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PRAISE FOR ROB E. BOLEY



“A deliciously dark companion to the Grimm’s fairy tale, That Risen Snow banishes happily ever after from the start.  Walt Disney by way of The Walking Dead.”

—Jerry Gordon, editor of Dark Faith and Streets of Shadows



“Boley didn’t do a single thing in his series halfway.  His world is a fully realized landscape with a rich history, language, class system, and religion all its own, and while the story centers around Snow and the hellish army of zombies she creates in her wake, there is so much more to discover within the covers of these books . . . One of my favorite facets of The Scary Tales is that unlike its fairy tale predecessors, not a single one of the characters can be characterized as completely good or bad.  They are flawed and their flaws make them all the more relatable to the reader.”

—Waylon Jordon, iHorror.com 



“In 1912, the Brothers Grimm published an old German fairy tale they titled Snow White. Little did they know that a guy named Rob E. Boley would come along a hundred years later to reveal the ‘true’ and adult story of Ms. White, or ‘Snow’ as she was known in real life… No one could have possibly foreseen what would become of Snow in the hands of a diabolical, maniacal imagination like Boley’s… Such a nice boy… with such a fevered mind. Read this with the lights on and a baseball bat or shotgun handy… you’re gonna be glad you did. This is a Snow White you ain’t gonna find in the middle school library… Get it, read it, and try to keep the screaming down.”

—Les Edgerton, author of Hooked, Just Like That, and The Bitch



“The perfect antidote to the saccharine-tainted adaptations you grew up with. Grimmer than Grimm, madder than a sack of honey badgers, Boley’s first Scary Tale starts at breakneck speed and doesn’t ease up until a conclusion that leaves you gagging for more. Rob E. Boley demonstrates a refreshingly assured talent for word play and world building. Every character is fully developed, which proves heartbreaking when they fall beneath the fetid gnashing of the Horrors, and it is no small achievement that Boley manages to make the story darkly amusing, breathtakingly horrific and insanely enjoyable with such a skilled economy of word.”

—Neil Baker, owner and editor of April Moon Books



“If you enjoy zombie stories and the re-envisioned fairytales of Gregory Maquire (Wicked: Life and Times of the Wicked Witch of the West) and Jim C. Hines (Goblin Quest), you’re going to love this inspired reworking of the Snow White story. Hilarious, thrilling, terrifying, and amazingly inventive – That Risen Snow considers what might have been if Snow White had returned to life as a flesh-eating zombie. Clearly, Rob E. Boley is a writer to watch . . . and his Scary Tales books (of which this is the first) should be required reading for lovers of fantasy and horror.”

—Lawrence C. Connolly, author of the Veins Cycle Books – Vein, Vipers, and Vortex.



“Part delicious dream, part nightmare, That Risen Snow is an aberrant fairytale that is just as much a horror story. Boley has a knack for dark comedy and witty prose, and he blends it with a nearly-hardboiled voice uncharacteristic of (and therefore pleasantly unique in) dark fantasy fiction. It’s a story you’ll want to tear ass through but will equally want to slow down for, so you can savor the prose.”

—Brady Allen, author of Back Roads & Frontal Lobes
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CHAPTER 1

THE CLOSE LIFE




At the moment Abbey Laughlin’s father dies, she’s drawing a Shelly and Whiskers comic strip while talking to Fort and finishing the last can of Spaghetti-O’s. Back when they first constructed it almost four years ago, the blanket fort talked with goofy voices, but that always made Dad frown at Abbey. So now she just whispers Fort’s responses under her breath, even nights like this when Dad has snuck Outside.

“I’d give my left foot for a handful of Skittles,” she tells Fort as she drops her spoon into the empty can. “To taste the rainbow again.” 

“What are Skittles?” Fort whispers.

“Just imagine a baby unicorn pooped little rainbow nuggets of sweet deliciousness. That’d be Skittles.”

She giggles, or maybe Fort does. 

“Sounds gross.”

She’s sitting in a patched-up bean bag chair in the chamber known as the Bean Bag Room in Apartment B—the middle floor of her sprawling three-story Fort. A candle lantern flickers behind her. By the wavering light, she draws her latest comic strip featuring Shelly the Squirrel and Whiskers the Turtle on the back of an advertisement for the Ohio Lottery. They long ago ran out of actual sketch paper. 

One of their three cats, Mr. Roosevelt, rubs against her thigh. He’s a Blue Russian with crooked whiskers, scarred ears, and a regal chin. His cloudy grey coat and many wounds make him look like a weathered gargoyle. She strokes him behind the ears, and he returns the favor by nipping her palm. 

“Ouch.” She shoves the cat away. “You little jerk.” 

Mr. Roosevelt rolls onto his back. Abbey stares at her drawing and frowns. The squirrel has gigantic eyes and an overly poofy tail. The turtle’s face looks too cartoony—like something from a Disney movie. 

Not quite alive but close.

“What’s wrong?” Fort says.

“My head’s in the gutter,” she says. 

“Oh. Thinking about your Bernie boy toy?” 

“No, not that kind of gutter. The gutter is what you call the blank space between the panels in a comic strip.” She then parrots text that she long ago memorized from one of their former upstairs neighbor Rebecca’s college notebooks. “The gutter is where the reader’s imagination injects time and space into sequential art.” 

The notebook had been from a class studying graphic novels, which as far as Abbey can tell is a fancy word for comic books, but the definition seems to apply to comic strips, too.

“Oh.”

“So, it’s where we take something that isn’t alive and give it life with our imaginations.” 

“That’s nice, bringing things to life,” Fort says without a trace of irony.

She shakes her head. “Sometimes I feel like I’m stuck inside the same panel day after day. You know, if I was Outside, I would’ve just started high school.”

“But what about us?”

She tosses her pencil and considers visiting her Bernie down in Apartment A. But no, Dad will be back soon from one of the trips Outside that he thinks she doesn’t know about. She’ll save Bernie for another night. 

“Don’t worry, Fort. I can’t—”

Without warning, Mr. Roosevelt’s back arches. He yowls and stares at the ceiling. Like a grey comet, he dashes across the room and out of sight, passing under a dangling blanket that separates this chamber from the next. 

“Little spaz!” she calls after him.

She jumps when Dad’s voice squawks out of the flat screen TV.

He says, “Abs, can you hear me?” Jagged static almost drowns out his voice.

She edges forward toward the dusty screen and frowns. “Dad, how are you doing that?” 

Since they don’t have electricity, they only use the TV on rare occasions—when Dad is willing to pop in a DVD and use the backup battery system—and even then he insists that they listen over headphones. At the start of their sociology experiment, Dad got rid of all the televisions and radios because he insisted they be cut off from civilization. They were like Thoreau, he said, except instead of living in a cabin in the woods, they secluded themselves in a blanket fort inside an apartment building. A year into the experiment, he brought in this TV from the basement storage space. 

Sharp static crackles over his words, which have a tinny echo. “Abbey, I need you to do something for me, something very—” Static garbles much of what follows, but she makes out, “—go to the roof and lock the access door. You must hurry.”

Immediately, sweat dampens the inside of her shirt. A sizzling cloud of tension spreads between her brain and her skull, spawning bolts of anxiety that burrow down her spine. Familiar trembles wrack her fingers, which she hides inside tight fists.

“Abbey, did you hear me?”

“Why is the roof unlocked?”

“I snuck out.”

“But why didn’t you lock the door?”

“Never mind that now. I know it’s scary, but you—.” More static. She can tell by the tone of his voice that he air-quotes the word scary. “—do this now.”

“But why can’t you do it?”

“Because I need you to—” More static. “—answer all your questions as soon as that hatch is closed and—” Static. “—old iPhone is in the next room. Grab it.”

“But it’s dead.”

He sighs a frustrated crackle. “Just get the damn thing.” 

The edge in his voice makes her hands shake even more. Sliding her candle ahead of her, she crawls across the hardwood floor, which is covered by a thick rug. She passes through a dangling Dora the Explorer blanket and reaches the next chamber—the Art Studio—one of the few spaces in their massive blanket fort that isn’t walled in by blankets or sheets. No, here two actual walls are exposed, displaying murals painted by Abbey—a colorful mosaic of shapes, scenery, and patterns featuring Shelly and Whiskers, much of it painted several layers deep. The topmost layers are DIY paint made from sugar, salt, cornstarch, water, and food coloring.

She jumps when Dad’s jagged voice greets her again from across the room. “Come on, Abbey. Hurry.” The static-laced words come from a bookcase from which several blankets stretch across the chamber’s ceiling—a mishmash of sheets, throws, and curtains. She scurries over and grabs the phone. The screen—which has been dead for years—now glows a faint white. It flickers with each of his words.

“You’re being very brave, Abs. I’m—” Static. “—need to be braver. Go upstairs.”

A shiver runs under her skin, partly because the static in Dad’s voice recalls horrible memories but also because she hates using the stairwell.

The Delmar Building stands in Ohio City—one of Cleveland’s oldest neighborhoods located immediately west of downtown. The four-story structure always reminded her of a doorstop on its side. At the dulled point of the wedge is a stairwell that once linked the apartments on the 2nd, 3rd, and 4th floors to an entrance just off Detroit Avenue. Now, a wicked thicket of wood and metal at the bottom of the stairwell barricades that exit—all part of the experiment. The apartments are stacked upon a convenience store on the first floor called Barbara’s Deli, though Dad always pointed out that no one named Barbara worked there and it wasn’t actually a deli. At the rear of the building—the thicker end of the wedge, Dad long ago knocked holes in the floors of the top and middle apartment. A colorful rope ladder now stretches downward through those holes, providing Abbey’s preferred method for moving between the levels. 

She blows out her candle, figuring she can use the bright light from the phone as she scales the ropes. Normally, she’d see at least two cats here in the Art Studio, but not even Mr. Belle is in sight. She hurries down the hall to the Doll Cave, which is what she calls the chamber that serves as home for her hundreds of stuffed animals and dolls. They hang shoulder-to-shoulder from the blanket-draped walls in nets and knots. Every one of them has a name and a personality. Most are her friends, though a few are frenemies—especially the bears. She’s never gotten along with bears.  

Dad sighs a burst of static. “It’d be faster if you just used the stairwell.”

“But I hate the stairwell.”

“Fine. Just—” Static. “—upstairs!”

“I wish you’d tell me what’s going on,” she says. In the back of her mind, she wonders how he knows that she’s going to the rope ladder, but she knows the answer to that question would frighten her, so best not to ask.

“I will,” Dad says before drowning under another wave of static. “—promise. I couldn’t lie now if I wanted to.” 

“But why not?”

“Just go, Abbey. Hurry.”

Again, his voice rattles her, but she can’t put her finger on why. She crawls to the rope ladder, a grid of colorful ropes of all thickness. Starry patterned sheets enclose the rope structure, which is made both of real ropes and of DIY ropes braided together from clothes she’s outgrown, or sheets scavenged from other apartments. Some have knots for gripping. 

“You can do this,” Fort whispers under her breath.

“Wait,” Dad says. “Put on shoes.”

“But I don’t like shoes.”

“Goddammit,” he says. “Just put on some fucking shoes.”

The cursing jars her. A pair of slippers sits outside the rope structure. She slides them onto her feet, hating the sensation. She probably hasn’t worn anything on her feet in weeks. After all, she’s been wearing the same three sets of pajamas for going on four years. Back then, they were way big on her. Now, the sleeves only cover half of her forearms. The bottoms leave most of her calves exposed.

With practiced ease, she scales the shifting structure—even with a phone in one hand and the awkward slippers on her feet. Seconds later, she clears the top floor and enters the Moon Room. Here, two mattresses cover most of the floor. Black sheets painted with glow-in-the-dark stars and meteorites stretch across the low ceiling and cover the walls. 

“Go, Abs. You’re doing—” More static. “—almost there.”

“You can do it,” Fort says. 

She thinks she hears Dad sigh, but maybe it’s static. Already panting, she bounds across the mattresses, through the doorway, and down the hall. All the doors are missing, long ago unhinged and nailed over the windows. A few rugs are scattered down the hall—rocks that even now she uses to pass safely over the river of lava. She passes through the Library, a rectangular box with a blanket ceiling and walls made of bookshelves that house their collection of books, magazines, and graphic novels. She owned some of them before they built Fort. Others they scavenged from the other two apartments. The rest were occasional gifts from Dad—she assumes delivered from Outside.

“Grab the math book,” he says.

“But I hate math.”

“You’re really—” Static bursts. “—don’t apply yourself. You get frustrated as soon as you don’t understand something. You’re too lazy.”

She stops, stung by his harsh words. “But algebra hurts my brain.”

More static. “—get the goddamn book.”

The cursing surprises her but jolts her into action. She scans one of the taller shelves until she finds the college-level book simply titled Mathematics. For a while, Dad tried teaching her math at home, but ultimately gave up.

When she pulls the heavy volume off the shelf, its weight is lopsided. Something rattles inside. She flips it open and gasps.

“Take it,” Dad says. “Go.”

A menacing knife with a serrated spine lurks inside a ragged hollow cut into the book’s pages. Dark grey paracord is braided around the handle and knotted into a loop at the butt. The blade is a little longer than her middle finger—black and curved like a stylized shark fin. A strange thrill ripples through her belly. She thinks for a moment the knife is sexy but pushes that unsettling thought away. Lately she’s had to push a lot of unsettling thoughts away. Flexing her hand to stop the tremors, she picks up the knife by the cord and tightens the loop around her wrist. Its weight is oddly reassuring.

Another cough of static. “—hind the white shelf is a cell phone jammer,” Dad says. “—need you to disable it.”

“But why do we have a cell phone jammer?”

“It belonged to Old Man Hughes. Now—” Static. “—it, Abs.”

She scoots the heavy shelf away from the wall, revealing a little black box with three antennae and a cord that runs down into the floor. Gripping her new knife’s handle, she slams its butt into the box three times until the casing shatters. The cell phone’s screen flashes, and the static eases to a dull crackle.

When Dad next speaks, his words sound less jagged. “You could’ve just turned it off.”

“Oh.”

“It’s fine. The roof hatch. Go.” 

Past the Library, she enters the Garden Chamber, home to a variety of artificial flowers that she’s constructed from fabric, wire, construction paper, and other random materials. Petals of all colors hang on the blanket walls, rise out of the floor, and even dangle from the ceiling. Some of Rebecca’s perfume scents hang in the air, almost covering the stench of cat urine. Again, she spots no cats. Strange. This is normally their favorite room. She’s had an ongoing war against the pesky felines, who often wreak havoc on her floral creations. Dr. Fuzz especially loves to mangle her sunflowers and pee on her rose bushes.

Bright blossoms snag in her long brown hair as she crawls to the front door. So that the door can swing inward without wrecking Fort’s edge, shelves stand perpendicular to the wall on either side of the doorframe—forming a miniature foyer. The blanket walls and ceilings are anchored to these shelves, which hold shoes, boots, hats, gloves and extra sets of keys. 

“Grab the keys,” he says, the white screen flickering. 

“But what happened to your keys?”

“I still have them.”

Dread bubbles inside her. “But why can’t you use them?”

“Open the door, Abbey. Now.”

She’s at Fort’s end. The ceiling—a real ceiling made of plaster—lurks overhead like a cloud stuffed full of thunder. Her head reels. Sweat drips down the insides of her jammies. She hugs her arms across her chest, and the perspiration in her armpits makes an audible squelch. 

“Outside,” Fort whispers ominously.

“Fuck, Abbey. You don’t have time for this.”

A tear slides down her cheek. She realizes now what’s familiar about Dad’s voice. That metallic edge. The watered-down echo. The hissing static. 

That’s how Mom sounded four years ago—when all those hateful words landed as heavy as punches inside Abbey’s skull. Her stomach twists into an anxious tangle. The static-tinged voice recalls all of Mom’s truths that Abbey has kept buried for so long.

Above her head, something scrapes inside the ceiling—on the roof. Her heart lightens. A smile raises her cheeks. She exhales a breath she wasn’t even aware she was holding.

“Dad,” she says, “is that you?”

“No, Abbey. It’s not me. Not anymore. Now open the door. You need to latch the roof entrance. Now.”

“But I— I can’t.”

“Do you want to die, Abbey? Is that what you want?”

Panic whips at her nerves. Her lower lip trembles. “No.”

“Then get your ass out of the fort, climb that fucking ladder, and lock the damn hatch. Now. Or you’re going to die. Do you hear me?”

She lunges forward and grabs the doorknob. It won’t turn. She tugs harder.

“C’mon, Abbey,” Fort says.

“Unlock it, goddamn it,” Dad says.

Her trembling hands fumble with the lock. She can’t understand why he’s being so mean. He’s not like that. He’s really not. At last, she flips the deadbolt and opens the door. Fresh air passes over her, goosepimpling her flesh. She edges out into the stairwell. 

“Good luck,” Fort whispers.

Down the stairs on the next landing, a door anchored by screws and nails covers the window. On her right, a metal ladder is bolted into the brick wall. The rungs stretch upward to a square of night cut into the ceiling—the roof access. 

Her breath catches. It’s been months since she ventured into the stairwell. The last time was to help Dad with the groceries delivered through the Deli via a partition in the wall at the bottom of the stairwell. She watched Dad crank upward a box of supplies using a rope and pulley, and a panic attack nearly knocked her off her feet.

Now, she looks up through the open roof hatch and expects to see stars. Instead, murky clouds fill the patch of sky. The metal access door stands erect over the open passage. It’s her first glimpse of Outside in about four years.

Dad whispers, “Climb up there, Abs. Go on.”

A deep inhalation steels her resolve. She rises to her feet and clutches the ladder. Her blade clinks against the metal. She winces. Her slippered foot rests on the bottom rung. As she climbs, something scrapes along the roof above. Coming closer.

“Ignore that noise,” Dad says. “You’re almost there. You’re so brave. I’m so proud of you. I honestly didn’t think you’d make it this far. There’s a slim chance you may actually live through this.”

“Worst pep talk ever, Dad.”

“I’m sorry,” he says. “I can’t really control my words now.”

“But why? Are you . . .? Are you drunk?”

He laughs, a sickly rattle that makes the phone go all strobe. She wishes Fort was here, with its reassuring words. The phone’s light blinks steadily with Dad’s maniacal giggling. Her head’s spinning. Upward she climbs, blade clinking. Her clammy palms leave moisture on the rungs. 

She hesitates at the top of the ladder. The fresh air smells . . . rusty. The scraping noise edges closer. She reaches upward, and a breeze tickles the little hairs on her hand. A bit closer, and she’ll grab the door’s handle. She raises a foot onto the next rung, takes a breath and lunges. Her hand closes on the cool metal handle. She sighs with relief and goes to fasten the latch.

A lot happens all at once. 

A hand grasps at her out of the darkness. Dad’s laughter stops. Her sweaty hands lose their grip. She falls off the ladder and lands poorly on her feet, then her ass. The blade cuts her forearm—a sharp sting. The phone hits the ground. The screen blinks on, now cracked.

“That’s not me anymore, Abbey,” Dad says through the phone. “It’s not me.”

Confused, she looks up and screams. Her father stares down at her through the open hatchway. Blood and drool drip from his open mouth. His eyes are glazed like doughnut holes. He’s wearing the black thermal shirt that he always wears when he sneaks Outside. He reaches downward for her, and the motion is all wrong—jerky like the movements of a puppet.

Not quite alive but close.







  
  

CHAPTER 2

THE TRAITOROUS BLACK




Dad opens his mouth and snarls. Droplets of bloody drool rain down upon Abbey from the open hatchway. She prays this is one of his weird emergency drills—like the time he dressed in a bright red unitard covered with orange crepe paper and flailed around Fort pretending to be a fire—but knows in her heart it isn’t so. The sight of him twists a swirling vortex of anguish in her belly that weighs her down and holds her limbs rooted to the tile floor. 

His voice bursts out of the phone on a wave of static. “Run, Abbey! Get your ass out of there.”

Her shocked brain can’t reconcile Dad’s horrific image with his distorted voice. Is this some kind of trick? A test? Is he throwing his voice somehow? 

The Dad creature lurches through the open hatchway, hands outstretched for her. She realizes what’s about to happen a fraction of a second before he spills downward. Feet braced on the tiles; she shoves herself backward into the apartment. His body crashes to the floor. Blood bursts out of his mouth and nose as his hands and face crack against the grimy tile. 

“Shut the damn door, Abbey,” Dad’s voice screams from the phone, still outside on the floor. 

The thing outside flails upward on hands and knees. Something cracks below his right wrist, where a jagged bone shard now protrudes. His nose is flattened to one side. Blackish blood drips from his torn lips. He opens his mouth and snarls.

She whimpers, scoots further backward to clear the threshold, and kicks the door closed, except Dad reaches through before the door nests into the frame. The wood crunches upon his fractured wrist like an oversized, vertical mouth. Hot blood spurts over her face. Blackness now surrounds her, broken only by the sliver of light under the doorframe. 

One of Dad’s favorite sayings pops into her head, and Fort whispers it behind her. “Don’t lose your grip on the darkness. The dark is your friend.”

She braces against the floor and shoves her heels into the door. He slams against the other side—rattling her bones—and now his whole arm is through. Another shove, and his shoulder wedges between the door and the frame. All the while, he grunts and retches like some demented beast choking on a bone.

Abbey screams, “Leave me alone!”

“Tip the shelves down and get the hell downstairs,” Dad yells from the phone in the stairwell. “I’ll meet you at the TV Go!” 

His body snarls and shoves again at the door. Now his head peeks inside. She pivots onto her side and waits for him to rear back for another attack. When he does, she grabs the shelf on the hinge-side of the door, tucks her legs clear, and yanks it down. It crashes into the crook between the door and the other shelf. The blankets above fall like stage curtains. Flowers scrape the ground. At the same time, Dad lunges through the doorway and flails over the shelves. Shadows flap like massive batwings all around her. She flips onto her hands and knees and crawls out of the Garden Chamber and through the pitch-black Library, tipping yet another shelf as she exits into the hall.

Lava be damned, she crawls with one hand on the wall—as Dad trained her—so that she can keep her bearings in the dark. 

“The dark is your friend,” Fort whispers.

The rugs scrape at the thinned fabric of her pajama knees. She almost imagines she hears lava splashing around her, but it’s just static coming from the radio that Dad keeps in the bathroom. He likes to listen to Beethoven while he shaves and trims his beard. 

His voice crackles from the darkness. “Keep going. You’re doing great. I mean, you could be doing better. You could’ve shut the door all the way and bought yourself more time. Or hell, if you’d only taken the stairs, you could’ve closed the roof hatch. But no, you had to do things your way.”

Once again, she can tell that he’s air-quoting.

She crawls onward, not bothering to hear the rest of his rant. At the black curtain entrance to the Moon Room, she chances a wide-eyed look back. A cacophony of noise spices the dark—the tearing of blankets and the tumbling of books and more snarls and grunts. 

“You got this, girl,” Fort says.

Turning around, she parts the curtain and dives into the Moon Room, thankful for the stars’ dim glow. She bounds onto the mattresses and crawls to the rope ladder. Her muscles scream. Her breathing comes hard and fast. She grabs her chest and inhales deeply through her nose—the way Dad once showed her to control her panic attacks. 

In. Out.

In. Out.

The knife dangles against her arm. Hot wetness spreads from her forearm to her chest, and she realizes for the first time how badly the blade cut her earlier. By the dim starlight, the slash is only about as long as a toothpick but deep dark blood oozes out. The sight of it somehow steadies her.

“It’s okay,” Fort says. 

She nods and uses the knife to cut a thin strip from the black silk sheets. The blade slices easily through the fabric, and she ties the makeshift bandage around her arm. By the time she’s finished, her hands have steadied. She’s in control. For the moment.

The ruckus down the hall settles down, and she figures that means Dad has reached the hall. She swings her legs into the rope ladder and climbs downward onto Fort’s middle floor—Apartment B. 

She knows all of her stuffed friends wait for her there in the dark, smiles frozen and eyes wide. She wishes that she could see them—that she hadn’t stupidly left the phone behind. If this was two years ago, they would’ve had a candle in every room, but candles have been in short supply for months now. 

“Move your ass, Abbey,” Dad’s static-filled voice calls from down the hall. 

She crawls forward but hears scraping and snarling above. He’s reached the rope ladder. A second later, something thuds and tears in the dark. He must tumble partway down the rope ladder and knock down part of Fort’s ceiling, because a blanket and a mob of stuffed animals fall upon her back. She pushes them away, limbs tangled in netting and sheets. 

“It’s okay,” Fort whispers through her over and over. “It’s okay. It’s okay.”

Something flops against the ground nearby. The mattress shifts beneath her. Dad’s here. She scrabbles away from the noise, still half-tangled in a net of stuffed animals. Gasping, she swims through an ocean of furry mouths and fuzzy limbs. 

“It’s okay.”

Her head strikes a wall and stars shoot across her vision. She thought she was heading toward the exit but must’ve gotten turned around. Now she’s lost in the black with whatever monster her father has become. The darkness has let her go. It has become her enemy.

“It’s okay. It’s—”

From that mutinous void, a strong hand clenches her ankle. 







  
  

CHAPTER 3

THE STATIC BUGS




The horror of the situation threatens to overwhelm Abbey. She’s surrounded by leering stuffed animals and fighting for her life against some deranged version of her own dad while somehow her dad also yells and belittles her through their electronics. She kicks blindly at his hand, grateful for the slippers because she can hear the broken bone protruded from his wrist splintering beneath her cushioned heels. He snarls like a rabid dog. 

Dad’s flailing has brought the Doll Cave down around them. She swears she hears Fort scream in agony as a mob of plush toys bound by DIY netting now engulfs her. Perspiration drips down her skin and into her damp jammies. The musty air stinks of sweat and blood. She can barely breathe. Her head goes light. She keeps kicking but the snarls only grow closer. 

Through the dark, Dad’s static-laced voice calls to her. “Oh this is typical. Why can’t you just listen? Things didn’t have to go down this way, Abbey. I suppose it’s my fault. I should’ve spent the past four years preparing you. Instead I let you live in a fantasy land like some kind of sheltered princess.”

Instead of orienting her, his static-filled ranting only further confuses her. She imagines the voice coming from all the stuffed animals and characters now surrounding her. Fraggles. Kermit. Big Bird. Snow White. The Joker. The static becomes the relentless chewing of a thousand insects scurrying, writhing, and burrowing under her skin.  

The voice consumes her.

“Dad, please . . . shut . . . up,” she yells, gasping for the words.

The blade at her wrist once again bites her arm—jabbing into the same exact spot. The pain somehow sharpens her.

She cries out, grabs the braided handle, and slices through the silk sheets. Cooler air washes over her. She kicks one more time. Her sweaty foot pops out of her slipper, and she jerks free of Dad’s grasp. Still clutching the knife, she scampers away. A bit of light filters down from the Moon Room through the rope ladder—enough to see Dad still flailing beneath the tangle of sheets and stuffed creatures. He’s brought the whole damn chamber down around him, and his silhouette resembles a spastic Indian mound. 

“Follow my voice, Abs,” Dad says. “Get away from there.” 

But she doesn’t. 

She’s tired of listening to him—sick of falling prey to the static insects. Her world’s just turned upside down and she wants only to curl up into a ball and hide inside Fort. 

But she doesn’t do that either.

Taking a breath, she charges across the room at the bulge writhing beneath the sheets. She slams into him with all of her might. He grunts and spills sideways beside the rope ladder. The impact rattles the walls. He hisses and spits and sputters beneath the lumpy sheet. 

She kicks off her remaining slipper, digs her feet into the sheet-covered mattress, and shoves again at the writhing mass. A few inches gained. It occurs to her that she could stab the thing until it stops moving, but she can’t do that to her daddy.

The rope ladder jiggles. He’s close to the hole. She shoves again until she feels the sudden shift of gravity. The flailing monster beneath the sheets spills into the shaft. For a moment, she thinks about Bernie and almost calls out a warning to him, until she regains her senses. 

No, Bernie can take care of himself.

The sheets beneath her jerk that same direction. Oh poop. She hadn’t anticipated this. Like a silky tide, the linen’s momentum pulls her, too, toward the shaft. She twists and grabs for something, anything. The mattress! She holds it tight as it, too, slides across the floor. Her feet now dangle over the open shaft. Below, her father’s body writhes. His snarls sound like a chainsaw cutting into wet flesh. His thrashing pulls the sheet beneath her, yanking her downward. She holds the mattress but her sweaty hands slip. 

The knife. She sacrifices a handhold to grip the blade and cuts frantically at the fabric beneath her until it tears and is sucked like a black tongue into the dark mouth below.

Gasping for breath, she scrabbles away from the shaft. Dad flails and grunts below. The cats down there yowl and hiss. 

“Good job, Abs.” 

His voice makes her yelp—hearing him behind her when she just knocked him down the shaft. 

“That’ll buy you some time,” he says. “I didn’t think you had it in you but that was totally bad ass, like the old you—not like the frightened little wimp you’ve become. I have to say, I don’t know that I’ve ever been so proud of you.”

“Please stop trying to encourage me,” she says. “It isn’t working.”

He continues ranting while she rises to her feet and staggers across the room. Something soft snags on her left foot, but she ignores it. At the doorway, she falls to her knees and reenters Fort, crawling down the hall and dragging whatever’s tangled on her ankle. The blankets tickle the bare skin down her spine, and she realizes that her jammies must’ve torn. 

“You did it,” Fort whispers. “You did it.”

Unlike her father’s ranting, Fort’s words actually reassure her. She follows the light emitted from the flickering television. It takes her through the Art Studio and into the Bean Bag Room. There, she sees a strand of stuffed animals tangled around her ankle. That’s what she dragged down the hall—Baldy the bald eagle from the St. Louis Arch, a green monkey named Tiger, a polar bear named Polar Bear, a Frankenstein’s Monster named Stitches, and a knock-off Jack Skellington named Bones.

“You were amazing, Abs,” Dad says through the TV, which now glows an eerie white that flashes grey as he talks. “There’s actually a slim chance you’re going to live through this. I have to say that—”

She grabs the flat screen and shakes it until he shuts the hell up—until the static insects beneath her skin turn to dried up husks that sprinkle down between her toes. The blade dangling from her wrist rap-taps upon the unit’s plastic edge. 

“Please stop,” she says, her voice wavering. “Please, Daddy. Tell me what’s going on. Right. Now.” 







  
  

CHAPTER 4

THE SAD SACK




"The first thing you need to understand,” Dad says, “is that I’m dead. I’m not coming back. You are officially an orphan. You’re all alone in this world and there’s no one left to take care of you. You are on your own. You and you alone must face—”

“Okay, I get it,” she says, emphasizing each word by throttling the flat screen. She’s down on her knees, holding the TV up almost over her head. “Just stop.”

Part of her already knew this deep down inside. Since she last saw her mom, she’s become an expert at ignoring truths. From the moment Dad’s voice first squawked over the television, she knew he was gone, but she buried that knowledge deep inside under fistfuls of numb fluffy stuffing—not unlike the wide-eyed critters that lie lifeless at her feet. That filler withers inside her now, disintegrating into ash—hollowing her out so that she’s like a hacky sack that’s lost most of its beads.

Hacky-sacking has been the one form of exercise that she and her father have enjoyed together since building Fort. Downstairs, the front room in Apartment A is completely empty except for the lighter colored sheets nailed to the walls and ceiling. Some days, they hacky-sacked for hours down there, kicking the mini beanbag back and forth, back and forth, catching it with their chins, letting it wobble down their bodies. It was amazing how many times that tiny sack smacked into the candle—the one pinprick of light in the whole freakin’ room. Like it was drawn there.

She shakes her head—brushing those memories away. “But how did you die?”

“I don’t know. One moment I was opening up the roof hatch and the next thing I knew, my body collapsed on the roof and vomited my Ghost out into the world. I vaguely remember a sharp pain in my chest. I guess I had a heart attack.”

“But you’re not old enough to have a heart attack.”

“I’ve been under a lot of stress, Abs, and our diet has been less than ideal.”

“But if you’re dead, how is your body still moving? Why can I hear your voice?”

He sighs a crackle of static. “I got the GAG, Abs. Or rather the GAG got me. The GAG got your mom and all our neighbors and Lebron James and just about everyone else on the whole damn planet and truth be told it’s only a matter of time before the goddamn GAG gets you.”

Head reeling, she slams the television onto the entertainment center and tilts it toward her face. “But what is the GAG?”

“It’s Ghosts and Ghouls. I guess the GAG is on you, isn’t it, Abs?” He laughs a crackle of static. “The goddamn GAG is gonna get ya. The goddamn GAG is gonna get ya. The goddamn GAG is gonna—”

“Dad, please stop it. I don’t understand. What is GAG?”

“It’s the mother fucking apocalypse, Abs. When I say you’re alone, I mean you are alone. Everyone you’ve ever known is a monster now, Abs, even the ones who aren’t. The whole city is GAG. The whole state. The whole country is GAG, probably the whole world.”

“But what does that mean?”

“It means, the Gaspers are coming, and they’ll turn you into one of them. Or if the scavengers find you first, they’ll rape and torture you. But probably the Gaspers will come, because you trashed the cell phone jammer so the Glops will be able to track you down.

Her head reels at all this. GAG? Gaspers? Glops? Ghosts? Ghouls?

“You need to go latch that hatch right now, Abs. Latch that hatch. Latch that hatch.”

She lets the flat screen fall back onto the entertainment center. It lands with a hollow clatter. She grabs her knife and its weight offers some reassurance. That one word—rape—marks the first time in her whole life that her dad has ever acknowledged her sexuality. Even when she got her first period, he treated it like an affliction. An illness. He gave her a box of tampons that belonged to Rebecca in Apartment C and that was that. End of discussion. When she started getting real breasts, she woke up one morning in the Doll Cave with a training bra next to her. No note. No discussion. Much like Mom’s death, it was something they never talked about.

“But wait,” she says, shaking her head. “Are you telling me that we’ve been surviving the apocalypse inside a freakin’ blanket fort?”

“It’s okay, Abs. You can say fuckin. You’ll hear worse from me before the day is out.”

Fuck. She has never said this word to her father. Ever. And she can’t imagine doing it now. “But what about the groceries? Are there deliveries in the freakin’ apocalypse?”

He laughs a nasty crackle of static. “I just told you that the world has ended, and you’re asking about groceries? What the actual hell? I gardened our fucking vegetables and scavenged the rest of the damn food and left it down below when I snuck out at night. Now go hatch the latch! Latch the hatch. Latch the hatch.”

She crawls to Apartment B’s front door. Like Apartment C, shelves stand on either side of the doorway. Her hand rests on the cold metal knob. Her blade sways like a pendulum at her wrist. When she opens the door, a breeze—fainter now—brushes through her hair from above. She rises to her feet and steps into the stairwell. Her stuffed animals still trail behind her. Out here, the Dad monster’s raging and the cats’ yowling blare in full surround sound—emitting both from down the stairwell and from the rope ladder deep in Apartment B. She shivers and places a hand on the wall. The knife clatters. 

“Goodbye.” She and Fort whisper the word together, and she feels her way upward through the dark.

The cell phone flickers on when she reaches the top of the stairs. “Hatch the latch,” he says. “Latch the hatch before it hatches. We might not have much time.”

She steps around the splatter of Dad’s blood. “But we’ve had time, Dad. We’ve had years. You could’ve told me the truth. Did you think I couldn’t handle it?”

“I knew you couldn’t, Abs. Please. You were a mess after Mom died. She was one of the first infected, you know. And whatever her Ghost said to you screwed your head up but good. Before Mom died, you used to be so . . . strong. You did theatre at the Beck Center. You were in gifted classes. We used to call you Boss, remember that?”

She nods, though she doesn’t know if he can see the gesture. “Yeah.”

“You were such a strong kid. Afraid of nothing and no one. Always so assertive. But then after GAG got your mom, you were terrified of everything. Staying in your blanket fort was the only thing that made you feel safe. So that’s what we did. But the truth is, I only did what I did because . . . because I was weak. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you, too.”

Losing her, too? Abbey knows for a fact that he can’t be talking about losing Mom. Then who is he talking about? She files that question away and climbs onto the ladder. The clouds above have parted, revealing a sprinkling of stars. She hauls herself upward, and with each step dread throbs in her heart. The aggression that swelled in her a moment ago and sparked her to knock the monster down the rope ladder and scream at her father’s Ghost quickly deflates. A flaccid bag now lingers in her chest. At the top of the ladder, her hands tremble. She tells herself it’s because of the climb. 

The stars mock her. The breeze scrapes over her exposed flesh, goosepimpling her spine. Swallowing hard, she extends her hand through the opening.

Fear paralyzes her.

The Outside. 

Her trembling fingers close over the hatch latch. For a moment, she fears it’s stuck. But the metal gives. She slams the hatch shut and bolts the lock. Trembles rattle her joints. Sweat pours out of her. Adrenaline whips at her blood. She climbs back down and sits at the top of the stairs, gasping for breath.  

“Okay,” she says. “Tell me. All of it. Now.”

“The Gaspers are all clustered downtown. They’re doing something . . . I don’t know what but sometimes I see lights when I garden over at Ohio City Farm.”

“But what’s a Gasper?”

He laughs. “Pure terror. That’s what they are. This is what happens now, Abs. GAG tears your mind from your body. Turns you into a Ghost and a Gasper.”

“What is GAG?”

“It’s the end of our world.”

“But . . .” She has so many questions, they stumble over each other in her mouth. “Is . . . Is your body a Gasper?”

“No, it’s a Ghoul. It’s like a Gasper, only decaffeinated. And if you don’t kill that Ghoul, the Gaspers are definitely gonna get ya.”

“But I can’t . . . I can’t do that.”

“Then you’ll die. Because when the sun comes up, the Gaspers will hear the ruckus that Ghoul is making. They’ll come, and you’ll be dead, dead, dead. You’re going to die, Abs. I hate to say it but it’s true. It’s true because I say it and I say it because it’s true. The wretched little Gaspers are coming to get you.” He says this last bit in a sing-song voice.

“But none of this makes sense. If the world ended, I would have heard . . . something Outside.”

“I told you that the noise was from Old Man Hughes watching war movies. He always kept the TV blaring because he had such poor hearing.”

“What really happened to Old Man Hughes?”

“He left for work one night and never came back. I guess the Gaspers got him. Guess the Gaspers got him. Guess they’re gonna get you, you, you.”

“So all of this was a lie?” She cuts the rope tangled around her ankle, leaving Baldy, Tiger, Polar Bear, Bones and Stitches on the steps. “There’s no sociology experiment?”

“Give the orphan a prize! Yes, Abs. It was a lie. There’s no experiment. There’s no hope. There’s no future. If you’re lucky, if you’re very very lucky, there might be tomorrow. But only if you go down there and bash in my fucking skull. Turn my brain into chunky rain. Brain rain makes a stain. Brain rain makes a stain. Brain rain—”

She kicks the phone aside, steps into Apartment C, and slams the door. The thick wood muffles the Dad Ghoul’s flailing and the cats’ screeching and the Dad Ghost’s static rambling. She finds a battery-operated lantern in the mess among the shelves and flicks it on. The Garden Chamber is in ruins, but most of the Library still stands. 

A salty burn builds at the back of her throat. Her lower lip trembles. She kneels at the entrance to Fort, clutching her fake flowers to her chest. The stuffing beneath her skin has disintegrated, leaving only hard bones and harder feelings. Her deflated heart rattles like a can of empty spray paint. She bows her head. At last, she lets herself cry.

“It’s okay,” Fort says between sobs, though they both know it isn’t.

It’s never going to be okay again.
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