truck is taking the corner just as Sam hits the road. But…

The truck isn’t slowing. It’s swerving. I see Charlie’s dad through the trees. He’s not paying attention to the road. His head’s down like he dropped something. Sam’s waving her arms and jumping up and down. The truck’s picking up speed.

“Sam!”

But my voice is drowned out by the screeching brakes. Charlie’s dad finally sees Sam. The truck slams into my sister. She doesn’t fly back like I expect. Her body is too short. She simply crumples under the truck. I can’t see her. I just see the truck bouncing up a little. I hear the crunching sounds of her bones under the tires.

Charlie’s dad finally stops. He gets out and behind him is just a bloody, mangled pile of what used to be my sister.
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The correct choice was to follow Sam down the stairs.









I need to rescue Sam, but the way Grandma just told me to start a fire makes me think the creatures are already on their way. If I don’t lock up the doors and start a fire, there’s a good chance they won’t just kill me, but all of us. So I run around to the front door and lock it. I check a few windows as the sun slowly slips down behind a mountain. The sky is so pink and pretty. I wonder if this is the last time I’ll ever see a sunset. Then I think about Sam. I head to the living room.

I’ve never started a fire in my life. Mom and Dad sent me to Boy Scout camp when I was in third grade, but it rained the whole time and we just stayed in our tents and made S’mores with my bunkmate’s lighter.

I don’t see any matches, but I’m sure they’re here somewhere. Nothing’s in the drawers. Nothing above the fireplace. I keep waiting to hear Sam scream in pain or yell my name, but there’s no sound at all. I finally spot a box of long matches on the bookshelf. I set them next to the fireplace and start sticking logs inside. I don’t know if they should go on top of each other or if they should lean together like a teepee. I just bunch them together and strike a match.

The bark catches fire. I can’t believe how easy this is. Then it goes out, leaving just a tiny trail of smoke. I strike another match. The same thing happens. And again.

There is barely any light coming through the windows. The sun’s almost down. I see a stack of old newspapers in the corner and crumple up a few pieces. I shove them in between the logs and light an end. The fire devours the paper, and it looks like the wood is starting to catch. I blow a little to help it, but it just sends ashes floating like nasty snowflakes.

And the logs still aren’t burning.

Something is jittering overhead. I look up and realize the sound’s coming from the roof. And it’s not alone, it sounds like an army of creatures. Night has fallen, and their claws click against bricks. They’re coming down the fireplace.

I strike another match, toss it, and watch it go out. I grab three matches, bunch them together, and flick all three. Slowly, I place them under the wood. I sit and wait and pray. The clicking claws seem to have stopped. They must see the flame.

But it’s soon extinguished.

The creatures are coming. I scooch back and try to get on my feet, but I bang against the coffee table. I hear them pouring down the chimney. I should’ve gotten gasoline. I should’ve gone after Sam.

At least the basement door is closed. She’ll be safe.

The first creature peers out from the fireplace. A dozen more follow. I grab a poker and hold it like a sword as they stream out and bare their black needle-teeth. I swing and crack one hard, but the rest keep swarming. Their claws and fangs shred through my face, neck, and eyes.
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The correct choice was to find another way into the basement.



 


The lowest branch looks safe. I start climbing. There are enough handholds to make it sort of easy, but my foot slips. I reach and grab a branch. I look down. It’s only fifteen feet, but everything tunnels and it looks like a mile.

“Shh, David,” Sam whispers.

I must have screamed. Embarrassment fills my face. I pull and rise until I’m at their branch. It won’t hold the three of us, so I hang onto the trunk and look out.

“He lives here?” Sam whispers.

“If you call it that.”

I finally see the beast. It’s bearlike, but walking around on two legs. The mangy fur has patches of exposed raw skin. His ears are pointed straight up like a wolf’s. The black snout is wet, nostrils flared. His hands or paws or whatever are long and bony. They’re holding something. It’s wiggling.

“What is he?” Sam asks.

“My daddy says it’s your grandpa’s boyfriend.” Charlie clearly thinks he’s hilarious, but no one is laughing. I’m too focused on the beast.

“How long has he been here?” I ask.

“Don’t know. First time I saw him was after they found your brother down at the bottom of the ravine. All these cops were around your brother, and I saw this thing running up the hill.”

Grandpa must have trapped the beast and built the fence to keep it in, but I don’t get why he didn’t kill it if it really did do that to Tim. The thing looks deranged.

“Aw yeah, look, he’s gonna snack,” Charlie says.

The beast brings the wiggling thing in his hand to his mouth. Huge fangs slick with saliva glisten in the sun. The snack seems to be a squirrel. Even from this distance, we hear the chomp mingling with the crunching of bones, the ripping of flesh.

Sam groans. It’s loud enough to catch the beast’s attention. He turns and stares up at us with his red, glowing eyes. It’s like a horror movie.

We’re all frozen in the tree. The beast rears back and roars. Birds take off all around us, scatter into the sky. Sam and Charlie duck their heads, but I keep staring. I recognize something. It must be a memory from some movie, because it doesn’t make any sense. The beast no longer seems as frightening–he’s more scared than anything. He takes off into the tall grass. Now, he’s on all fours, and he’s fast, leaping a few times about two feet off the ground. Then he disappears into a cave.

The field, pond, and cave suddenly look like a zoo.

“Oh crap,” Sam says. She’s looking in the distance. Grandpa’s car kicks up dust as it winds around the bend.

I climb down as fast as I can, but Sam’s already on top of me, her foot nearly smashing my fingers. I jump and hit the ground. Sam follows. Charlie dangles from a branch and drops right next to us.

He says, “I can distract him if you want? He already hates me.”

“Okay,” I say, even though all I really want is to ask Charlie more about the beast – and Tim.

Charlie takes off running towards the road. I stare at the fence. I can’t see the beast, but I know he’s looking out from his cave.

“Come on, David,” Sam says and we run through the trees. It doesn’t seem to take as long to get back to the yard. Grandpa’s car isn’t there yet and I wonder if Charlie flung himself on the hood or something. That kid seems even crazier than Sam.

I see Grandma through the kitchen window. She’s making lunch. Sam heads for the porch, but I pull her back. We’re both winded and look too guilty to face her or Grandpa. Grandpa is sitting in his idling car because Charlie is walking on his hands, blocking the road. Grandpa lays on the horn. I pull Sam around the side of the house. The axe is sticking out of the stump. I grab a log and set it upright just like he did. It takes a few jerks to get the axe out, and when I finally do, the weight nearly sends me falling back on my butt. But I get a grip and slam it down. I hit the log, but not straight on. A small sliver flies off and nearly hits Sam’s leg.

Grandpa finally drives past Charlie. I tell Sam to grab some firewood by the house. We pretend to stack freshly cut logs.

Grandpa gets out of the car with a huge black duffle bag. It looks heavy. Something is clinking inside it. “What’s going on?” he says.

“Oh…just stocking up,” I say.

“Did I say you could use the axe?”

I look down at the blade. “No, sir. Just thought I’d help. After last night, I figured you and Grandma can never have too much.”

He cocks his head, clearly not buying this. But he turns and walks inside with the duffle bag. I toss two pieces of wood on the pile.

“Why’d we have to do that?” Sam asks.

“If we didn’t have a good reason for being all sweaty, he’d be suspicious.”

Sam picks a splinter from her finger. “Well, so what if he is? I don’t care. We’re leaving today.”

“And where are we going to go?”

“Home.”

“You think Grandma and Grandpa are just going to move into our old house?”

“I don’t know. I don’t care what they do.”

“Well, there’s no way they’re going to drop us off alone.”

“But what about—”

“The Andersons are moving, and there’s no way they’ll take us with them.”

Sam looks to the house. “But Grandma said…”

“She said that to keep you quiet. It’s only been a day. They’ll find a way to stall, I can tell.”

“Well, I’m not staying. I’ll run away.”

“Yeah, you want to be out here at night?”

“It’s not fair!”

I put my hand on her shoulder. “Keep your voice down.”

She squirms away. Her eyes get big when she looks at his car. “We’ll steal it. You can drive.”

It doesn’t sound like a bad idea, better than pretending to chop wood, at least. “But even if we get it, where are we going to go, Sam?”

“Home…anywhere. Don’t matter. Long as it ain’t here.”

“They’ll follow us. Just bring us back.”

“Not if we go to the cops. I’ll say Grandpa hit me.”

Her plan might buy us time or maybe even work, but Grandpa Joe is ex-military. The cops will probably believe him not us. Those types always stick together.

“Come on, David,” Sam says. “We just need to get his keys. I’ll do it. No problem.”

I have no doubt she’ll get them. It’s me I’m worried about. I’ve never been able to keep a secret. I always look guilty. Sam and Tim used to ply me for information all the time. They never had a single Christmas surprise. Dad used to say if he ever decided to give away his money, he’d just bankroll me in poker.

I hated all his little cracks about me, but I’d give anything to have him back. Dad would never have let us come here. As much as Grandpa made him nervous, Dad would’ve stood up for us.

But I’m not Dad. I’m not Tim either. Heck, I’m not even Sam. If Grandpa suspects we’re planning something, he’ll lock us up, or worse, shove us out on the lawn when the sun goes down. But…Grandma might listen to us. Maybe.

“What if we just give it a bit more time?” I say.

“No, David. We have to go now. Once it gets dark, we’ll be locked inside.”

Sam clearly needs me to man up. She can’t handle what we went through last night again. And who knows what else is out here?
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Cause a distraction so Sam can steal Grandpa’s keys.

 

Find a way to steal the keys yourself.

 

Forget the keys. Just run!

 


We can’t wait. I tell the beast to follow me. Sam can barely open her eyes, looks like she’s about to fall over. I set down the metallic rod and lift her into my arms. We don’t need the fire drawing attention. I’m holding her and I can’t believe how heavy she is. The last time I carried her she was so tiny and light. We were coming back from one of Tim’s little league games, and she’d fallen asleep in the car. That was so long ago. Tim was still a good kid. Mom and Dad were asking if we wanted to stop for burgers.

I need to make it to the car.

The beast lets out a low growl, and I almost hit him for making noise. But then I see the hair raised on his back. He’s looking at the tall weeds by the car. Long swaths of grass bend, almost like an invisible tractor is rolling.

Torpions stream out of the tall grass and weeds.

The car is still thirty feet away.

Why did I have to set down the flaming rod? We’re defenseless. All we can do is run. I keep readjusting my arms under Sam. She feels even heavier.

We’re almost to the car when a Torpion leaps. It’s coming right at Sam. I turn to shield her and wait for its needle-teeth to sink into my neck, but there’s only a roar. The beast snatches the Torpion and snaps it in two. He’s actually protecting us. Maybe it really is Tim.

He fights through a dozen creatures and leads us to the car, but there are so many. They latch onto his legs and back. He throws them off. More swarm.

I get the key ready, slip it in the lock, and turn. I throw open the door, shove Sam inside. Tim roars again, but this time it’s filled with pain. Torpions cover his chest. He tries to rip them off, but they’re burrowing through his ribs. I try to help, but I stop when Tim collapses and disappears under a blanket of creatures.

“David…” Sam gasps.

I turn and see a dozen Torpions inside the car. They’re crawling towards Sam. I grab two and fling them out of the car. But others pounce on my back. I feel the claws, the teeth.

Sam scoots all the way against the door and kicks one in the face. Another leaps over me and digs its fangs into Sam’s eyes. My fingers reach out to help, but another Torpion bites through my wrist.
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The correct choice was to wait until more of the Torpions are under the house.



 

 


If we go downstairs, there’s no way we can slip by Grandpa. He’ll spot us the second we try to run. He’s old, but I can tell he’s quick, at least quicker than any other grandpa I’ve ever seen. His arms and face are still chiseled under that leathery skin. Even with pants on, you can tell he doesn’t have those withered-old-man legs. He probably runs five miles a day.

No, if we’re going to make it out of here, we need to go out the window. Technically, it’s only two stories, but we’re also over the deepest part of the wraparound driveway, which adds another fifteen feet. We’ll end up breaking something, and if that happens, we won’t be going anywhere, except maybe the hospital.

I start to think the hospital might be our best chance. They can’t move us to West Virginia if we have broken legs. At least we’ll get a little more time. Then we can devise a better plan. But I realize that if one of us is in a cast, our options will get even smaller.

We just need to make it down safely. I’m scouring the room for anything to help us, like a ladder or rope, but if the Andersons have anything like that it’d be in the basement or shed out back. Both are out of the question.

I think about my belt, but that’s only going to give Sam a couple of feet.

“What about these?” Sam asks. She’s got a fistful of bed sheets in her hand.

“That only works in movies.”

“Well, we don’t have anything else.”

She’s right, but I keep looking. I crawl around on the floor and look under the bed. There’s nothing. Everything has been packed up. I find a box in the closet and open a treasure trove of Mrs. Anderson’s old workout gear: yoga mat, deflated workout ball, ankle weights, DVDs, and some sort of foam girdle-type thing. I’d hoped I’d at least find a jump rope, but all that’s left is sports bras.

Sam freezes, whispers, “Did you hear something?”

I didn’t, but I’ve been too busy rummaging to notice anything. We stand there completely still. I hear muffled conversations coming through the floorboards. I can sort of make out someone telling a story about my dad. A woman laughs. An old person is asking if her husband wants a plate of food. She keeps screaming, “Do you want mustard?”

Then…a loud creak. It was definitely the stairs. Someone is coming up. It might be Mr. Anderson, but if it’s Grandpa we’re screwed. We probably are anyway, but I’m committed to this. I run over and take the wooden chair in the corner of the room and wedge it under the doorknob. The footsteps are getting closer.

“David, help me tie this.”

I don’t know how she’s done it, but Sam’s already got three sheets tied together. She found a few more in one of the boxes. I grab two ends and tie them together. It seems like it’s holding, but the sheets pull apart when Sam tugs. I start over and Sam ties one of the sheets around the bedpost. It’s only a double bed. The frame is made of cheap wood. It might hold Sam, but I don’t know about me.

The doorknob jiggles. The wooden chair stays secure.

“David?” Grandpa Joe says. “What’s going on? Are you two in there?”

My throat swells up and I can’t swallow. Sam is at the window. She drops the tied sheets out. The look on her face says they didn’t reach the ground, but she moves towards the bed to see if it’s secure. She steps on a loose floorboard that creaks. I throw my hands out to tell her to stop moving, but it’s too late.

Grandpa Joe bangs his fist on the door and rattles the handle. “Open this door right now!” BANG BANG BANG. “I’m counting to three, and if this isn’t opened, you’re butts are going to be under my belt.” BANG. “One…”

Sam looks like she might cry, but she keeps focused, tightens the sheet around the bedpost.

“Two…”

I know nothing about knots, but the one on the bedpost doesn’t seem like it’s going to hold.

“David, do not make me get to three.” Grandpa Joe’s voice lowers, making him even more frightening. “I promise you will regret it.”

Maybe this is a mistake. We can’t go out the window. It’s insane. Grandpa is still a person. I just need to talk to him, help him realize we don’t need to move. Sam and I have a life here. We can’t just up and leave.

I step towards the door when I hear something scrape. It’s the bed. It’s sliding towards the window. Sam is already out. Her hands grip the sheet as she lowers herself down. I run over, stand between the bed and window. I’m trying to keep the frame from sliding, but Sam’s weight is pulling it. She’s only a few feet down. Finally, I get myself wedged in between the wall and bed. I’m using my legs to keep it from sliding.

Sam’s screaming my name but I can’t stand up enough to look out, not without losing my brace on the bed. The sheet’s moving, even though the bed isn’t.

The knot. The one around the post is slowly slipping. I grab the sheet in my right hand and try to keep it secure, but it’s running through my fist.

Grandpa is trying to break down the door. I could use his help. Why did I have to put the chair there? He could be here pulling up Sam. He kicks the door, but the chair isn’t budging, unlike the bed, which is pushing me more into the wall. The sheet still slides over my skin. Sam’s screaming. I start to tell her to forget the sheet, to try to grab onto anything, like a window or some of the brick, but it’s too late.

Her terrified wail cuts through the air. The sheet goes slack. I turn and see her gripping a sheet as it flutters next to her body. She’s looking right at me, and I stretch down as though my arms could ever reach her. She’s flipping backwards. Her head is going to land first, and my eyes snap shut. I can’t look. I just hear the crunch.
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The correct choice was to convince Grandpa Joe to let us stay.

 


 

I’m counting to a hundred, that should be enough, but each second feels like a thousand. Sam leans against the tunnel. Her eyes are heavy. Tim or whatever this is keeps shaking his head as if he’s waking from a dream.

Seventy-five…

I remember when we were kids. They’d always make me “it” when we’d play hide-and-go-seek or tag. I’ve always been the one counting.

Fifty-nine…fifty-eight…

The Torpions seem to be slowing down by the storm doors. I wonder if they’ve already filled up the garage. I wonder if Grandpa and Grandma are still alive.

Forty-two…forty-one…forty…

A shriek fills the air. A thousand shrieks follow, all echoing the tortured wail.

Thirty-seven…thirty-six…

Flames burst from the first-floor windows and rise up the walls. Grandpa must have had the place rigged just for this. It’s all going to blow.

Twenty-eight…twenty-seven…

Some of the Torpions are coming out through the storm doors. They’re clawing over each other to escape.

Nineteen…eighteen…

Screw it.

“Come on!” I grab Sam’s hand and run. Her feet can barely stay under her. She’s limp and floundering like she doesn’t have any bones. I’m trying to keep her up, but I’m starting to buckle.

Suddenly, she’s lighter. I turn. Tim is picking her up, cradling her into his massive arms. He’s running alongside, and he’s fast, just like he used to be.

The car is still at least thirty feet away when the Torpions focus their glare on us, or rather, my torch. The stare-down only lasts a second before they charge.
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Throw the torch to distract them.

 

Use the torch to fight them off.

 


Sam’s faster than me. I know the second she hits the woods, she’s gone. I’ll either end up lost or hanging around waiting for her like an idiot. I keep picturing some bear or wolf, the one that ripped Tim’s face to shreds. Sam’s tough, but she’s still just a kid. Even with a knife, she doesn’t stand a chance. Beating up a fourth or fifth grader is one thing, but a bear is something completely different.

“Grandpa Joe!” I scream.

Sam has just hit the tree line. She looks back at me with hate, then runs into the woods. Grandpa Joe comes sprinting out of the house. I regret saying anything at all.

“What is going on?” he asks.

“It’s…nothing.”

“Don’t nothing me, boy. Now spit it. Where’s your sister?”

“She…”

“She what?”

“She’s going after whatever killed Tim. She’s got the knife and she’s…” I stop talking because Grandpa is already running across the yard. He’s fast for an old man, and the way he’s pumping his arms tells me Sam’s in real danger. I chase after them both, but I can’t keep up. I’m all alone in the woods. I keep tripping over the little logs and rocks. I nearly fall headfirst into a tree, but keep my balance.

“Samantha, get your butt back here now!” Grandpa yells.

I try to follow his voice, but it’s moving around. Sam must be zigging through the forest. She’s always been impossible to catch. It’s her low center of gravity, and the fact that she refuses to stop.

Finally, I crest a hill and see her running back and forth along the edge of a cliff. She’s looking for some way to escape. Grandpa is slowly moving towards her. I can’t see how far down the cliff drops, but when she looks over, it’s obviously a long way. Grandpa puts his hands out, tries to calm her down.

“Sam, let’s just go back inside. There’s nothing here.”

“No, I want to know what killed him.”

“I know, sweetheart, but this is too dangerous. You shouldn’t be here.”

“I don’t care! I want to know where you found…” Her voice cuts off. I hear the crumbling rocks. Her foot’s slipping off the edge and her arms shoot out to get some balance. Grandpa runs. He’s reaching for her, but she’s falling back.

He can’t get to her. She disappears over the side. I keep waiting to hear her land, and when I don’t, I think maybe she’s grabbed onto something, like a branch. But then comes the sound of flesh and bones splitting over rock.

I’m suddenly at the edge. I wish I weren’t. It’s a hundred foot drop. Sam’s body is cracked and bent over the jagged shards below. The squawking crows and black vultures circle overhead.
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Try again.

 


 

The creature leaps into the air. It’s coming straight for Sam. I roll over and cover her. The creature’s claws sink into the back of my neck. I scream into Sam’s face, which makes her scream, and the creature starts scraping my flesh. Its nails are going like a hundred miles an hour and I feel my skin shredding, flying off. It’s like some demonic cheese grater. Then I hear the claws tinking against my vertebrae. I reach back to slap it off, but I keep missing.

Sam yells, “Get off my brother!”

I lose my balance and fall on top of her. She’s pinned and trying to squirm out, but I can’t move. The creature must have sliced through my spinal cord. Everything tingles for a few seconds, then I can’t feel anything at all. I just breathe into the pillow next to Sam’s head.

I want to roll off and let her run, but I can’t. I can only listen to the creature as it begins to crawl into the hole it’s made in my back. The claws rip open the tissue. The needle-teeth tear through my throat. I feel it splitting out through my trachea. I want to tell Sam I’m sorry. It’s coming for her next.
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Try again.

 


Screw the keys. Screw the car. We just saw Grandpa through the window. He was headed downstairs. Grandma is in the kitchen on the other side of the house. All we need to do is stay hidden in the trees and walk parallel to the road. Who cares if the creatures come out at night? Who cares if we don’t have a fire to kill them? Right now, we have a shot to leave, and if we don’t take it, we’re probably never going to see tomorrow anyway.

“Just stay low,” I say. But it’s not like either of us is very tall. Sam’s like four-foot-nothing, and I’m only five-five. Tim didn’t hit his growth spurt until he was almost seventeen. I used to think I’d follow suit, but lately, I imagine I’ll just be the weird, short guy.

I need to focus on what we’re doing, but my mind is just firing off everywhere because we’re already at the top of the hill and I have no idea where we’re going. I look back and see someone moving in the house. I can’t tell if it’s Grandpa or Grandma, but it doesn’t matter. If one of them sees us up here, it’s only a matter of seconds before Grandpa’s car comes barreling at us.

“Look, there’s smoke,” Sam says. She’s pointing at a log cabin about a mile away. It’s the only house I can see. I figure it must be Charlie’s place.

With no better option, I tell Sam to follow me. We cut over the road and into another thick patch of trees. Some of them are so close together we have to swing around to get past them. There’s a creek and a bit of mud. I almost lose a shoe. Sam keeps hopping from rock to rock. She stays relatively clean.

After about fifteen minutes, I hear thrash metal, the stuff Tim used to listen to. There’s a driveway up ahead. Charlie’s helping his dad load clay jugs of something into the back of their rusty pickup truck.

Charlie’s dad looks rough. His skin’s all splotchy and he keeps scratching at it. He sips from one of the jugs and carries it with him into the driver’s seat. Charlie is like a little monkey, hopping off the tailgate and into the barn, returning with two more jugs. I’ve never seen it in person, but I have the feeling it’s moonshine. I’ve only heard it mentioned in old movies, but the way Charlie’s dad keeps chugging, it definitely looks like it’s putting him in a stupor.

We move around towards the barn and Sam whispers, “Psst!”

Charlie’s entire body tenses like he’s just been caught by the police. Then he sees it’s us. “What the hell you doing here?”

“We need a ride,” Sam says.

“Ride where?”

“Anywhere. We need to get away from my grandpa.”

“Yeah, what’s in it for me?”

“What do you mean what’s in it for you? We just need a ride,” Sam says.

“Well, rides ain’t free.”

I say, “This time it is, or maybe we just call the authorities and tell them what you two are transporting.” I’m trying to sound tough, but I know I’m not pulling it off. Still, Charlie nods and brings us over to his old man who just got behind the wheel.

“Pa, these two need a ride into town.”

“Who the hell are they?”

“We’re staying with our grandparents just over the hill,” I say. “They’re not feeling well. And we need to go to the pharmacy.”

“Pharmacy, huh? Ain’t your pappy got enough concoctions in his secret lair?”

Charlie’s dad is looking at me, but it doesn’t seem like he can really see us. His eyes are all bloodshot.

“Come on, Pa, we gotta hurry before the Jenkins take off.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah…” Charlie’s dad mumbles and drops the car into drive. He doesn’t have his foot on the brake though, so it just starts rolling. Sam and I have to jump in the back. Charlie skitters around the truck and hops in the passenger seat.

We’re heading down the mountain. The jugs are rattling like crazy. The truck bed is all sticky, and I’m sure these clay containers shatter all the time. It smells like rubbing alcohol and gasoline.

“Oh no!” Sam says.

I turn and see Grandpa’s car kicking up dust at the top of the hill. He’s coming for us. I’d hide, but there’s nowhere to go.

I knock on the sliding window of the truck. Charlie opens it.

“What?”

“Our grandpa’s coming. You have to go faster.”

“You said your pappy was sick,” Charlie’s dad says.

“I lied. We’re just running away.”

“Well, that I can understand.” He sounds giddy.

Apparently, that’s all I needed to do to convince him to gun it, because we’re picking up speed. The jars are cracking into each other, and I can barely keep seated. I actually have to grab Sam’s arm when we take a curve so she doesn’t fly out.

Grandpa’s catching up. He’s hugging every curve while we’re swerving all over the place. He’ll be on our butt in no time if we don’t do something.

We’re not going back to Grandpa’s. To hell with that.

“Grab my waist,” I tell Sam. “Don’t let go.” I don’t want her flying out.

She doesn’t say a word. Her fingers curl into my belt.

I crawl towards the jugs, struggle to keep my balance on the slippery bed as we swerve down the mountain. If it weren’t for Sam’s weight on me, I’d have bounced right out. I get both hands around a jug and make the mistake of looking over the tailgate. Grandpa’s less than twenty yards away, his face bright red.

The jug’s heavier than I imagined, but somehow I get it up to my chest, raise the jug even higher when Charlie’s dad yells, “What the hell you doing?”

It’s the worst swerve yet.

Charlie screams. Sam can’t keep her grasp and I drop the jug. It shatters on the side of the truck, my chest slamming into the truck bed. It’s hard to breathe. A shard of clay is poking out of my forearm.

The truck straightens out and I crawl back toward Sam. She reaches for me and our fingertips touch, but the truck hits a bump and sends me backward. My legs bash against the row of jugs and the rest of me crashes down on top of them.

I stare at the sky, can’t believe how close I came to falling out. The back of my head’s touching the tailgate. I sit up and reach for Sam’s hand when all a sudden the gate clanks open and the jugs roll out. So do I.

My world turns upside down as I tumble out. Blue skies and white clouds, then green trees and dirt road. The grill of Grandpa’s car.
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Try again.

 


If Sam wants to run, she’s going to have to do it on her own. I know she won’t, no matter how stubborn she is. Sometimes the only way to get through to her is to just start walking and eventually she’ll catch up. Mom and Dad used to do this all the time at the mall. A few times, we actually had to go into the parking lot and get in the car, but she always came out running.

And as always, I hear her footsteps following as I head down the stairs. Grandpa Joe is walking out the door with the two suitcases the Andersons must have packed for us.

Grandma Barb is waiting by the coat rack. Her face turns from cold and vacant to a bright, beaming smile when she sees us.

“All set?” Grandma asks.

I open my mouth, but nothing but air falls out. Sam steps onto the back of my heel. I say, “Ow… Uh, we’d like to discuss this.”

For a split second, Grandma Barb’s cold glare returns, then vanishes with another smile. “And what would you like to discuss, sweetie?”

“Well…we’re not so sure this is for the best.”

“You’re not, huh?”

“It’s just…we’re in school, and we’ve got friends.” Sam hangs around a couple of kids who are more minions than friends, and I don’t really have anyone close. But I figure there’s no reason Grandma Barb would know this so I keep playing the kid-with-dead-parents-card. “And with everything that’s happened, we don’t want to just pick up and move.”

“Change is healthy, especially after a tragedy. You don’t need to be wallowing around in this. It’s not good for the soul.”

“My soul’s fine,” Sam says. “And I’m not going.”

Grandma Barb steps up to Sam. She’s smiling, but it’s scaring Sam. I can feel her shaking against my back.

“Darling, I know this isn’t easy. Nothing about it is, but we’ve got your best interests at heart. We want to help.”

Sam gulps and turns to Mrs. Anderson. “Can’t we just stay with you?”

“You know I’d love that, but we just closed on the house. We’re leaving next week.” Mrs. Anderson gives a sad smile and says, “This is what your parents wanted, Sam.”

Maybe it’s what Mom wanted, but there’s no way in hell Dad would’ve agreed, not after what happened to Tim.

“Come on, let’s get in the car. We’ve got a long drive,” Grandma says.

Sam’s tugging at my shirt, trying to get me to do something to stop this, but I just follow Grandma Barb out the door. She tries putting her hand on Sam’s shoulder, but Sam shakes her off.

When we step off the porch, Sam says, “I still got stuff in our house.”

“It’ll all be shipped.”

“I don’t care. I need it.”

Sam heads onto the lawn. She’s going to run. I know it.

Grandma Barb says, “If you’re looking for this, I can save you some trouble.” She’s holding Tim’s old pocketknife, the one with his initials on the handle. Sam stares at it and knows she’s busted. “I found this in your room. Not really something for a little girl.”

“It was Tim’s.”

“I see. Well, if you want it, you just get in the car, and I’ll hand it over. Deal?”

Sam glances at our house. I know she’s thinking about bolting, but that knife means everything to her. An eighth grader tried to steal it from her pack last year and ended up with seven stitches after Sam clocked him with a rock.

“Come on, sweetie. I can’t stand here all day.”

Sam can though, and Grandma Barb sees it.

“Alright, I’ll make you a deal,” Grandma says. “You and your brother just give us a chance. One week. If you hate it, we’ll find some way for you to come back here before school starts.”

I know Grandma’s lying, but Sam is definitely listening. She’s normally not this gullible, especially with big promises.

Grandma says, “And there’s still some of Tim’s stuff we never got around to shipping. You can go through it and take what you want. All I’m asking for is one week.”

It makes me wonder if I’m wrong about her lying. She seems to mean it. Maybe we can come back if we just give it a shot. Heck, after a week of Sam, they’ll probably ship us back first class.

I tell myself that as we drive away. I tell myself a lot of stuff, anything to keep my mind occupied, because in order to get out of Tampa we have to cross over the Sunshine Skyway Bridge. It’s straight ahead so I focus on the back of Grandpa Joe’s head. I can only see that night. The semi’s headlights, the wreck, the fall, my mother’s face…

Sam flips open the pocketknife. It’s rusty and dull and makes this awful sound when she closes it.

We bump onto the bridge and Grandpa Joe says, “You two like fishing?”

“We’ve got a pond,” Grandma Barb says.

“We’ll sharpen up that blade and I’ll teach you how to fillet.” Grandpa Joe looks genuinely excited. It’s almost like the farther we get from our home, the happier he gets. He starts whistling to some horrible old song on the radio. The singer sounds like she’s crying at the bottom of a well. And Grandpa Joe just keeps bobbing his head. I’ve never seen him like this. It’s creeping me out. We just came from his daughter’s funeral.

After we put Tim’s body in the ground, Mom didn’t speak for days, let alone whistle.

Grandma Barb turns towards us. “If you kids get hungry, I’ve got tuna fish sandwiches.”

“And if you gotta pee, tough titty.” Grandpa laughs.

“Joe!” She playfully hits his arm, and the car swerves a hair. Sam jerks back. We’re still not over the bridge. “We can stop whenever you kids need,” Grandma Barb says. “You just say the word.” Grandpa whistles even louder and Grandma Barb says, “Joe, hush. These kids don’t want to hear this old-fashioned music.”

“Nonsense.” The whistle resumes.

“I swear,” she says and digs into her purse. “I brought your Walking Mens.” She hands over our iPods. This whole situation is so odd. I can’t take it. Sam and I pop in our earbuds to block out their stupid voices and stupid song.

Florida eventually vanishes, just like the sun. It’s dark on the highway, except for the occasional taillights of another car or RV. Sam’s already asleep. My iPod has run out of juice, but I keep my earbuds in because my grandparents haven’t bothered me in hours, except when we stop for gas. Grandma asks if we need to use the potty. She actually says potty.

I’m shaking my head then notice a cop car pulling into the station. I get out and head inside. I hang around the bathroom, hidden behind a rack. I watch the officer fill up. Maybe he can help stop our grandparents from taking us.
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Run to the cop and ask for help.

 

Get back in Grandpa’s car.

 


Torpions swarm over Grandma’s legs. They crawl up and gnaw through her belly. Grandpa heads for her hacking through creature after creature. He flings Torpions off her body. They crack into the wall. I see a stream of creatures coming for us in the tunnel. I mash my hand over the wall, looking for a switch to close the secret door. I find nothing but cold rock.

There’s a flaming metallic rod on the table. I know I’ll never be able to fight through the Torpion army, but maybe I can buy Sam some time to escape.

The beast is holding my sister in his arms. I walk up to him. “You get her out of here.”

The beast snarls, but it sounds sort of like he’s saying, “Okay.” I don’t have time to find out if that’s what he meant. The Torpions are coming.

“GO!” I scream and run out into the lab. I grab the flaming rod and whack through a cluster of creatures. They combust and squeal. Others swarm. I whack through them and get a cluster to follow me, leading them away from the tunnel. I look back and see the beast running with Sam. Jeez, I really hope that’s Tim. Otherwise, I just sent my sister off to be eaten.

A Torpion clamps onto my thigh. I bring the fire next to my leg and the creature erupts in flames. I head towards the stairs. An undulating mass of Torpions begins to spread out. I see the bloody carcasses of my grandparents on the ground.

One of the Torpions flies through the air. I smack it down, keep my back against the wall. A hundred Torpions are still crawling up from the holes in the ground. Some head for the tunnel.

“Come on! I’m right here!” I scream.

It got their attention. They’re starting to charge. I take off for the stairs. I trip over a Torpion and my hand goes out and hits the bottom step. The metallic rod goes flying. I scramble to keep moving forward, to make it up to the basement door. I crawl and stumble my way to the top, I hear the clicking claws coming up the stone stairs. My hand reaches for the handle. It turns. I throw it open, slip in, and slam it behind me. I made it.

Almost.

A thousand Torpions stand before me and more are pouring in through the chimney. The front door is less than twenty feet away, but I only make it two steps before the black wave engulfs me. If only I’d started that fire.
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Try again.

 


I’m not leaving Mom. I can’t. I don’t care how much she yells. I just need to wake Dad. He’s still up on the dash. Tiny streams of water spray his body, his face, washing the blood away for a second before it pours out again. He’s not moving at all. I slap his arm. “Dad! Wake up! Please!”

I need him to tell me what to do. He always knows exactly what to do. I just need him to hear me. In school they said you’re not supposed to move someone with an injured neck, and there’s blood all over his collar, but the windshield is about to shatter. I try shaking him, pulling him.

Mom screams, “David! Just let him go! Please get behind the seat!”

I keep jostling his arm, his chest. I try not to focus on the cracking sound of the windshield. It’s about to burst. Mom and Sam are screaming and trying to unlock Mom’s seatbelt.

Mom says, “Sam, baby, please, listen to me, you have to go behind the seat.”

“No!”

I’m not moving, but neither will Dad. I slide my hands under his armpit to get a better grip, but it’s awkward. I yank back with everything I’ve got, but I barely drag him an inch. If I can’t get him off, he’s going to crush all of us when the water rushes in. I’m pulling so hard every fiber in my neck feels like it’s about to snap in two. Mom’s grasping for me and at first I think she’s trying to help me, but I realize she’s just trying to get me to let go of him.

“DAVID! STOP THIS!”

I don’t want to open my eyes. All I hear is the windshield cracking. The streams of water pummel my face. I’m grunting so hard I finally drown out the screams and shattering glass. Dad’s starting to move a little. I think I might be able to pull him off, but I feel something hitting me in the back.

“Let go of him, David,” Sam shouts. She bangs her fists into my back. Now she’s pulling my hair, which isn’t all that long, but her fingers are tiny and tough. I wish mine were as strong.

Dad’s sleeve slips through my palms. If I let go, I’m going to ram into Sam. She’s practically hanging on me and screaming in my ear.

But even through her wails, the cracking grows louder…and louder…until it fills the entire van. The spider web is more intricate than anything I’ve ever seen. It’s sort of beautiful in the dark.

Suddenly, everything gets quiet. I feel my heart beating against my ribs. Sam loosens her grip. I don’t hear Mom. I don’t hear Sam. No one is even breathing. We’re all just watching the glass praying that it’s somehow going to hold.

My brother Tim once said, “When you get to the point when prayer is the only thing you’ve got, it’s already too late.”

The glass explodes. Water and tiny shards pulverize our faces. Dad’s big body finally flies off the dash and drives into me, and I knock into Sam. We go tumbling into the back while Dad plows into Mom’s outstretched arms. His foot bangs into her chest. Her mouth opens wide to gasp, but she’s silenced by the river water flooding her throat.

I flip and try to grab the seat, but the wave slams him into me. I’m trying to roll to the left, knowing if I don’t stop this, I’m going to crush Sam. But my hands can’t hold onto anything, and I feel her head against my back. It smacks into the back door, her nose crunching against my spine.

The van is completely filled with water and I pull myself off my sister. Her eyes are closed, her skin seems so blue. I try lifting her up. Her body is limp. Blood pours out of her nose and clouds the water. I turn and see my mother’s eyes. She’s running out of air. My Dad’s body is still on her. He’s unconscious and wedged in tight.

All I want to say is, “I’m sorry.” Why didn’t I listen? I could’ve saved Sam, pulled her behind the seats. I could’ve driven from the diner. We never would’ve been going that fast across the bridge. We’d all still be alive. But I screwed everything up.

I’m crying so hard my mouth just opens. The water comes so fast I can’t even cough, and everything gets darker. I try to keep my eyes open, try to force Sam towards the busted windshield, hoping she’ll wake up and swim to safety. But her body just floats a little, then sinks. We’re all dead.
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The correct answer was to pull Sam behind the seats.

 

 


Sam rams her shoulder into the door, again and again. I can’t take this anymore, so I stand and kick the door. I’m not trying very hard, but I hear wood splinter. Sam jumps and throws her whole body into the door. I give another kick. The wood must have been weak because Sam breaks it open with her next ram, and we spill out onto the floor.

A muffled snarl is coming from the basement door, but I have no plans to go down there again.

The front door is already open. Even if Grandpa had rushed in here, it’s strange he didn’t close it. The man seems to do everything like he’s still in the Army.

The sun filters through the trees. Soon it’ll be sliding down the horizon. It’s bigger than I’ve ever seen. “Come on,” I say, but I realize Sam is already off somewhere else. She must be looking for keys again. “Sam?” I whisper. I know it’d be better to have the car, but it’s going to be dark. At this point we just have to run. I thought that was the plan, but Sam is on her own mission, as always.

The room is spinning. I’m having a tough time swallowing. Whatever Grandma gave me is starting to take hold again. But I have to find Sam. I have to get us out of here. I start heading down the hallway. The floor creaks so loud. It’s keeping me awake.

I hear jingling and footsteps. It’s Sam and she’s got the keys. She’s running down the hallway, passes the basement door, which opens. Grandpa’s hand grabs Sam and pulls her back. Her feet actually leave the ground as he holds her up in the air like a ragdoll.

I’m not even thinking, I just start barreling towards him, but he pushes me to the side and I hit the wall as he carries Sam down into the basement. The door shuts. I lunge just as the lock twists. Now, I’m really trying to break it down, but it won’t budge. The frame is reinforced steel. And Sam’s screams grow softer and softer until I don’t hear anything.

“Sam!” I scream. My fist hits the door so hard I know I’ve fractured something, but I just keep hitting and hitting…

“David?” It’s my grandma. She’s on the other side of the door, her voice so sweet and terrifying.

“Please let her go.”

“I can’t do that, David.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“We’re just trying to set things right.”

“Then don’t take her, take me.”

“I wish I could, David, but it’s her we need.”

“What are you talking about? Don’t do this. You don’t have to do this. She didn’t do anything.”

“David, it’s going to be dark soon. I need you to lock everything up. I need you to start a fire.”

“No! I won’t do it. I won’t.”

I hear her breathing.

She says, “Then you’re going to die.”
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Lock up the house and start a fire.

 

Find another way into the basement.

 


We should be heading upstairs or to the garage, but something tells me this huge metal ring somehow holds all the answers to everything. I feel around on the floor. There’s a cord, and I follow it to a metal box. It’s plugged in.

“I think this is a switch,” Sam says.

“Wait. Don’t turn it on yet.”

“What do you think it is?”

“I don’t know.”

“I bet it’s a porthole to another dimension.”

“Or it’s…something else.”

“Well, yeah, duh,” Sam says. “Come on, let’s just turn it on.”

“Hold on.” I run my hands over the copper wiring. For a second, I wonder if it might be a super magnet. I picture all those knives and scalpels flying through the air and skewering us to the wall.

Or it could be some sort of weapon. Maybe it’s a laser beam. We could definitely get out with that. Just blast a hole through the storm doors and force Grandpa to hand over the keys.

“I’m turning it on,” Sam says.

Before I can tell her to stop, a low buzzing fills the room. The beast begins to wake and rattle its chains. The creature behind the glass scrapes its razor tail. They’ve definitely heard this sound, and they don’t like it.

“David…”

A small blue light forms in the middle of the giant metal ring. Sam finds my arm and I pull us back. The blue light begins to swirl. It starts the size of a noodle, but then grows longer and longer as the swirling fills the entire ring. It’s bright and beautiful, almost hypnotic. The entire ring is filled with a rippling blue current.

I reach out and feel a tingling in my fingers. It’s an inch away. I keep moving closer.

“David, don’t,” Sam says.

She goes to grab my arm, but she steps on the back of my shoe. I stumble and turn sideways. My hand goes right through the blue electric field. Only it doesn’t come out the other side. It simply disintegrates. I pull back and stare at where my hand used to be, not believing what happened and wondering why it doesn’t hurt.

I don’t realize I’m still falling until my face is right up against the blue light. I hear a crackling sizzle, sort of like when a moth hits a bug zapper.

Sam yanks me back, and I feel my face – or rather, what’s left of it. Half of it is just gone. I only feel the charred, bubbling remains. I’m now on my knees and Sam’s crying. I close my one eye as her screams eventually fade.
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Try again.

 


I crouch behind the chips aisle and peer out. Grandma is sitting in the passenger seat with the door open. She has her legs out to stretch. Sam is in the back with her head against the window. I can’t see her eyes so I don’t know if she’s asleep or staring into the darkness. Grandpa pulls out the gas nozzle and sticks it in the pump.

The cop is filling up his car. He and Grandpa share some sort of small talk. Grandma Barb asks for something as Grandpa heads this way.

I crouch even further down in the aisle. I see my reflection in the big circle security mirror in the corner. It could give me away. The door jingles open, but I stay as still as I can and wait for Grandpa to grab two sodas from the cooler and walk up to the cashier. Quickly, I head towards the doors. I know he sees me, but I just walk out before he can say anything.

The cop finishes up at the pump. He’s got a thick mustache and shiny buttons on his uniform. He looks a little tired, but he seems nice. He stretches his neck. I try to think of something to say. He’s heading towards me.

“Evening, son,” he says and gives a little nod. The word “son” forces tears to my eyes. He stops and asks, “You okay?”

“No…” I suddenly feel so stupid. What am I even going to say?

“It’s alright, hey…” The cop puts his hand on my shoulder. “Just tell me what’s going on.”

I’m trying to formulate words when the door jingles. I know Grandpa is coming up behind me. I can’t turn. I’m just staring at the cop’s gun on his side. For some reason, all I want to do is grab it and use it to get away.

“David, what’s going on here?” Grandpa asks.

I feel him getting closer and I blurt, “He kidnapped us!”

“David, what in God’s name are you—”

“Sir, I need you to back up.” The cop is looking right over my head. I still can’t turn. I know I shouldn’t have said it, but I did and if I see Grandpa’s face, I’m going to crack and confess I’m lying. I just keep staring at the gun as the cop says, “Sir, I’m not going to ask you again.”

“I didn’t kidnap anyone. This is my grandson. Now, what the hell is going on? Get away from him!”

The cop pushes me to the side. He’s right up against Grandpa.

“Sir, you need to calm down.”

“Get your hands off of me,” Grandpa Joe says. “I’m a veteran of the United States Army and I will not—”

“Sir, I have warned you. Now, if you don’t…”

Grandpa shoves the cop, who stumbles a bit. He starts to go for his gun, but Grandpa charges in. The two men tussle. Grandpa has his hands over the cop’s face, his fingers digging into the cop’s eyes. The guy screams and throws his arms up to break Grandpa’s grip. He punches Grandpa in the chest, but Grandpa catches the cop’s arm and they tumble to the ground. The cop is about to pin him. I see Grandpa reaching for the gun. If he gets it, I know he’s going to kill the cop.

The gun’s only a foot away, but the tiny leather strap is keeping it from me.

Grandpa’s fumbling fingers flick open the cop’s holster. The cop elbows Grandpa’s neck. I reach out and grab the gun before either of them can. It’s heavier than I thought it’d be. Scooting back, I have it pointed at both of them. My finger is around the trigger.

“Stop fighting!” I back up and keep aiming.

The cop and Grandpa are staring at me. For the first time in my life everyone’s attention is only on me, my voice, my needs. My heart’s racing and I feel every ounce of blood pumping through my veins. This must be what it’s like to be on drugs.

The cop puts his hand out. “Drop the gun, son.”

“No. Everyone needs to…” I trail off because I honestly don’t know what everyone needs to do next. I hadn’t thought this through at all, and now I’m pointing a gun at my grandpa and a police officer.

A few hours ago I was at a funeral. How in the hell did I get here?

“David, you put that down right now. Do you hear me?”

“Shut up, everyone just shut up…” I keep repeating it. I’m so tired of people telling me what to do. The cop’s inching towards me.

“It’s okay, David,” the cop says.

But it’s not okay. None of this is. The cop is going to grab the gun. I don’t know what I should do next, but I need more time. If I give up the gun, I lose all the control. And I can’t let that happen.

“Just give it to me,” the cop says.

“Listen to him, David,” Grandpa says.

Sam’s screaming. Grandma pulls her back. She’s trying to run to me. Out of the corner of my eye, I see the cop’s hand snap out to rip the pistol from my hands. I jerk left. He misses the gun but grabs my arm. My finger tenses and I hear the shot crack off, smoke rises from the barrel. The cop’s eyes widen. My grandmother screams. But Sam doesn’t. I don’t understand why Sam isn’t screaming.

Then I see her on the ground, the spreading puddle.

“No, oh God…no…” I drop the gun. I’m running towards my sister when I realize the shot went straight through her head.
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The correct choice was to get back in Grandpa’s car.

 


The dirty little boy knew Tim, and I can’t just let him run off without some answers. Sam and I take off. We stay by the fence until it ends. Then there’s nothing but woods. I’m looking at the ground trying to see if the kid left any tracks, but even if I saw an actual footprint I doubt I’d be able to hunt him down. I just keep heading in the direction he was moving.

Thick clouds drift over the sun, and it’s even darker than before. We have to circle around a fallen tree, which makes it impossible to know what direction we’re heading or where we started. I can’t see the fence. My watch says we’re going to be late.

“This was stupid, we should go back,” I say.

“No, we can find him.”

“We don’t even know where we’re going.” I look through the trees. “Now…I think the house is… Okay, the fence was back that way, right?”

“I don’t know.” Sam keeps walking. She pulls a granola bar out of her pocket. She chomps down as she plods through the forest. Flecks of granola fall from her mouth and a few bugs skitter out from under the leaves to devour the crumbs. It’s like they’ve been watching and waiting for this to happen. Suddenly, I feel eyes all around us.

Sam bends down and examines a tree. She takes another bite, runs her fingers over the bark, studies it.

“Come on, I think he went this way,” I say. I don’t actually think this. I just want to keep moving.

But Sam spots a huge rock and climbs up. She stares off into the distance and keeps eating.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“Do you think Tim stood here?”

“I don’t know. Now get down. We’re already late.”

“Something tells me he stood here once.”

“Sam, please. Just…”

A growl rips through the trees. Sam turns. She’s facing me and shaking. Her eyes are aimed over my shoulder. She drops her granola wrapper. It floats down off the rock and the next growl makes me want to piss my pants.

I don’t want to turn, but I have to. Whatever it is snarls behind me. I angle a few inches before the mountain lion pounces. Its fangs dripping saliva, claws spread out. I barely get my arm up before it bites through my wrist. Sam’s screaming. I’m on my back. I try to roll out from under the mountain lion, but it sinks its teeth into my shoulder and neck. Then it chomps through the muscle and it sounds like when Mom used to shred pieces of steak for fajitas. My eyes are open but everything is fuzzy and out of focus. I try to tell Sam to run, but the sounds gurgle in what’s left of my throat. I just hope I fill the lion enough for Sam to escape.
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Try again.

 

 


“We’ll come back later,” I tell Sam. “Whatever this is isn’t going anywhere. And maybe Grandpa will come with us. He’s probably got a gun, in case…I don’t know…”

Sam looks at her knife, knows it wouldn’t be enough. The beast sounds like it weighs three hundred pounds.

She says, “But Grandpa said to stay away from here. What if he won’t let us come back?”

“Then we won’t ask. We’ll come back on our own this afternoon.”

“You promise?”

“Yes,” I tell her. “Now, we have to hurry. If we’re late, he’s not going to let us out of his sight. Now, come on.”

I have no idea if we’re actually headed in the right direction, but I just run away from the fence. I help Sam over a huge fallen tree. There’s a clearing about fifty yards ahead. It’s the yard! My watch says we’re already a minute late. I tell Sam just to head straight for the bathroom to wash up.

The floorboards announce our arrival with a loud creak.

Grandma Barb’s in the kitchen. She’s scooping strips of bacon out of a skillet and placing them on a paper towel to soak up the grease.

“Where is it?” Sam whispers.

I step towards her. Another creak. Grandma’s still scooping bacon. I point at an open door where there’s an old fashioned toilet with a long chain above it. Sam runs in and slams the door behind her.

“Your watch broken?” a voice says.

I spin and see Grandpa standing behind me. I say, “I’m sorry. There was a neighbor boy.”

“And he broke your watch?”

“No…”

“No, what?”

“No, sir,” I say.

“Well, go get washed up. There’s another bathroom upstairs.”

Grandpa Joe doesn’t move, so I have to squeeze around him to get to the stairs, which creak even more than the floor. It’s like the whole house is one giant alarm system, announcing exactly where everyone is. Except Grandpa, who just snuck up on me. Now, he’s heading for the kitchen without a sound.

I find the bathroom upstairs and close the door. Grandma has laid out a fresh towel and a slimy bar of soap. I turn on the faucet. Brown water finally turns clear and I scrub. The fence, the boy, and the beast fill my head. Maybe that was what killed my brother. I picture Tim pinned under the monster, trying to fight as it tears through his face.

I don’t even realize I’m crying, but I’m suddenly on the floor, my wet hands covering my face. I press my eyes to make it go away.

“David? Samantha?” Grandma’s voice calls up. “Breakfast is ready!”

I steady my voice. “Be down in a minute.” I get to my feet and wipe my eyes.

Sam is already devouring the bacon when I get to the kitchen. Grandpa and Grandma are waiting on me. I sit and say, “Sorry,” before picking up a piece of bacon. It’s crispy, just how I like it. Little bubbles of grease cling to it and I picture Tim’s flesh. I set it back on the plate.

“Grandpa says you met Charlie?”

Sam looks to me, clearly pissed I said anything.

“Yeah,” I say.

“He’s a strange one,” Grandma says. She forks into her eggs. The yolk oozes out and streams across her plate. “He and his daddy live up the road.”

Grandpa Joe isn’t eating, just staring at me with cold eyes.

“Well, he seems nice.” I take a bite of eggs to keep from having to say anything else.

“Nice?” Grandma laughs. “I’ve never thought to use that word about Charlie.”

For a few seconds there’s nothing but the sound of chewing and the occasional slurp of orange juice.

Finally, Sam says through a mouthful, “Charlie says he knew Tim.”

Grandpa forces a swallow. “Did he now?” His gaze is on Sam, and I don’t like it.

“We went to the fence,” I say. This definitely gets Grandpa’s focus off Sam, but I regret it immediately. Sam’s staring at me now too, even more pissed.

“I thought I told you to stay away from that!” Grandpa says.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “We didn’t know where we were going. It just came up on us.”

“When I tell you two to stay away from something, I expect to be obeyed.”

“What’s on the other side?” Sam asks.

“Don’t matter what’s over there,” Grandpa says. “It’s no place for kids, that’s all you need to know.”

“There was something,” Sam says. “It sounded big, too. Is that what killed Tim?”

Grandpa slams his fist on the table. “Enough!”

There’s an awkward silence. Grandma clears her throat. “I’m sure you two want to see your rooms. Why don’t I give you a tour?”

“They’re not finished eating.” Grandpa’s eyes are telling us that if we even think of moving there will be hell to pay.

So we just sit and eat until our plates are empty. We carry them to the sink, and I offer to wash. Grandma says they can wait until later. She shows us to our rooms upstairs. Grandpa must have brought our bags up. My room is at the end of the skinny hallway. Sam’s room is right next to it. Grandma tells Sam she can take a nap if she wants. Sam says that sounds good, but I know she just wants to shut the door and be left alone.

There’s a little school desk in the corner of my room, an open closet door, and peeling wallpaper. The mattress is lumpy. Some of its coils are exposed. It’s like a bunch of Whac-A-Moles trying to escape. I wonder if this is where Tim slept.

The one tiny window is mostly covered with soapy scum, but through a sliver of clean glass I can see out above the trees and the rolling hills. They seem to go on forever, and I know we’ll get lost or eaten alive if we try to escape. But all I want right now is to run, to be back home in my bed. I’ll even be grateful for the bullying at school, the taunting and name-calling, even the wedgies from Robby Lamb. I’ll take every bit of his crap over this.

Grandma’s hand is suddenly on my shoulder. She points to the bed, clearly wants me to sit with her. Reluctantly, I do, but keep my distance. “I know this is hard. It is on all of us. Your Grandpa…he has trouble expressing himself. He just doesn’t want you to get hurt. He loves you very much, and he loved your mother.” Grandma’s voice quivers. I realize she misses my mother, too. Her baby girl. For the first time, she seems human. “But you can’t go by that fence, do you hear?”

“What’s back there?”

“It’s a bear, but there’s something wrong with it.”

“What do you mean?”

“We don’t know, but it’s lost its parents, just like you. I wanted Grandpa to shoot it, but he couldn’t. I think he feels bad for it. But he put up that fence for a reason, and that’s to keep us all safe.” She touches my chin. “So you promise you’ll stay away?”

I nod and Grandma struggles to stand. I help her. She looks tired.

“Grandma?” I call out before she leaves. “Is that what killed Tim?”

“Oh…no, sweetie. It’s just a scared creature. Poor thing’s confused and hurting. It wasn’t even here before Tim.”

“But Charlie said…”

“You’d do wise never to listen to a word out of that child’s mouth. The sooner you accept that, the better.”

“Then…what killed him?”

Grandma’s face twists up, then softens into a smile. “Best not to dwell on the awful things in life. You’ve had a long trip. But you’re safe now. I promise you that.” Grandma leaves and I suddenly feel less safe than I ever have in my life, even less than when we were trapped in the van underwater.

“David!” a muffled voice calls up from outside. I move to the window and see Grandpa down on the lawn. He’s holding an axe. “Get down here!”

There’s no point in pretending I’m asleep. I pass Sam’s room. It sounds like she’s carving into something. I don’t even open her door. I don’t want to know.

Grandpa drives the axe through a small log on a stump. The wood splits and he tosses the two halves into a pile. “Add those to the stack against the house,” he says.

I pick up a few and carry them over to the huge wall of firewood. It’s eighty degrees out here, and he’s stockpiling like we’re coming up on another Ice Age. After the fourth trip, I say, “School should be pretty exciting this year. The track team’s looking real good.”

Grandpa chops another log. “Your mom said you quit the team.” He chucks the two halves, grabs another log. I never thought Mom talked to Grandpa about me. After Tim, I only heard her on the phone with him a couple of times.

“Well…that was last year,” I say. I’m going back. Already spoke to Coach.”

“Uh-huh.” Another chop.

I don’t know why I said it. I guess I figured it’d lay the groundwork for us leaving, but now I’m a liar. I pick up more firewood and feel his stare burning into me.

After another forty minutes, my arms feel like they’re going to fall off but Grandpa says that’s good enough for today. By the towering supply, I think we’re good enough for the decade, but I don’t say it.

Sam and Grandma have made sandwiches and lemonade for us. It hurts just to lift the glass to my mouth.

“Did you get enough cut?” Grandma asks.

“We’re fine,” Grandpa says.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.” Grandpa pulls off a piece of his sandwich, shoves it in his mouth.

Grandma looks concerned. She starts to say something but Grandpa says, “We’re fine.”

Sam takes a sip of lemonade. “And I get to help build the fire, right?”

Grandpa cocks his head.

Grandma says, “It’ll be good for her to learn.”

At first I was surprised Sam had helped with lunch, but now I realize Grandma bribed her by promising she could help build tonight’s fire.

They start one giant blaze in the living room and two more upstairs. The house feels like an oven and the sun has just barely started to set.

Soon, Sam’s falling asleep on the couch, while Grandpa and Grandma stare into the flames crackling in the huge, stone fireplace. I could fit my bed in there, and the way they’re gazing into it, I wonder if that’s how I’m going to wake up.

“Why don’t you take your sister to her room?” Grandma says without taking her eyes off the fire. It’s way earlier than we usually go to bed, but I’m fine with getting away from these two.

I stand and nudge Sam. “Come on, time for bed.”

Sam grunts, so I nudge her again. She smacks my hand and finally stands. She heads towards the stairs and I'm about to follow, but a hand clamps my shoulder and squeezes, which sears through my sore muscles.

Grandpa spins me and bends down to my face. I can feel his hot, salty breath. “Those windows stay closed at night.”

“Yeah, okay.”

“I don’t need more lies from you. You keep them shut tight, you hear?”

“Yes, sir.”

He finally lets me go and I climb the stairs. Sam’s door is open and she’s standing there rubbing her eyes.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Will you stay in my room?”

“What?”

“Please. I don’t want to be alone.”

Truth is I don’t either so we both get in her bed. Sam’s under the covers, but I’m sweating like I’ve just run a marathon. I can hardly breathe. Grandpa’s warning to keep the windows shut repeats in my head, so I just lie here and close my eyes. I try counting sheep but they keep bursting into flames.

Suddenly, I’m underwater. Mom’s face peers out through where the windshield used to be in the minivan. Air bubbles rush out of her mouth as she screams for me to protect my sister.

I hear Sam’s voice. She’s scared. But it’s not underwater. It’s clear, like she’s right next to me. I open my eyes. Sam is whimpering, and it's now freezing. A cold burst of air carves through me. I realize I was having a dream.

But this is real. The window is open. Sam must have gotten up when I was asleep.

She grabs my arm and whispers loudly, "David!"

And I see it, sitting on Sam’s legs, staring at us. It’s some kind of creature, but it doesn’t look like anything I’ve ever seen – part cockroach, part scorpion. It’s at least a foot long, its four stubby legs pressing down on the sides of Sam’s knees, covered under the blanket. Its tail raises and rattles, the nasty point glistening in the moonlight.

“Please…” Sam says.

“Shh,” I say. “Don’t move.”

Sam’s knife is on the table. Slowly, I move my hand towards it, but it’s just out of reach. The creature rears up on its hind legs, its back flaring like a cobra, tiny black fangs like oily needles. I feel Sam about to bolt. I have to do something.
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Kick the creature off the bed.

 

Go for the knife and stab it.

 

Roll over and shield Sam from the attack.

 


I place my thumb on the stump. I just need to nick myself enough to draw a little blood. Then I can run in and cry to Grandma, and while she’s bandaging me up, Sam can find the keys. I raise the axe about a foot over my hand. Sam’s watching me like this is the greatest thing she’s ever seen. Slowly, I bring down the blade, but stop.

“What are you doing?” Sam asks.

“This is stupid.”

“You’re worried you’re going to cut your thumb off, aren’t you?” Sam laughs.

“Shut up.” I toss the axe to the ground and look at the towering supply of firewood. Some of the stacks are fifteen feet high. “Okay… Yeah…you have to help bury me.”

“What?”

“We need to make it look like this whole thing fell on me.”

“Cool.” Sam walks over to the stack, then looks at me. “You have to lie down.”

“I don’t actually want you to pull it down on me.” My sister is a psychopath.

“Oh… Well, then what do you want?”

“Just grab some logs and cover me.”

“The other way is easier.”

“Just do it.”

“Fine.”

I knock a pile over and it spills onto the yard. I lie down and start scooping up logs and put them on my chest. It’s not nearly enough, even with Sam helping.

“Get some from that stack,” I say.

Sam walks over and I realize how risky this is. If Grandpa or Grandma even glances out the window, they’ll know this whole thing is a big charade. But we’re this far into it so I tell Sam to hurry. I keep pulling more and more logs on top of me. She brings over more wood.

“Okay, now that stack there.”

She walks over and reaches up to grab more logs. She has to stand on her tiptoes. Her fingers barely touch the bark and she’s grunting, straining, reaching…

She loses her balance.

“Sam!”

Her hand smacks the stack, and the whole thing wobbles. Then it begins to topple. I try to crawl out from the pile, but I can’t move fast enough. There are too many logs on top of me. I get my left leg out, but my right is still stuck.

The tower is coming down. I roll over and claw at the ground. My ankle twists. I feel something tear, like a ligament. But I keep digging at the ground, pulling myself from the pile.

My hand hits something. It rolls under my palm. I hear the wood knocking into other logs. I throw myself forward. Whatever my hand is on rolls a little more. I look forward and see the blade of the axe. My hand is on the handle. The sharp, glistening edge is right underneath me. I throw out my arms hoping the blade will fall back. My head comes down. And…

I catch myself. I’m just a few inches above the blade. I can’t believe I didn’t get…

The tower crashes onto my back and the steel carves through my neck. It doesn’t slice all the way through though, so my face is a few inches above the grass. I see the blood pooling under my nose and spraying the grass. Why didn’t I just cut my thumb?
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Try again.

 


I grab the scalpel and swing it towards Grandpa. He steps back and throws his arms up. I tell Grandma, “Get over there with him. Now!” It’s my voice, but it doesn’t sound like me.

Reluctantly, Grandma walks towards Grandpa and says, “David, don’t do this.”

“Everyone, just shut up.”

“You’re going to kill them both,” Grandpa says.

“I said SHUT UP!” My hand’s shaking. I’m trying to keep it together because I see Grandpa staring at the blade. He’s plotting how to take it from me. Grandma’s walking up to him. Her back is to me. I see a little flicker in his eye. She must be mouthing something.

I run up behind her, throw the scalpel over her shoulder and bring it back against her neck. She’s taller than I am so I have to stand up on my tiptoes to keep my grip.

“Don’t do this, son,” Grandpa says.

“I’m not your son!” I angle Grandma towards the huge metallic ring and the shimmering blue electrical field. “Now, cut my sister free.”

“Put down the scalpel, David” he says.

“I’m not putting down anything. Now, cut Sam free, or I’m going to slice your wife’s neck.” I keep my face behind my grandmother, because just the thought of that makes me sick, and I don’t want Grandpa to know it.

My fingers are shaking enough to let him know I’m not a killer, but I’m worried I’m going to accidentally cut Grandma. Grandpa must fear the same thing because he starts undoing the straps on Sam’s wrists.

“David, she shouldn’t be moving right now. The treatment hasn’t taken hold.”

“I don’t care what you say. We’re getting out of here.”

Grandpa unfastens the last strap and helps Sam sit up. She’s groggy and pale. I honestly don’t know how she’s going to walk, let alone run. But I hold Grandma in front of me until I’m close enough to help Sam. I shove Grandma and help get Sam to her feet. I have to hold her with one arm while I point the scalpel at my grandparents.

“Now, how do we get out of here?”

“Just wait for one second and listen to me,” Grandpa says. “You’re only hurting your sister. And I can help.”

“By strapping her to a table? By injecting her with this thing’s blood?”

“It’s not as it seems. I’m only trying to help. Sam can save your brother.”

Grandpa steps towards me. He has his hands out, like he means no harm, but I’m not falling for it. I move in front of Sam, trying to hold her up as I lunge and stab at Grandpa, who blocks my attack. I let go of Sam as I take another swipe at the old man. She stumbles a bit. The blade goes through Grandpa’s palm. I feel a tiny surge of victory, but it’s fleeting. Grandpa grunts and swings his arm, taking the scalpel from my hand.

I look for something else to grab, when I hear a loud zapping sound. Grandma screams, “Samantha!” I turn and see Sam standing in front of the huge metal ring and the blue electricity. She seems fine, still weak and pale, but her eyes are open.

“Oh God!” Grandpa says.

I don’t understand why they’re freaking out like this. Sam is okay. She’s standing there. She even turns a little. And that’s when I see the entire backside of her is missing, completely disintegrated. Her flesh is charred and bubbling. Her face ends in the middle of her ears. Her torso is paper-thin. And she withers to the floor.
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Try again. 

 


The beast is fifteen feet away. Sam’s trying to shove her face through the tiny opening, but there’s no way she’s going to make it. I pull her back and say, “We need to go around him.”

She rubs her cheeks and looks around. “How?”

The room is about thirty feet wide. There’s no way we can both go the same way. The beast will cut us off. The drugs haven’t completely worn off and it staggers a bit on its legs, but it’s moving in, claws open by its thighs. Even in the dark, I can see the patches of exposed, raw flesh. It’s only ten feet from me. I swing the tire iron to keep it back. It cocks its head to the side, those glowing red eyes studying me. It’s probably deciding which part to feast on first.

Slowly, I grab Sam’s arm. “Go all the way to the left, stay close to the wall. Just go straight upstairs and don’t look back.”

“No, I’m not leaving you.”

“We don’t have a choice. We have to split up.”

“Screw that,” Sam says. She jumps out from behind me and starts pointing. “Get away from us. You hear me! YOU GET AWAY! YOU KILLED MY BROTHER!”

The beast’s deafening roar sends Sam stumbling back. She trips and falls on her butt. The beast starts to crouch. In a flash, he’s on top of her and I start whacking his back and flank with the tire iron. The fleshy smacks have little effect, but I just keep swinging.

“Get off my sister!”

With one big, backhanded swing, the beast sends me flying to the wall. My head smacks against the stone. I fall. I can’t breathe and I see it coming through each painful blink. Sam’s screaming, but I can’t see her. Only the beast reaching for my throat.

I start crawling to the left, trying to get to my feet, but the beast grabs my ankle. I kick, my fingers dragging through the gravel as the beast pulls me back. Again, I twist, and somehow I’m free. I look back and the beast is holding my sneaker. It brings it up to its nose and sniffs. It looks like he’s enjoying it and maybe wants to eat it. He gives a little whimper then—

A blast.

The beast roars and spins. Its arms flail wildly, and its knees buckle. It tries to shake it off, but the drug is too powerful. Like a falling tree, the lumbering beast crashes to the ground.

Grandma Barb is standing in the doorway with a tranquillizer gun, a thin tendril of smoke wafting up from the barrel.

“You kids need to get upstairs.”

Sam and I back out of the garage and into the lab. Neither of us take our eyes off the sleeping beast, which now just looks like an overgrown teddy bear losing its fur.
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Grandma Barb isn’t taking any chances this time. She’s locked us in a closet. We can hear shuffling down below in the lab, the soft rattling of chains. She must be securing the beast. I don’t know how she’s lifting it, though. The thing must have been seven feet tall and more than two hundred fifty pounds.

I keep seeing its face and glowing red eyes, which only dimmed as he fell to his knees. It was almost sad.

Sam’s trying to pick the lock, but realizes it’s a deadbolt. I’ve never seen one on a closet before. I wonder if Tim spent time in here.

“We have to get out now,” Sam says. “Help me break this down.”

“No.”

“David! They’re downstairs. Now’s our chance.”

I don’t want to move. The adrenaline has worn off, and I’m back to that woozy exhaustion. Plus, we’re alive. Grandma could’ve shot us, too, but she didn’t. Sure, she could walk up those stairs and slit our throats, but we’re here breathing. I just need to sit.

Sam’s shaking me. “Get up!”
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Help Sam break down the door.

 

Wait for Sam to calm down and figure out the best way to stay alive.

 


I’m not climbing the tree. Every time I’ve climbed one, I’ve fallen. The last time was at the park behind our school. Diane, this pretty girl from my class, had gotten her Frisbee stuck, and, like an idiot, I offered to help. I got all the way to the top and actually grabbed the Frisbee, but I fell and hit every branch on the way down. The Frisbee snapped in two under my chest, and Diane never said thanks.

I think about asking Sam to just tell me what she sees, but Sam won’t even look at me. I need to find some other way to see over the fence. There are a few boulders by a hill over to the left. I start hiking. I trip a couple of times and I’m pretty sure I hear Charlie laughing, but I just keep plodding up the hill.

The boulders are pretty close together, so I’m able to wedge my foot in and climb right up. But I can barely see over the fence because of the birds swarming around this tree in front of me. Staring at them flapping around is making me a little sick and dizzy, so I pick up a big rock and heave it. It barely hits the trunk of the tree and they just keep fluttering. This time I get a smaller rock and chuck it. It doesn’t hit a single bird, but it cracks into the branch, which sends the birds scattering. And by the shrieks I realize they’re not birds at all. They’re bats.

And they’re heading right for Sam and Charlie.

“Watch out!” I scream.

The swarm of bats whips through the branches and flitters around their heads. Charlie tries to bury himself in the branch while Sam swats. She hits one, but two others thwap right into her face. Her hand loses its grip. Charlie peeks out as Sam screams and plummets. There’s the most awful snapping sound. It’s not a twig or leaves or even a branch. It’s her spine.
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The correct answer was to climb the tree.

 


Sam keeps straining to squeeze herself through the storm doors. The beast roars. It’s coming for us. I grip the tire iron and spin.

“Come on!” I say, and immediately regret it as the beast rears back and bares its fangs. Its hot, fish-turd breath wafts over my face and into my mouth. It makes me want to puke. I’m shaking. The claws on this thing are four inches long. They look like fossil bones from the History Museum, only filed down to points so sharp they could pierce through steel.

I swing the tire iron as wildly as I can, thinking maybe if the beast thinks I’m deranged it’ll leave us alone. But it just cocks its head and snarls. It looks confused, and I’ll take it. At least it’s not devouring us. I keep swinging the tire iron at nothing, at everything. My feet inch towards the beast. I think I might be able to push him back.

Sam groans and starts to cry. I can’t help but turn. She’s really stuck. And in that brief moment of distraction, the beast crouches and leaps, fangs and claws gleaming in the darkness, those glowing red eyes wide with rage and hunger. I try to shove the tire iron towards its chest, but the beast throws out its palm and the iron fires back into my guts. I feel it rip through my belly and intestines.

The air bursts from my lungs. I can’t breathe. I look down and see the tire iron sticking out of my stomach. I try to pull it out, but the curved end is lodged somewhere under my bottom rib. The tiniest yank and I feel like a fish that some jerk is trying to debone for dinner, only the jerk is me.

I smack ass-first onto the gravel. Sam’s feet are kicking next to me. Her head is still stuck. I’d like to help. I’d like to do a lot of things. But I can’t even keep my eyes open. There’s so much blood.
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Try again.

 


What could I possibly say to the cop that wouldn’t make me sound like a lunatic? I just get back in the car. Grandma Barb asks Grandpa if he wants her to drive. He just grunts. It’s like he’s a machine on a mission for home. He didn’t even stretch his legs when he filled up.

I’m glad he wants to drive though. I was worried they were going to ask me. It’s one thing to be taken to West Virginia and another to actually help get us there. Sam hates me enough as it is. She hasn’t said a word except to tell me to scoot over when she wanted to curl up on the seat to sleep.

My eyes are closed and the hum of the engine and tires rolling along the asphalt is hypnotic. I don’t even realize I’m falling asleep, but before I drift off, I hear Grandma Barb say, “This is going to be good.”
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A red-yellow light shines through my eyelids. I know the sun’s up before I even peek. But it’s the green that overwhelms me as I look out at the West Virginia Mountains. I’ve never been this high up and the air is cleaner than anything I’ve ever breathed. Some of the windows are down and the cool morning air washes over my face.

“How’d they get so big?” Sam asks.

“Tectonic shifts,” Grandpa Joe says. “Millions of years ago the plates smashed into each other and formed these peaks.”

It feels like I’ve been transported to another world. Grandpa and Grandma moved here a few years ago, but Tim was the only one in our family who saw this. We were planning to visit him at the end of that summer, but then we got the call. Mom wouldn’t let us come when she and Dad came to collect the body.

The dirt road leading to their house seems to wind forever under the thick, towering trees. Branches stretch out like monstrous finger bones.

The house is three stories and made of dark red logs. It looks like it’s been here for a hundred years. A lot of the windows are covered with what looks like soap scum. The porch is filled with giant, empty flowerpots. The grass around the house is brown and choked with weeds.

The tires crunch over the gravel and Grandpa Joe says, “Alright, everyone carries their own bag. We take personal responsibility here.”

“Oh, I’m so happy you kids finally get to see the place. We’ve been trying to get you out here forever,” Grandma Barb says.

Sam and I get out and stare at the thick trees surrounding the yard, almost like a wall. It sort of makes it look like an arena. The sun is shining bright, but in the forest there’s nothing but shadows and strange bird calls.

“You’ll get used to it,” Grandma Barb says. “Took me awhile, but now I sleep like an angel.”

“Breakfast is in an hour,” Grandpa says. “You can get settled in, but no dirty hands at the table. And I check fingernails.”

“He does not,” Grandma Barb says. “The hot water’s a little tricky, though, so be quick if you want a shower or you’ll catch a death.”

“Can we look around first?” Sam asks.

Grandma Barb looks to Grandpa, who gives a little nod. Grandma says, “Okay, but don’t venture far. If you get to the fence—”

“You get to the fence, you turn your butts around,” Grandpa warns. “This ain’t a discussion. There are wild animals up here. Bears and snakes and… You just keep your distance, and scream if you need help.”

Sam’s already crossing through the yard. I have no interest in snakes or bears or whatever is making those creepy squawks, but I promised Mom I’d look out for Sam. When I catch up, it’s strange how quickly Sam’s attitude has changed, but I guess, she’s never been predictable.

I trip over a rock. “Wait up.”

“Smooth like a ballerina,” she says.

“Shut up.”

Sam’s eyes narrow as she scours the tree line.

“Let’s do this later, after we eat,” I say.

“No, I need to see.”

“See what?”

“Where they found Tim.”

She flicks open her pocketknife and heads into the forest.
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Drag Sam back to the house.



Call for Grandpa Joe.

 

Follow Sam.

 


The beast opens its eyes. The red glow is so faint I can actually see brown irises. My throat starts to close. It can’t be. No, he’s…dead. “We buried him.”

Grandpa shakes his head but keeps focused on Sam. “You buried someone Tim got hold of.”

“What do you mean, got hold of?”

“He didn’t know his own strength. It wasn’t his fault.”

“We’re just trying to help your brother, dear,” Grandma says. Gently, she pulls my hand from the beast’s grasp. “Your sister’s blood is restoring him.”

There are tubes inserted into the beast’s chest and arms. Little circles around the tubes are beginning to lose hair. The color is turning from raw pink to a light tan. It’s healing him. Then—

The flow of the blood in the tubes switches directions. It’s now flowing back towards Sam.

She gasps, starts to curl forward in pain.

I say, “It’s hurting her!”

Grandpa checks her vitals beeping on an EKG machine. They’re spiking. He runs over to a shelf and pulls down one of the little jars. The slug floats in the formaldehyde. Grandpa unscrews the lid, dips his gloved fingers inside, and pulls out the wiggling creature. Sam continues to writhe. Grandma pulls me back as Grandpa places the slug on the beast’s chest. It squirms towards the tiny cuts where the tubes have been inserted. It tries to burrow in. The beast groans. The slug almost gets all the way in, but Grandpa uses tweezers and catches the tail, holds it steady. It’s sucking, and the blood reverses course again. Sam begins to relax. Grandpa pulls out the slug and throws it through the rippling electric force field inside the metal ring. It sizzles, then evaporates.

For a moment, everything is calm.

“Is she going to be okay?” I ask.

“Yes,” Grandpa says. “But the work is only beginning.” He walks over to the tank with the black needle-teethed soul snatcher. Carefully, he carries over the tank. The creature’s razor-tipped tail slashes wildly against the glass. Grandpa says, “This is the worst thing I’ve ever done.”

“What is it?” I ask.

“My creation.”

“You… Why?”

“The Army wanted to alter the genetic makeup of soldiers, to crossbreed a man with an animal. But the DNA would never connect. It was never stable. And so I bred this. The Torpions act as sort of a middleman, allowing the two species to morph.”

“But why would you do this to Tim?”

“I didn’t.”

I can’t take my eyes off the beast, my brother. “You turned him into this!”

“No. This was an accident. I’d told the Army the Torpions had died, but I’d smuggled a few out of my lab on the base. The Army still had my notes, and I knew eventually they’d try to re-create my mistake. So I needed to learn how they could be destroyed. I was very careful. But your brother found a way to pick the lock. He set the first two loose into the woods.”

“You can’t blame Tim. You brought these things here.”

“I’m not blaming him. I’m trying to save him.” Grandpa Joe grabs a small pole with a wire loop on the end. I’ve seen these on nature programs. Hunters use them to capture snakes in villages. Grandpa lifts the lid ever so slightly and inserts the loop. The Torpion lunges and nearly slices his hand, but he gets the loop around its neck and slowly brings its head over the lip of the tank. Grandma grabs a vial and hands it to Grandpa, who forces the creature to bite through the cap. Venom drips into the vial. “This fluid binds and stabilizes the DNA. It’ll stop her from transforming.”

He inserts the syringe and draws out the venom while Grandma preps Sam’s arm. I am about to tell her to stop, that they’re not injecting her with anything, but I see the video monitor showing the garage and the storm doors. It’s a night-vision shot of Torpions crawling through the small opening Sam and I created with the tire iron. They’re streaming into the garage. Grandma stops holding Sam and turns.

‘“Oh God…” she gasps.

I hear the gravel crackling on the other side of the sliding steel door. I think we’re safe but then the floor tiles in front of the door begin cracking. Bits of dust and tile explode.

“They’re burrowing under,” Grandpa Joe says. “We have to go.” He pulls the syringe from Sam’s arm. Clearly, he didn’t finish administering the full amount.

Grandma Barb picks up two metallic rods. The tips are wrapped with white gauze. They look like giant Q-tips. She shoves both into the shimmering electric field. A sizzling burst. The tips radiate blue fire. She hands one to me and keeps the other.

Grandpa is unhooking Sam. He asks me, “Did you shut the upstairs door?”

“I…don’t know.”

“Think.”

“I…” I remember running to the lawn and around the house. “No, I didn’t.”

“Okay.” He unshackles the beast, who looks sort of like Tim now, but still hairy and pale. His face is wider, his nose flat. Grandpa holds something under Tim’s nostrils. Tim jerks awake. Grandpa does the same to Sam.
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