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​Caitlin Duffy


Down here, the air feels manufactured. 

Or should I say up here? Would that be more appropriate? 

Right here, left here, I'm-not-sure-where here, the air tastes manufactured. Manufactured by what... I don’t know that either. But I have my hypotheses. This air doesn’t feel natural. It presses against my skin and dries out my eyes. It carries a 



faint plastic scent, like you might find in an air-conditioned office building, but it tastes like nothing at all. Or like everything at once. 


Briney sweetness. Spiced milk. Sour umami. 

But always, always transmitted to my taste receptors in a haze. 

Can something be both definite and obscure? 



I mull over the thought as I take my next step, or maybe my first. Perhaps it’s Step Number One-Hundred-and-Ninety-Two. I stopped counting a while ago, or maybe I never started at all. 

* * * 
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MY WATCH READS 8:58 PM when I first hear the librarian’s footsteps coming down the stairwell. 

“Shit,” I mutter, grabbing the collection of books and notes I had accumulated and tossing them into my backpack. I pick up my half-empty can of Red Bull and take a swig as I peer through the bookshelves at the stairwell door. 

The normal librarian never walks down here before closing up, but there was a new face behind the check-out desk when I arrived here this afternoon. Who knows what her methods are. The stairwell door opens. I slide down into a crouched position and pray that she isn’t the most law-abiding librarian who ever existed, that she doesn’t start walking down each aisle in search of sleeping undergrads or messes to be cleaned before clocking out. I watch in horror as she strides down the first aisle, her floral-print skirt swishing against her legs as she moves. 

There are about four aisles between us. I search with some growing panic for a place to hide. 


She’s two aisles away now. 



I’m about to shove myself into one of the lower shelves when I see it: a door near the Ye-Zo History stack. It’s large, yet nondescript. It’s wooden and painted the same shade of beige as the rest of the library, so I’m not too surprised that I’ve never noticed it before. I don’t have time to think about it. There’s now only one aisle between me and this Super Librarian. 

I grab my stuff and slip behind the door. I find myself in a wooden stairwell. It smells earthy, nothing like the artificial smells of plastic and cleaner fluid that pervade the rest of the library’s interior. Plump orbs of dust create an impenetrable boundary between my rubber soles and the creaking stairs. 

At the bottom of the stairwell, I am greeted by a large wooden door. Someone has carved a crude spiral into its worn brass knob. I trace my finger along the carving’s curves. When my 

parents were still alive, I used to whine and cry until my mother would lift me onto her lap and roll up her shirt sleeves. I would sit there for as long as she let me, my stubby toddler fingers following the impossible path of a thick black spiral tattooed on her inner wrist. 

The door must have been left ajar, because my light tracing over its knob somehow pushes it open. I step inside and the lights, controlled by some motion-activated code, flicker on. There’s no window in this room, but it’s remarkably cozy. The floor is wooden, with a large red Turkish rug sprawled across its center. A substantial oak desk and matching chair upholstered in red leather dominate the wall to my right. Wooden shelves crowded with cloth-spined books occupy most of the room. 

But what interests me most is the structure that sits in the center. It appears to be some sort of makeshift nest put together by whoever discovered this place before me. Its external structure consists of old backpacks, wilting encyclopedia pages, and Number 2 pencils, all jimmied together with tape, paper clips, and shoelaces. When I crawl inside, I find heather gray sweatshirts emblazoned with Brockden University’s logo, soft pillows stained by drool, and a red-and-gold patterned blanket that makes my mouth go dry. 

It’s folded up in a tight square shape, but I recognize it immediately. It’s the blanket I used to carry around with me from room to room as a child, the one my father knitted for me. My throat feels tight, but then I remember that my blanket is currently in my apartment, nestled somewhere beneath the duvet. This can’t be the same one, isn’t the same one. It’s just a strange coincidence. 

I yawn. It’s late and this nest is luxurious. A nap would do me good, would make me able to read and take notes faster. I slide beneath the blanket and layers of cotton-polyester. After a few seconds, the motion-activated lights shut off. I close my eyes and—

* * * 
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I WAKE UP FEELING RESTED and heavy. But I don’t know where I am. I remember falling asleep in the strange room’s nest, but I’m not there anymore. 


I’m naked. 

I don’t know where my clothes are, but I know I’m naked. 



It’s cold and I shiver. The rug beneath my hands and shins feels thin, scratchy, yet soft. I’m in what my “Yoga For Stress-Free Graduate Students” instructor would call a Child’s Pose. My feet are asleep; I must have been in this formation for hours. My outstretched fingers brush against the edge of a wall. 

I look up. My hands rest just below a meticulous drawing depicting a knot of endless serpentine tails crashing against each other amongst a cacophony of blackened ocean waves. The ink slightly billows out at random points in the piece, making it appear like it bled out from the other side of the wall. A neat effect. I don’t remember seeing it on the wall last night, but I can’t imagine ever forgetting it. I probably just didn’t notice it. I was tired; it wouldn’t be the first time I had mental blinders on after a major research session. 

It’s ridiculous, I know, but I check my hands for ink stains. If I were able to get naked and practice yoga in my sleep, maybe I also defaced library property. My skin is clean, thank God. As someone who recoils at the idea of dog-earing library books, I don’t know what I’d do if this strange drawing were my handiwork.  

I wander back to the nest and pull out my phone. At first, the clock reads 6:33 AM, but then the screen glitches, the digital clock disappears, and then reappears. It now shows the time as 10:04 AM. 


“Shit.” 



I rip my clothes out of the tangled nest and pull them on blindly. I run fingers through my knotted mousy hair and toss my backpack over my shoulders. With a final, longing look at the shelves of books I didn’t get to explore, I leave the room and run across campus. # 


I go through the motions of my day. 



I make it to my 10:00 AM dissertation committee meeting twelve minutes late, but we end it early anyway because nothing has changed. 


Have you started outlining your proposal yet? 

“No, not yet. I’m still in the ideas phase.” 

So you’ve decided on your dissertation’s topic, then? 



“No. But I spent all of last night researching in the library and I’m close to an idea, I can feel it.” 

You know you’re only funded for five years, right? That’s why most doctoral students arrive with a dissertation topic already in mind. 

I tell them I know this, I’m sorry, I’ll do better. What I don’t say out loud is that they only accepted me into the program because I’m the daughter of the late Drs. Flora and Carl Brantlinger, two of the most renowned early American literature academics. Unfortunately, scholarly talent isn’t genetic. 

My committee members shuffle their feet and check their watches. It can’t be very fun to work with a student who isn’t going places. 

After the meeting ends, I eat some cookies and chips from the Humanities Building vending machines, work for a few hours on a conference paper, then teach my American Fiction I class. But even though my day is busy, even though I have to consider the role that the “Angel

in the House” figure played in nineteenth-century American ghost stories written by women and I have to answer student questions about essay deadlines and the differences between parody and satire, despite all of that, I can’t stop thinking about my secret study room. When I sit down for a quick dinner of stiff penne noodles and sugary marinara sauce in the campus cafeteria, I recreate the drawing of tangled snake tails and violent waves on my napkin. 

* * *
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I SPEND THE NEXT TWO nights in my study room. I’m more well-rested and alive than I’ve felt in years. 

But even better than all that, during my second stay in the room, I came up with a topic for my dissertation. 

I can barely contain my excitement, so I won’t torture you with too much anticipation, but it’s important that you know how I got here. 

My only real regret following the first night in my study room was that I didn’t get a chance to explore any of the books in there. On my second stay, I made immediate amends. All of the books in my secret room, every last one of them, has to do with Southwind Grove, a small Utopian community founded in 1842, Brockden, New York. And none of the books, not a single one of them, wears a call number on their spine. These books must have been recently donated by some wealthy alumni. It feels special that I get to be the first student to access the treasures they hold within. 

I was already well familiar with the nineteenth-century American penchant for Utopianism thanks to a Hawthorne-obsessed professor I had in undergrad who wouldn’t shut up about Brook Farm. But I had never heard of Southwind Grove, which is strange for multiple reasons, but especially because I’ve lived in Brockden for most of my life. This is where my 

parents taught and where I now currently sit, pouring over books in my secret Brockden University Library study room. 


What I find in these books is fascinating. 



Sometimes, academics act like inspiration comes to them on the tip of a lightning bolt, as if some muse decided to work with a researcher instead of an artist one day. I always wrote off those claims as evidence of the smug self-satisfaction that frequently comes with earning a PhD in literature. 

But honestly? If I said it didn’t feel like an electric pulse was moving through me from somewhere beyond, I’d be lying. 

I gorge myself on these books, learning about how Southwind Grove members lived and worked together to create a more equitable and fulfilling world. I discovered that an astounding number of early American writers were part of this community and that Southwind Grove had its own spiritual philosophy, one that advocated for chaos and boundary-destruction as a means to reach one’s full intellectual potential. 

And there it was: my dissertation topic. I would write about this lesser-known Utopian community, the authors who were a part of it, and the role that their belief in the productive powers of chaos had on their fiction. 

I write a quick proposal draft during my second night in the room and send it to my committee members. All three of them email me back the next day, their messages ranging from delight to unabashed excitement upon hearing that I not only came up with a topic and proposal, but that I found something potentially groundbreaking. Not one of my committee members had ever heard of Southwind Grove, but, thanks to me, they now understand its importance. 

Of course, it’s not all sunshine and roses. Nothing ever is. Because of my teaching obligations, I have yet to spend an entire day in my secret study room. I don’t know why, but something inside me tells me that I won’t be able to edit my proposal or write my dissertation anywhere but here, in my room. And sure enough, anytime I try to work on it in my campus office or in a classroom, I suffer from severe mental blockage. I can’t concentrate enough, can’t seem to get my fingers to dance across my laptop’s keys like they do in my room. 

And another thing: I’ve slept in my secret room’s nest for three nights now, and every single time, I wake up naked and bowing before the same impossible serpentine drawing that appears to be bleeding through the wall. But whenever I return to my secret room, the drawing is gone. I’m sure it has something to do with changes in moisture levels during different times of the day. Still, it’s unnerving. 

On Friday evening, Jing, one of the three other members of my cohort, approaches me near the front door of the library. My backpack is practically bursting with my laptop and the bottles of water and granola bars I packed. 

“Hey, Lena,” she says. “The cohort’s gonna do happy hour at The Rail. Can you come?” With a frown, I pull one of my backpack straps tight against my shoulder. “Sorry, I wish I could. But I just started making headway on my dissertation.” 


Jing’s face brightens. “Really? That’s awesome. What are you going to write about?” I smirk. I’m not giving away my secrets that easily. 

“I’ll let you read it once it’s finished.” Her thick eyebrows arch in confusion, but her face remains open, friendly. 

“Oh. Okay, sounds good. But, you know, you should probably take a break. I heard from Tomás that you’ve been spending a lot of time in the library. Can’t you give yourself a few hours tonight? Have a beer or two, catch up with everyone? Burnout is real, you know...” 



Tomás is a jealous snitch and does Jing really think I care what Tomás “I’ve Already Written My Entire Dissertation Even Though I Still Have Another Year of Funding” Cuellar thinks? I can’t waste any more time now that I finally know what I’m doing, especially since it’s Friday and I can live in my secret study room for the whole weekend. 


“Sorry, maybe next time.” 

“Okay. Well, enjoy the weekend.” 

“I will.” 

We part ways and I spend another night in my room. 



I wake up the next day naked and kneeling before the strange drawing, but this has become my new normal and I’m not shaken by it anymore. If this is what it costs to become a real academic, I am more than happy to pay it. 

By the end of the day on Saturday, I’ve revised my proposal and emailed the completed draft to my committee. I’ve only left my room to use the bathroom upstairs twice. Otherwise, I have more than enough water bottles and granola bars to keep me down here until Monday morning.  

When I finally crawl into my room’s nest on Saturday night and nestle amongst the sweatshirts, I’ve drafted my entire first chapter. I’m just about to close my eyes when I notice something on the nearby wall. 


The drawing. 



I had only ever seen it there in the morning. Did it just reappear now? Or had it been here all day, and I didn’t notice because I was so focused on my work? 


“Hello?” 

A ridiculous thing to do. 



I sit still in the dark straining my ears, wondering if someone snuck in here when I last went to the bathroom. 

But nobody answers. I’m still alone. The room and all its academic magic remain mine. There’s probably a logical explanation for the drawing’s nocturnal appearance. A trick of the shadows or my own lack of awareness. I close my eyes. 

* * *
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WHEN I WAKE UP, I’M fully dressed and snuggled amongst the nest’s sweatshirts. The drawing is still on the wall. I search around the room, but find that nothing’s changed. I grab a granola bar and water from my backpack and sit down at my laptop. Hours pass, and when I type the last word of my second chapter, I realize that I need to use the bathroom again. 

I also realize that it’s Sunday afternoon and I should probably call my grandmother. A wave of guilt washes over me. I’m the only family she has left, and she’s the only family I have left. I used to have Sunday dinner with her every night. 

I crack my knuckles and take out my phone. I wrote two chapters this weekend, and it’s already 4:08 PM. Maybe Jing was right. I deserve a break. 


I call up my grandma as I head into the stairwell. 

“Lena?” 

“Hi, Nana. How are you?” 

I begin to head up the wooden stairs. 



“You know. Old.” Her laugh is raspy but warm. “How goes the dissertation?” “Actually really good. I just finished my proposal and two chapters.” I’m just about to reach the top of the stairs. “That’s actually why I called you. I have time for dinner if you wa-” 


“How were you able to write that much?” 

I stop my ascent, stung. 

“Why? Is it that surprising that I could actually do this? I know I’m no Mom, but-” “Did you find a study room?” I can hear her thin, steady breaths. 

“I did, actually, how did you know?” 

“Your parents found o—” 



The phone line cuts off. I try calling her back, but I don’t have service anymore. I reach out to push the stairwell door open, planning to call her outside the library, but all I feel is cold concrete. I look up. The door is missing. 


I turn around and find that the stairs are gone. 

I’m surrounded by walls. 

Nothing but concrete and darkness. 

I fiddle with my phone until my trembling fingers manage to turn on the flashlight app. I point the light around me. The walls are gone now, replaced by nothing but darkness. I take a few steps forward, but my surroundings don’t change. 

I try to call Nana, then Jing, then Tomás, but I don’t have service. 



I run until I’m coughing up mucus onto the marble-smooth floor beneath me. Nothing changes. Everything is empty and there is no end. 

My watch reads 4:08 PM, and so does my phone. But that was the time it was when I left the study room. 

I breathe. Surely at least a minute has passed. I will myself to wait before I check again. I start to count to sixty out loud, but my voice sounds so fragile and small in this overwhelming nothingness that I finish the count in my head. 


When I check again, both clocks read 4:08 PM. 






* * *
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MINUTES, HOURS, DAYS, weeks, months, or maybe years later (I’m not sure anymore), I continue to alternate between walking and running through this space. My phone remains at 63% battery, right where it was when I first left the study room. I haven’t needed to go to sleep or use the bathroom. I no longer feel hunger or thirst anymore, can’t remember what those needs felt like. 


My watch reads 4:08 PM. 

Mostly, I write. 



I’ve written my dissertation fifteen times now, all on my phone’s Notes app. It gets better every time I write it, but I wish I had brought some books with me. It’s hard to write serious scholarly work without citations. 


My watch reads 4:08 PM. 



I did bring some pens, though. I found three of them in the front pocket of my hoodie. They will never run out of ink. Sometimes, I write sections of my dissertation onto the cold floor, but then I walk away and can never find my writing again. I wonder if anyone ever will. 

In my free time (ha), I’ve taken up drawing. Whenever the mood takes me, I recreate the strange drawing that had appeared in the study room. I’ve gotten good at it (my drawings look almost exactly like the original now) and every time I finish inking it into the ground, I rub my palms across it, trying to give it the same bleeding appearance it had on the wall. And then it disappears, as if the ground consumed it. 


Down here, the air feels manufactured. 

Or should I say up here? Would that be more appropriate?  Right here, left here,

I’m-not-sure-where here, the air tastes manufactured. 

My watch reads 4:08 PM. 
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​Darren Todd

Twelve abandoned units are going to auction. A good quarter. Well, good for Locke. Not so great for Irongate Storage, LLC, but they’d survive. Business always got a little slim whenever interest rates went up, with no one moving. 

Locke was still running his changeover checklist, pencil tapping his lower lip, when Howard leaned a hip into the crash bar of the exit. 

“You staying for the auction?” Howard asked, zipping his coat against the January cold. 

Locke didn’t look up from his checklist. “My shift’s over at six. Auction’s not till ten, so no. We can’t bid on them anyway.” He turned the clipboard around on the table, spinning it to face Howard. “You gotta sign off.” 

Howard blew a raspberry. “Forge it. I trust you. But seriously, you’re not the least bit curious what’s in seventy-eight? That thing was already rented out when I started working here, and that was before smartphones were a thing. Dark days. Had to watch cat videos on my laptop.” 

“I never thought much about it,” Locke said. “Unit seventy-eight or any others.” 

Howard humped. “I’ve read your blotter. You never miss a thing, so I don’t know if I buy that. The guy comes in a couple times a week for all those years, stays hours, only opens the shutter enough to duck inside, like a damn dog.” 

Locke shrugged. “Yeah, I know of him.” He pointed to the bank of CCTV monitors atop his desk, looming and curved like a giant spider’s eyeball. “Seen him, of course. But we’re supposed to respect the privacy of our renters, so....” 

Howard forced a ha without humor. “Ain’t a renter no more, Lockstep. Else, it wouldn’t be up for auction. I ain’t seen him in... weeks. At least.” He flipped up his hood and opened the door, the cold zipping inside like water rushing into a sinking ship. “Well, nothing’s stopping you from taking a peek tonight, if you were so inclined.” 

“We’re not allow—” 

But Howard disappeared outside before he could finish, the wind slamming the steel door home with a bang. The old man had never been crazy about him. Sure, Locke had always been a stickler, but night shift custodian for a storage facility was not a sexy job. Dotting all of the Is and crossing the Ts served double duty: it passed the time, and it kept the owner from worrying about Locke’s shifts. 

The whole place was under surveillance. Videos stored locally, banked each morning at shift change, but the owner — known only as Mr. Bishop to his underlings — hadn’t bothered to inspect the video footage of Locke’s shifts in a couple of years. Still, keeping it that way meant making sure there was nothing worth seeing on those videos to begin with. 

And most of the time, there wasn’t. That night would be the occasional exception. One shift per quarter, just before the abandoned units auction, Locke welcomed a handful of unauthorized guests.

Finally, fifteen minutes late, the last of the six bidders arrived, and Locke opened the door and escorted them all inside. The interior of Irongate Storage held a clinical drabness. Cinder block walls painted white extended fifteen feet high, but a drop ceiling of fluorescent lights cut that down to twelve. The shutters encasing each unit flanked them as they neared the offices, each painted bright blue and with a keypad and door controls tacked to the side of their foot-deep alcoves. 

“We’re already a bit behind,” Locke called over his shoulder, “and there’s a dozen units to inspect.” 

They entered the custodian’s office, just large enough to contain them all without touching elbows. 

“Welcome back, gentlemen,” Locke began. “You all know the deal: fifty bucks for every unit you inspect. Inspect as many as you like. We’ve got a full dozen this quarter, and that includes seventy-eight, one of our longest rentals, which is powered, still drawing power. Maybe that means some computers or other tech.” 

“Didn’t that guy pretty much work here?” one of the bidders asked, skinny to the point of skeletal. 

Locke shrugged. “Pretty much.” 

“You sure he didn’t die in there?” the guy asked, and the rest of them offered cautious chuckles. 

“It’s been weeks,” Locke said. “We’d have smelled him. And we’re duty-bound to investigate any odors that might indicate—”

“Lockstep,” another buyer butt in, clad in a beanie, either somehow privy to his nickname or having come up with it himself, “he was kidding. Take it easy.” 

Locke let out a held breath. “Right. Of course. But fear not. One time, a unit had a half-eaten rotisserie chicken, and it stunk up the whole row, so... no bodies. We’d have noticed. Anyway, uh, you’ve all been here before. Only check out the units you paid to inspect. Look, touch, but no taking.” 

“I see bulging pockets, and I start bustin’ heads,” another called out, a big, older guy with a toothpick dangling from the corner of his mustachioed mouth.

“Shutters come down at fifteen till six,” Locke said, “so make sure you clear out before shift change. Then we’ll see you back here at ten for the auction. Let’s check out the units.” 

He swiveled around to the monitors and then punched in the abandoned units’ numbers. Eight feeds meant a few of the monitors would have to toggle between two units. Then he clicked OPEN on his computer, and the shutters on each unit began to ascend. 

The bidders eyed the color feed for long minutes, and Locke toggled to the last four units once they’d made lists of which rentals caught their eye. Seventy-eight, he’d left center stage. Sure enough, when the shutter went up on that one, it revealed a bank of electronics, monitors, dials, switches, some sort of head-high partition to the right as if pulled from a cubicle, and numerous binders crowding shelves at knee level. It seemed orderly, if well-used, considering the hours the renter had spent in there over the years. Locke heard whispers of “gaming setup” and “HAM radio” behind him, but his money was on scientific research. Some machines grew more valuable with age, new technology be damned, like audio equipment. He expected most of the bidders to add seventy-eight to their lists, and he wasn’t wrong.

Most forked over at least enough to rummage through four units, leaving Locke with just over fifteen hundred dollars. He quickly stuffed the cash into an envelope and slid it into his backpack. 

“Have at it,” he said. 

After three years of this — and having a solid crew of reliable bidders, with tight lips and open wallets — he’d stopped watching their every movement in the cameras long ago. Nowadays, he trusted them to stick to units they’d paid to inspect and that they wouldn’t try pocketing whatever they found. 

He’d seen custodians come and go during his employment, Howard proving the only exception. Despite the occasional breech in company protocol, he thought of himself as the best among them, the most loyal, fastidious, and — truth be told — profitable for the company. 

No doubt, if the law learned about this little enterprise, not a jury in the state would acquit him. But if his skimming was pulled from anyone, it was the bidders. The ones there that night wouldn’t be the only people bidding on those units in a few hours, sure, but they’d be forearmed with what was worth bidding on. If any of them found worthwhile gems hiding in the old family photos and worn paperback books, then bidding tended to climb higher than it would have otherwise. 

This was more than guesswork. Locke had pored over their auction records, noting that income from the auctions rose after he’d begun his peeking practice. That he received enough in kickbacks to keep him happy, making twelve bucks an hour, all the better for everyone. 

Nonetheless, that one night per quarter sat in his gut like a ten-pound turkey, and his eyes darted to the front gate a few times a minute. The odds fell in his favor, of course. While Iron Storage was climate controlled, monitored, and available 24/7 — it didn’t matter much. Most of the units held things just this side of the city dump. Thus, rarely any nighttime visitors.  

Locke busied himself scrolling through the records of the dozen abandoned units. Some had belonged to new renters who never made any follow-up payments. But most were people who’d always been good for their rent... until they weren’t. Maybe the person who’d saved all of those trading cards or collector’s edition soda bottles died or moved, or something tragic happened to them, something weightier than the fantasy that anyone’s stuff is worth what they paid for it. 

Yeah, these auctions were the real public service. Locke was no follower of Shinto, but if objects did harbor some sort of energy or life or feeling... then this place was the nursing home of stuff. Just as sad, sometimes as smelly, and equally depressing. 

But then there was unit seventy-eight — something else altogether. It wasn’t the first unit someone had treated as an office, of course. Some units held power outlets for an extra fee to accommodate this very possibility. They weren’t zoned to act as a business front, but Mr. Bishop seldom scoffed at the occasional silk screener, writer, tattoo artist, or multi-level marketer who wanted a place to ply a gig. Food sales were a bridge too far. Ditto prostitution. No treating the units as any kinda bed, for that matter. 

But seventy-eight was none of those, not now that Locke had seen its insides. He scooted over to the camera feeds and looked at seventy-eight. None of the bidders were rooting around in it at the moment. A few of the CRT monitors along the wide desk showed signs of life: one displaying arcane read-outs, another featuring a dancing horizontal line, reminding him of a heart monitor. Maybe they’d all been on before, or perhaps one of the bidders had fired things up. Strange, not a one was in there now, poking around, checking their smartphones for how much each machine went for on eBay. And that partition. Odd, no one had moved it. Locke looked closer and spotted a thick, black cord snaking from the bottom. Or behind it, powering something just on the other side. 

Nothing’s stopping you from taking a peek tonight, came Howard’s voice in his head. If you were so inclined.

A knock on his door made him jump. 

“Come in,” he said, but then hopped up from his chair the moment the words left his mouth. The door locked automatically and only opened from the other side with his key card. Thus, now it only jiggled fruitlessly.  

He opened the door, finding one of the bidders, notepad in hand, pen behind her ear. She was Locke’s only female regular. Chrissy or Christine. 

“Sorry about that,” he said. “What’s up?”

“Hey, you seen Hank around?” 

His mouth hung open, a circle unsure of which word to form. 

“The chubby guy with the 49ers Jersey. Wears the” she swirled a finger over her head “goofy toboggan with the puffball on it?” 

“Yeah,” he said, recalling the man. “I mean, no, I haven’t seen him. Not since you guys got started. Everything all right?”  

She waved away an imaginary fly. “I’m sure. Just was gonna ask about... a unit.” She suddenly looked like she’d revealed more than she’d intended. 

Locke laughed. “It’s fine. I know you guys share notes. Can’t blame ya, though I’ll bet some of the bidders are more tight-lipped than others.” 

“Better believe it. Gets pretty competitive. Speaking of which, I should get back to it. Just, uh, let him know I was looking for him, if you would.” She pointed to the monitors. “If you see him.” 

“Sure... Chrissy.” 

“It’s Christine, but close enough.” 

“Sorry. Hey, you... been to seventy-eight yet?” 

She took a pair of nitrile gloves from her pocket and pulled them on. “Nah. I’m leaving that for last. I don’t move much tech stuff, but I didn’t want to pass it up, just in case.” 

“Right. Happy hunting.” 

He closed the door again and took a seat at the monitors. Christine passed by one of the open units. One bidder accounted for. Three more were sifting through junk; one enjoyed a break, swaying to and fro in an old Boston rocker. Unit seventy-eight sat empty, though a few of the binders had moved from their shelves into stacks on the floor, so someone had certainly inspected it. 

“Two missing,” he said aloud. Locke toggled the feed to the other units and found a buyer holding up an old bottle to the light. But that made five. Where was the last guy? He tallied the bidders again, searching for a toboggan with a fuzzy-ball tassel. No luck. Frank had either doffed his hat or wasn’t in any of the units. 

Locke punched in a series of codes he knew by heart, and respective monitors revealed the walkways, bathrooms, office, and entrance. Other than the occasional leg that came poking into view, the pathways remained unoccupied, which left the john. Locke watched the door long enough for someone taking a leak. No movement. 

He switched back to the units, but this time counted only four people. 

“What in the hell is happening?” he said aloud. 

Had they left? Usually, bidders hung around as long as possible, requiring Locke to nudge them away before his relief came in. He changed feeds to the parking lot. Six vehicles, other than his Sentra. None of them with lights on. He backed the feed for the parking lot camera till just after they’d all entered and then played it back at 30x — fast enough to chew threw the hours but not so fast that he’d miss one of them walking out. But where the hell would any of them have gone when it was all of thirty degrees outside and not a car had moved? 

Moot point, since the footage showed no movement. The missing guys were here somewhere. It was just a matter of finding them. 

“Hey everyone,” Locke called over the intercom, “gonna need you to come to the office as soon as possible. Not a fire or anything. Just, uh, get here when you can. Like, now-ish.” 

***
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LOCKE SPELLED IT OUT for them: two people missing, one of them Frank, all cars still on site.  

Mr. Mustache’s forehead creased, like he thought he’d have to start bustin’ heads after all. “Ten to one those assholes found something good and took off with it.” 

“Bullshit,” Christine said. “Frank wouldn’t do that.” 

Locke held up a calming hand. “I’d considered the same thing, but then why leave on foot? In this weather?” 

They went back and forth for several minutes, mostly Locke heading off whatever actions they came up with, having considered them all already. 

“Al has an idea,” Christine said. “Before we just assume they’re stealing.” 

The skinny guy stood up, huddled in on himself as if still cold despite his thick sweater. “You guys might have heard about these brothers in Harlem a while back.” 

“Just call ’em Black,” said the final bidder, a Black guy Locke thought was named Terrance but who went by T. “It sounds weird when you say ‘brothers’”. 

Al laughed and shook his hands. “No, they were brothers. And hoarders. Kept everything. Became reclusive over the years. One of them lost his sight, so the other took care of him. People figured they must have valuables in there, so the one brother set up actual booby traps through these tunnels of newspapers and books, and crap. At one point, the cops respond to a call about a rotting smell coming from the place, and they find the blind brother dead of starvation, and the other buried by one of his own traps.” 

“What’s your point?” Mr. Mustache grumbled. 

“You think they got buried in one of the units?” T said. 

“It makes sense,” Christine said. “We’ve all seen the sort of shit people store. Books, magazines.... I’ve seen a unit packed floor to ceiling with old CRT monitors. If they’d have fallen, it would have buried me alive.” 

“One guy, sure,” Locke said, “but two?” 

“Working together on something, maybe? I don’t know,” she admitted. “I just think we need to go look for them. Like, really dig in a move stuff.”

“Of course,” Locke said. 

Mr. Mustache grumbled again but stood. “Fine. That’s three units each, and Locke can keep an eye out from the office. If they’re just out smoking, we’re gonna look like idiots.”

They divided the units between them, mostly based on ones they’d yet to inspect, so the effort served double duty. Locke sat and watched the camera feeds. Yesterday, he’d no sooner have vaped in the office than he would have cracked a beer. But now, to combat the stress, he pulled his vape pen from his pack and took several long draws from it, the ritual more than the nicotine relaxing his nerves.  

He needed to be honest with himself. This wasn’t really about the scheme or even his job. It was about something malignant having inserted itself into his ordered world. Unit seventy-eight. Yes, it had been there before he arrived, but a boiler can function for decades without warranting a moment’s consideration by anyone except its tender. That guy vanishes, has a heart attack, or — in the case of unit seventy-eight — stops paying his bills, and the boiler becomes everyone’s problem. 

He keyed a command, making unit seventy-eight fill all nine monitors, each a part of the whole. Blown up like that, he noticed something on the floor near the partition. He used his mouse to zoom in farther still. A notepad. And not laid down but dropped, with several pages folded over themselves. 

When he backed out again, one of the bidders filled the bottom of the screen — Mr. Mustache. Only now, without the bravado of his earlier persona. Shoulders slumped, head leaned forward, like a buzzard’s, knees slightly bent, belly no longer sucked in but protruding. Though Locke could only see the back of his head, he’d bet that the toothpick no longer rattled side to side beneath that bushy mustache. Likewise, if his cameras had an fMRI add-on, he’d guess that very little was firing in the brain of any person who stood like that, as if only upright because of being dangled by a cord.

“But what’s holding the cord?” Locke said aloud. 

In answer, Mr. Mustache moved then, shuffling like a man who’d drunk himself invalid, with barely enough muscle memory to stumble home. Only, Mustache wasn’t heading home but deeper into the unit, toward the partition, nearly out of frame. By the time Locke pivoted the camera, Mustache had moved to the other side. 

“What... just happened?” Locke asked. The man’s motion defied physics. If he’d moved the partition, maybe a foot of room waited between it and the wall, albeit at an angle. But Mustache had had no time to move anything. And even if he had, was he now hiding behind the thing? Smoking a jay with the other two missing bidders? No way.  

Then he understood. 

“That little shit,” Locke said. “He pulled an Alcatraz.” 

A tunnel. It had to be. The renter had spent all those years slowly digging into the next unit. But why? And why were the bidders congregating in there now? He pivoted the camera to unit 79 and hit the button to open the shutter, and he knew — felt it — that he’d find three of his six bidders inside. Whatever they were up to, at least it’d fall within his understanding of the world. 

Alas, what the raised shutter revealed only compounded Locke’s frustration. Nothing. Well, not nothing. But not a clandestine meeting of bidders all surprised to find the shutter unveiling their plans. Boxes, furniture, some kids' toys, and a mattress. No hole from which anyone coming from seventy-eight might emerge.  

A form passed in front of the unit, too quickly to identify, but small. Locke panned back over to seventy-eight in time to see Christine join T and Al. The latter two aped the odd languor of Mr. Mustache — not so much droopy as zombified. Christine was saying something to T, slapping his shoulder and then full-on shaking him. Locke toggled the camera’s microphone, but by then Al and T were doing that awful shuffle toward the partition. 

“Where are you fools going?” Locke asked. 

He hit the broadcast button and repeated: “Where are you going?” 

Christine turned around to the camera, face replicating Locke’s confusion, but Al and T showed no sign they’d heard him. 

And then Al entered the partition. Not pushed it aside or jumped behind it. No, he walked through it, as if going through air. But from where Locke was sitting, the only thing waiting on the other side was a cinder block wall. 

With the sound on, Locke could just make out a faint buzz. He cranked the volume all the way up, so high he could hear Christine breathing, and that buzz went from something like feedback to a giant insect. Steady as the rapid vibration of a bumblebee’s wings. It was the partition. But now, Locke could tell that word no longer worked. What he’d taken as carpeted particleboard conveyed a nuance he hadn’t noticed before. Swirls, subtle and fluid, danced over the surface and seemed somehow in time with that rhythmic buzzing. 

“Locke,” Christine yelled, the sound deafening at max volume, breaking Locke from his trance, “get down here!”

She turned in time to see T walking toward what could only now be called a portal, one that damn sure didn’t lead anywhere in the Iron Storage facility. Not in the State of North Carolina, for that matter. Maybe not even on Earth, or at least not Earth on a plane mere humans could comprehend. But one that wanted them, right? Even in the seconds Locke had watched that subtle undulation, had listened to that buzzing, only an ear-splitting call over the intercom had broken him from its spell. 

Now, as T neared it, Christine stared on. No longer concerned with whether Locke could help them, her objective was made clear in her slumping shoulders, her protruding head, the dead dangling of her arms. She dropped a flashlight from one hand and a water bottle from another — objects pointless to her new aims. 

Locke’s immediate and overwhelming thought had nothing to do with the bidders’ safety. What electrified him into motion, fingers flying over the keyboard, was the singular thought of being alone. Yes, he’d been alone at Iron Storage probably nine hours out of every ten, but this time, he faced a different sort of solitude, one where the number of people culpable for the night’s events was dwindling rapidly, about to reach one — him — in short order, if he guessed right. 

His finger struck the enter key just as T was passing through the portal, the computer instantly killing power to unit seventy-eight. Why hadn’t he turned off the sound whenever the buzzing had started to work its dark art on his brain? If he had, he wouldn’t have heard the wet, meaty sound of T being left half in this world and half wherever the hell that portal led. The man’s head and shoulders had made it, but one arm in the back swing had been severed and then flopped onto the concrete floor. Same for half of one leg and nearly the whole of the other. Ditto his backside and what must have been the elbow of his other arm. They all toppled to the floor in a sloshing heap of flesh, blood still meaning to rush through veins and arteries now painting the cinder block wall.  

Locke grabbed the small trash can beneath his desk and heaved into it. He keyed the intercom mic and wheezed, “Christine.” He swallowed a lump of bile. “Christine!” But she only stood there, still slumped, staring at what remained of T. No... at the portal, rendered inert without power. 

Maybe she was just in shock. He grabbed a blanket from the supply closet and ran to unit seventy-eight. Like a child shying away from the climax of a horror movie, he did his best to veer his eyes from T’s remains. His effort only went so far, since the metallic stench of blood hung heavy, and T’s cleanly flayed viscera suffused the air with his violent end. 

He threw the blanket over Christine’s slumped shoulders, turning to face her. Her jaw hung slack, and a thin line of drool threatened to touch the floor. Eyes open but empty stared over his shoulder at the portal, perhaps stuck imagining what waited on the other side, some unrequited destination beyond reckoning. 

This got Locke thinking: what if he turned the power back on? Would that swirling, liquid pool send out its siren song once more? But then he surveyed the machines all around the unit. God, there must have been a hundred sliders, knobs, buttons, levers — all tripped and reset when the power kicked off, now flush left and waiting for someone to speak their arcane language. Only, the one man who’d dared undertake that chthonic work, who had over the years spun those dozens of tumblers to dial in some door to the beyond, had likely suffered the bidders’ fate. Not T or Christine but the others — pulled in as surely as if by a harpoon. Hell, Locke had felt that tug from the safety of his office, saved only by the separation the monitors offered him. 

Christine made a gravelly sound deep in her throat, and Locke shook himself back to the moment. “You’re right. I gotta call the police.” 

And so he did. 911 followed by a quick call to the owner. After all, he might have been guilty of letting bidders enjoy a sneak peek at the abandoned units, but not murder. Abduction.  

Still, the worry churned in his stomach. He desperately needed an ally, someone not just who could corroborate what happened but who would share in his utter dumbfoundedness. But Christine showed no improvement in the twenty minutes it took the sheriff to arrive. By then, Locke was vaping nonstop. The scent of cherries should have masked the awful smell coming from seventy-eight, but instead they blended into something worse, like spraying deodorizer to cover decay — fooling no one and that much worse for the effort. 

He’d relayed the night’s events to the sheriff, his deputy left to tend to Christine. At least the sheriff had guided Locke along the hallway, away from what he now called the “crime scene.”  

By the time the sheriff was asking for clarification, Mr. Bishop arrived. Locke had only seen him a handful of times in his years as custodian, and he’d put on weight since the last time. A solid two-fifty to the sheriff’s lean buck-sixty, though both were middle-aged and felt to Locke more like scolding father figures than equals. 

But I didn’t do anything wrong, he assured himself. 

“Good timing,” the sheriff said. “How about we go over it all again, Mr. Locke?” 

“Let’s start with this,” Bishop said, and pulled a tri-folded piece of paper from the inside of his jacket and held it out to Locke. “You are hereby suspended from active employment at Iron Storage, LLC, effective immediately and pending further investigation.” The words spurted out, much like T’s blood and with a likened negative impact. 

There it was: not so much as a moment’s indulgence to consider his side. Bishop knew nothing of the early access scheme, not yet, let alone the deaths, and yet Locke’s years of stainless service brought not a single minute of good faith. He took the paper and crumpled it in his fist. 

“Nothing I say really matters,” Locke shot back, jaw going rigid. “There’s video of the whole damn—” 

But the sound of the card reader at the main entrance cut him off. In walked the morning custodian, Sandra Gibbs, a small bag in her mouth, sheen of oil soaking through the material betraying the indulgence of their contents. Coffee mug in one hand, key card in the other, and a wrinkled brow revealing her confusion. 

“Wuffs wiv the coss?” she asked through the bag. 

Panic tore through Locke like a bolt of lightning. The video feed. The one thing that could corroborate what happened that night, the testimony that fingered him as guilty only of violating company policy, not fucking murder! He ran deeper into the facility, the shouts of the sheriff behind him bouncing off the walls, following him down the corridor to the office. He swiped his card; maybe there was still time. If his macro hadn’t already kicked off, overwriting the footage with a pastiche of other shifts, to cover up the bidders getting to inspect the units. 

But his card no longer worked, soliciting only an angry meep in return. That son-of-a-bitch had already blocked his access card. 

“I need to get into the office,” he yelled, as the sheriff and Bishop jogged after him. “The video feed,” Locke yelled. “It... it writes over the footage at shift change.” He forwent the key card this time, opting to shoulder the door to the office over and over, pain arcing through his body with each charge. 

He turned his back to the door, spent, and slid down to sit on the floor. 

The deputy walked up, joining Bishop, an arm threading the elbow of the human formerly known as Christine. A husk now, likely without the capacity to chew food, let alone back up Locke’s story.

Locke looked to her, his expression pleading, a soft whimper coming out instead of words. 

In response, her eyes lifted slightly up to his, and he swore he detected the curve of a nascent smile on those lips shiny and wet with drool. 
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​Fendy S. Tulodo

The Wrong Hand

Mr. Mahmud says maps are liars. “There are the ones you can fold,” he told me once, “and the ones inside your kepala (head)—those ones change when you blink too long.” I didn’t get it back then. I thought he was just being weird. Old men are allowed to say strange things, like how cats see ghosts or how whistling at night brings snakes. But now... now I think he was trying to warn me. Maybe he saw it in me before I did.

I’m Aldi. I just turned seven last week. But the story starts when I was still six, in TK Mawar Ceria, a noisy little kindergarten with yellow walls and a playground shaped like a train. I liked school, mostly. I liked Miss Niken, who had kind eyes and always wore too much bedak (powder), and I liked snack time when we got susu kotak (milk box) and cheese bread. Everything was fine until I started noticing something... wrong.

It wasn’t big at first. Just small things. Like how my left shoe always felt tighter. Or how my left hand would go numb when I held my crayon too long. I told Mama, but she said maybe I was sleeping funny. “Tanganmu kesemutan aja, Nak” (“Your hand just fell asleep, dear”). She kissed my forehead and gave me pisang goreng. I didn’t argue.
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