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	I entreat you, my brothers, remain true to the earth, and do not believe those who speak to you of superterrestrial hopes! They are poisoners, whether they know it or not.

	 

	‘We have discovered happiness,’ say the Ultimate Men and blink.

	 

	— Friedrich Nietzsche, THUS SPOKE ZARATHUSTRA
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	MILDRED

	 

	
1.

	“Hello,” said Mildred, staring over the heads of the support group, clutching her sheaf of flyers with sweaty, shaky hands. “My name’s Mildred.”

	“Hello, Mildred,” came the reply in chorus.

	The smell of burnt coffee churned her already queasy stomach. The shuffles and sniffles of the expectant audience—the portly woman in black, in particular, drawing endless tissues from her purse, and the gaunt man practically choking on phlegm—swung on her nerves like a whip. A fan spun above them in crooked, nauseating circles. The green walls, drooping with clumps of dried, uneven paint, brought to mind waves of bile.

	She looked down at the flyers, the only source of possible comfort in that ghastly place. They featured the outline of a rectangle in bright pink—evoking a door, or a window—against a glossy black backdrop. “Want the truth?” read the magenta text at the bottom. “We can show you. Find us at PINK HOUSE.”

	She remembered the relief, the way it had washed over her like a hot shower. Her nose curled lovingly at the sudden smell of geraniums. She flexed the flyers, folding them one way, bending them another—with each twist, another waft of the geraniums reached her, each sweeter than the last. She was back among the carrots and tomatoes of her grandfather’s garden as a young girl, digging fingers into dirt, sweeping knees of grass. She pictured his warm smile, felt his strong hands guiding her own. The memory steadied her breaths. Settled her heart.

	“My husband passed,” she said, voice firm, head high. “Drunk driver. He was a veteran, you know—served in the Gulf War. But there was nothing he could do. Just sitting at a red light, no idea things were going to end.”

	She felt tears prickle, but the scent of geraniums, the power of the pink emblem in her hands, banished them.

	“It was my son who made me come to one of these,” she continued. “I couldn’t stand him seeing me mope, acting like my life was over, too. So, I went, and it helped for a little while, but I just couldn’t get rid of it. You know? It was like a stain on my mind.”

	There were nods of understanding among the group, muffled utterances of sympathy. She met the eyes of the portly woman and the gaunt man and recognized the sickness dwelling behind their rheumy, red-rimmed gazes. The same sickness swam under her surface, roiling as though whipped by stormy winds, threatening to overrun.

	She held fast. No. Geraniums. Grandpa. The truth.

	“I looked online, and there were so many people like me. Widows. Single mothers. But no one could help—we were all looking for the same thing, after all. And then I found it. Or maybe they found me.”

	She raised the flyers. She had printed them at the local copy shop, sweating under the occasional glances of the blue-vested attendant, fiddling awkwardly, clammily, with the copier. Share it, they had told her. Put up the posters. Spread the word. People are out there hurting as you were. They are lost as you were. They want change. They need help. We can help them. He can help them. You can help them.

	“It wasn’t like the normal self-help stuff,” she said. “These people really helped me. They gave me a purpose, something to do with my time. Your loss isn’t all there is—that’s what they told me. When you lose something, you also get something in return. And it’s your responsibility to share it.”

	She stood up and held out the flyers. “So, that’s why I’m here. I want to help all of you the same way I was helped. Who wants help? Who needs help?”

	She passed out the flyers, feeling briefly terrified, as though she were transgressing—but then there was a sense of relief, a weight lifting, knowing this was right. You must give back, they told her. You don’t want to have all this happiness to yourself, do you? No, much better to share it. Much better to spread it.

	Afterwards, back in her car, she let out a laugh. “I did it,” she said. “I was scared, but I did it. Am I ready now?”

	Geraniums again, from out of nowhere, potent at first, then diluted. Not yet. One more thing. “Right.” She steadied her trembling hands. “You’re right. I got ahead of myself. One more thing. One last thing—”

	A knock at her window.

	Mildred started. A man stood at the door, tall, serious-looking, with dark hair and tanned skin. She recognized him from the session, but she was surprised she hadn’t noticed him sooner. Unlike the portly woman and gaunt man, he stared with a brooding intensity. His eyes weren’t lost and wandering, but pointed, ferocious. Her joy turned to dread, her relief to terror. Then the man smiled, and the ferocity disappeared, melted away like ice under the sun.

	He knocked again. “Excuse me,” he said, his voice muffled behind the tempered glass. “Do you have a minute?”

	She lowered the window. “Yes?”

	“Sorry to bother you. My name’s Jesus. I was in the meeting. I got one of your flyers.” He held it up. “I had questions about it. If you don’t mind?”

	“I don’t know. It’s late, and my son’s alone—”

	“I have someone, too,” he said. “My brother. So, I promise I won’t waste your time. Just a few questions.” He gestured across the dark parking lot. “There’s a diner over there. Five minutes. Please.”

	It was strange how he turned from serious—menacing, even—to pleading. Now, practically begging her, he did look like those others inside. Lost. Sick. They would want her to help him like they helped her. Those who found her. Those who went on before. Those who waited for her on the other side.

	They sat alone in the diner. Jesus sat rigidly, with the disciplined poise she recognized from her late husband. A soldier, she thought. He struck a formidable presence in his leather jacket and jeans. He held the flyer at arm’s length, scrutinizing it with the same intensity from before. Mildred sipped her coffee, afraid to speak.

	“Pink House,” he said at length, looking up at her, his gaze once again softening. “What does that mean? What is that?”

	“It’s hard to explain. They’re like an online support group.”

	“But different.” He placed the flyer down, hands clenching and unclenching. “You said they gave you purpose. I’ve heard that before. I’ve been to these meetings—gone to seminars. Everyone always says they have an answer.”

	Mildred hesitated. What was his angle? What did he want?

	Jesus must have noticed her defensiveness. He smiled. “I’m sorry. You’re grieving, too.”

	“If you don’t mind me asking,” she said, “who did you lose?”

	“My parents. They were killed.”

	“My God. An accident or—”

	“They were murdered.” He said it quickly, nonchalantly. His eyes took on their regular hardness. “Home invasion.”

	She covered her mouth, stifled a gasp. Images of dark bedrooms lit by gunfire flooded her mind. Suddenly, the car crash that claimed her husband seemed remote, unimportant, a crime of negligence as opposed to malice. She smelled the geraniums, and the voices came to her again. Help him. He’s desperate. What right do you have to fear him? To judge him?

	“I wasn’t there,” he went on. “I was on deployment.”

	He leaned back. His fists were clenched again. Impulsively, Mildred reached out and took his hands. This is what they wanted, she thought, what her new purpose was. Release pain. Ease suffering. She had been chosen to do this.

	“I was skeptical, too. But they showed me something incredible. I can show it to you if you want—I know how. And it will change everything. It will take away all the hurt.”

	Jesus watched her, searched her eyes. He nodded. “Okay. But I want my brother to see it, too. He needs it more than me.”

	“Of course. I’ll show both of you.”

	They agreed that Jesus and his brother would come to her home the following evening. Mildred and her son lived on a two-acre plot outside town, her husband’s inheritance. He had been renovating the house in the months before his death—portions of rotted siding hung beside pristine, freshly painted clapboard, and half the roof was still draped in tarp. Illuminated by floodlights, she walked onto the porch, unlocked the screen door. “I’m home, Tyler,” she called into the darkness of the house. “Did you eat?”

	She found him in the den, splayed across the sofa, watching television. “Did you hear me?” she asked, raising her voice over the gunshots from the movie. Tyler looked up at her, blue-eyed and blond-haired like his father. Very much his father’s son.

	“Oh, hey,” he said, rubbing his eyes. “Sorry, I tried to stay up for you.”

	“It’s okay.” She smiled. “Did you eat?”

	In the kitchen, they spooned through steaming cups of macaroni and cheese. Mildred watched her son, lanky for his age, only thirteen. Too young to be without a father. Not that there was ever a right age. Just two hours before, she had still been wrestling with what she had to do, but meeting Jesus had resolved her. This was why she was here—what she had been chosen for.

	“Tyler,” she said as he put his bowl in the sink, “come upstairs with me. I want to show you something. I made it for your daddy.”

	That night, as she lay in the dark, listening to the wind outside, she smelled the geraniums again. “I know,” she said. “I have to send them next. Then I’ll go, too. Wait for me, Shelby. I’ll see you soon. I’ll see you all soon.”

	The next evening, she met Jesus outside his motel, the twilight sky a cover of murky blue over the smoldering, dying light. A teenage boy stood behind him, thin like Tyler, but dark-haired, olive-skinned. He didn’t smile—didn’t even speak. His dull stare unnerved her.

	“My brother,” Jesus said, adjusting the backpack over his shoulder. “Joaquin.”

	Mildred raised a hand in greeting. “Hello, Joaquin.” But still he did not say anything. Only looked at her. Looked through her.

	“I’m sorry,” said Jesus. “He doesn’t speak. Not after what happened.”

	“Oh. How awful.”

	“Well. We should get going.” He opened the door to his truck, dumping the backpack inside along with a couple of other bags. “We’re moving on after we visit you.”

	“Where?”

	“Anywhere but home.” He climbed inside. “We’ll follow you. Thank you again for this.”

	“Of course. Thank you for letting me.”

	They drove out of town. The dark came down, leaving only unpaved road and rocky highway lit by their headlights. Mildred peeked at the rearview mirror constantly, nervously. Jesus’s truck never lagged far behind. Although the cabin was dark above the piercing headlights, she knew he sat like a statue with that ferocious stare, the brother beside him with that dull, dead gaze. Stop, she told herself. They need this, the brother especially. They were looking for it. They came to me for it.

	They parked outside the farmhouse. With the dimming of the headlights went the only illumination until Mildred stepped to the porch and activated the floodlights.

	“Is your son home?” asked Jesus. “Everything’s dark.”

	“He’s at a friend’s,” she said. “Please, follow me. It’s upstairs.”

	They went inside, Jesus scanning the shadows of the empty den, the sparse kitchen. The brother trailed behind, his own eyes following something in the darkness.

	“It smells,” Jesus said. “You leave food out?”

	“I don’t smell anything,” Mildred replied, though she had never smelled the geraniums so strongly, never envisioned so clearly her grandfather’s garden. They climbed the stairs, the wood creaking loudly under their feet. A door was ajar at the far end of the second-floor hall. A faint light flickered from within.

	She pushed the door open. “Here it is. The truth.”

	The room, once her husband’s study, had been cleared of furniture, the imprints in the dust vague in the soft light. Candles stood in concentric circles around a freestanding, open door in the center of the room. Mildred looked to Jesus. “See it? In the doorway?”

	Jesus peered from outside the room. “See what?”

	“In the doorway. Through the doorway.” She looked back towards the door. “It’s beautiful. It’s another place. A place better than this. Where my husband is waiting for me.”

	“All I see is empty space.” Jesus stepped inside, eyeing a dark patch on the wood before the freestanding door. “What’s that? Looks like blood.”

	“It’s nothing,” Mildred said quickly. “You really can’t see anything? But you’re supposed to! They said you would!”

	“Who did? Pink House?” Jesus moved closer. “Where did you say your son was, again?”

	She shook her head frantically. “I can see it! So, why can’t you?” Her eyes went wide. “You lied to me. You’re not looking for truth, you’re—”

	“The men who killed my parents did it in front of a door just like that,” Jesus said. “They cut my mother’s throat. They stabbed my father’s eyes out. Joaquin saw it all.”

	The brother stood outside, eyes fixed on the open door.

	“You killed your son, didn’t you?” Jesus asked. “That’s his blood on the floor there. You gutted him like a pig. No wonder it smells even worse in here.”

	“I sent him through,” said Mildred. “He’s with his father now! I was supposed to go with them, but they—they told me to wait—that I still had to send you—”

	“You were going to kill us?” Jesus grinned. “Half my height, little over a hundred pounds—how were you going to manage that?”

	“You would go, yourself. That’s what they said—they were so sure—”

	Jesus approached. “What would your husband say? How would he feel if he knew you’d murdered your son for nothing?”

	“No!” She was crying now, and not even the smell of geraniums or the clarity of her grandfather’s garden soothed her. Some other smell seeped in beneath the geraniums, as if through cracks. Was it rust? No—blood?

	“You’re pathetic,” Jesus said. “The only place you sent your son was into the ground. But if you’re so eager to join him, I’ll help you along.”

	He produced a combat knife, serrated on one edge, faintly discolored, vaguely stained. Mildred screamed. “Stay back! Stay away from me!”

	She fell, knocking over candles, the flames licking wood and sprouting into miniature fires. She lay in the doorway, shielding herself feebly with her arms, screaming vainly. Jesus advanced. He swung the knife. A bell rang.

	She choked, gasped, her hands around her throat soaked with evermore blood. Her breaths grew more ragged, her sobs more broken. They were moving away from her, Jesus and his brother, the rectangular shape of the doorway retreating into the dark distance, shrinking until it disappeared altogether. Mildred spat and sputtered, flopped and flailed. She looked up, and in the darkness above her, a red star loomed, roaring with the grinding and churning of infernal machinery, burning with hellish fire. The star opened, unraveling like a blossom, and she was gone into its depths.

	 

	
Hey everybody

	g morning

	HELL O beautifuls!

	It’s finally time!

	been waiting forever! when was the last one??

	Over a year couldn’t make it but hoping to be there this time

	theyre gonna happen more often. were making progress.

	I remember when it was just snippets. We were posting on bulletin boards, writing on bathroom stalls. A lot has changed. Faster than we expected.

	o shit that damascus?

	It is!! Guys a legend.

	1 of the GOATS. Damascus wrote the first draft

	no shit?

	I contributed just like the others. Some of us were writers before. We have our talents. I’m fond of the composers for example. They’ve done some amazing things.

	how much longer, D? u think in five years?

	Too soon. But in our lifetimes, maybe. No one predicted how the tech would evolve. We’ll be breaking into the mainstream soon enough.

	You’ve seen him?

	seen who

	dont know? must be new.

	Brother, maybe you aren’t ready for Pink House.

	Pink House is for everyone. That’s the project. But not my design.

	who made it, D? we never even hear from the admins

	Not affiliated. But they have influence. They’re building cells. Calling them farms.

	farms?

	Rules are posted! Finally time for a new celebration. :)

	nice. going, D?

	No. He gave me my role. I’m here to shepherd. But enjoy.

	Kind of sucks to stick around. I want to LEAVE man. I want to GET OUT.

	for real fuck all this shit tired of being told what to do

	Yeah Tired of seeing my parents like that

	i want to see my husband again miss him so much

	Youre fucking lucky, D. He picked you.

	He picked all of us, friend. All of us. They just don’t know it yet.
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2.

	In the cool interior of Mildred’s house, where one would imagine only the scent of plywood, the grit of dust, Joaquin saw and smelled blood everywhere. Blood coating the walls. Blood caking the drapery. Blood soaking the carpet. His shoes sloshed in it as he walked. His hands came away layered in red. His tongue quivered constantly with the taste of metal. There was no escape from it, especially in the room upstairs, the one with the door. He stared from the hallway into the depths of the freestanding doorway. The boy, Tyler, black-eyed, pale-skinned, beckoned to him. He couldn’t speak, either, but not because his voice was trapped—his vocal cords had been severed when his mother clumsily drew the kitchen knife across his throat. Mildred, eternally choking on blood, crawled from around the doorway. The only sounds that escaped her mouth were wretched, wiry sobs. His brother had been cleaner cutting her throat than she had been cutting her son’s. Indeed, Jesus was getting better at the killing, the carving, nearly to the level of a butcher. But however calm his brother seemed, however practiced, Joaquin knew the anger was still there. He saw it in the white knuckles, in the fingers twitching after every kill.

	Behind the house, under boughs of half-dead oaks, illuminated only by the truck’s headlights, Jesus unearthed Tyler’s remains from a shallow, poorly dug grave. Silently, dispassionately, he dug deeper. He worked with mechanical efficiency, taking only momentary breaks. He threw in Mildred’s body once the grave was deep enough. Mother and son lay together, their corpses entwined in a macabre embrace. Mildred’s ring finger, wearing both her and her husband’s wedding bands, had been severed and added to the collection.

	Joaquin watched his brother work, long desensitized to the violence, unmoved by the terror of the victims or the dread of their ghosts. He was a spectator in a theater all his own, or maybe he was more accurately the projectionist. Before the night he became trapped in that dark, mist-ridden theater, he had imagined himself one day a filmmaker. Coppola, Spielberg, Kurosawa, Bergman—all these and more had been his inspirations, his icons. He filmed constantly with his handheld vintage camera, an heirloom from his grandfather, annoying his classmates, tormenting his parents. He subjected all to impromptu documentaries and on-the-spot interviews. “You’ll be in my speech,” he laughed to his mother, “when I’m accepting my Oscar.”

	His brother had been off in the desert, the “sandbox” as he called it, so he hadn’t suffered Joaquin’s amateur filmmaking. Out of everyone, he had been the one Joaquin wanted to film the most—Jesus had fascinated him since childhood, inspiring awe and terror alike. Whether throwing a football, replacing a fan belt, studying for an exam, or chasing a girl, Jesus did everything with a sharp, unbreakable single-mindedness. Broad-shouldered and muscular in his black boots and leather jacket, he seemed like the gunslinger from a Leone Western, always humorless, forever determined. Never grimacing. Never smiling.

	When Jesus was done burying the bodies, he turned off the truck and ferried their bags inside. “All right,” he said. “Let’s make camp.”

	He cleared out the furniture in the den, spread out sleeping bags over the hardwood floor. For Jesus, working mechanically, robotically, the room was dark and empty, but Joaquin saw the specters hovering in the adjacent hallway, watched as the sleeping bags sunk into blood. In the kitchen, they warmed up a pot of macaroni and cheese recovered from the refrigerator and ate by lamplight at the small table. Tyler’s pale, agonized face hung in the doorway.

	Jesus ate quickly, as mechanically as he had set up their impromptu camp. Joaquin followed his brother’s eyes as they stared at the night sky outside the dusty window. Where did they go? What did they see? The things he saw in the desert? The things he imagined happened the night their parents died? The vague outlines of scars dressed his arm. Errant shrapnel, supposedly. Hit by a blast. About two years before. Something shared among the dinner table in plain, matter-of-fact fashion to their parents. He had been shaken up, but okay. Later, Joaquin asked him for more details, but Jesus only gave him that silent look. You’re disappointing me, the look said. You’re letting me down. You shouldn’t care about what happened over there. You should only care about your future.

	“I know she seemed nice,” Jesus said, scraping up the last spoonful from his bowl. “But she’s like the others, like the ones who hurt Mom and Dad. They’re not good people. You shouldn’t feel bad for what happens to them.”

	The others. Mildred was the third they had tracked down. The first had been a woman, a “high-society trophy wife,” Jesus had called her. “She watches people get tortured online,” he explained. “Gets off on it.” They had staked out her house for weeks, Jesus studying with his hawk’s gaze the schedule of the husband, the comings and goings of the children as they went to piano practice or softball. On Saturdays, the wife had the house to herself, inviting girlfriends over for coffee and cake. That was Jesus’s opening. In the late afternoon, before the husband returned home with the kids, Jesus came upon her as she was toweling herself off from a dip in the pool. She managed one scream before he fixed the chloroform-soaked rag over her mouth. They left her in a landfill, Jesus dropping her forefinger into a plastic bag. The first ticket they needed to the so-called “celebration” where they would find their parents’ killers. Where they would have their revenge.

	Jesus lured the following victim, an online drug dealer, out to a stretch of desolate highway. He left the body in a nearby ditch to be picked at by passing scavengers. The dealer’s amputated thumb was their second ticket, and Mildred’s finger, glinting with the dual wedding bands, was their third. A total of five were needed. Five sacrifices to witness the truth. Five tributes to make way for passage beyond.

	Before retiring for the night, Jesus brushed his brother’s teeth in the washroom, rinsed his hair, sponged his body. As they lay in their sleeping bags, Joaquin stared up at the ceiling, listened to the creak of the house’s old wood, the rustle of the trees outside. The blood came again, dripping down from the cracks in the ceiling, marking his face, his arms, his chest. It rose up from between the floorboards, so much of it that his sleeping bag floated, buoyed by blood. He turned his head. There was no light—in fact, there was no room at all, no furniture, not even his brother. He lay in an abyss of blood, the void around him stretching on endlessly.

	Joaquin.

	He shivered. His breaths left in white wisps.

	Joaquin. Joaquin.

	They surrounded him, the ones who roamed this place, as they always did. They touched his face, pulled open his mouth, clutched at his skin. They were gray and withered, crying black tears, sobbing out of black mouths. Tyler stood among them. He could not speak. He strained his severed vocal chords, loosed a silent scream. Nothing. Nothing at all.

	Joaquin closed his eyes. If he still slept, still dreamed, he didn’t know, couldn’t tell. Asleep or awake, there were only ever the sight and smell of blood. Only ever those faces in the darkness, bone-white and then blood-red. Only ever an endless maze of metal and flesh. A room that was not a room. A red star, heralded by bells, bringing with it the end of the world. The end of everything.

	 

	
3.

	In his mental theater, he watched on repeat as those pale-masked men slunk into their home, bound and gagged him and his parents, erected their makeshift doorway. “Three for one,” they had laughed, passing around a bottle of whiskey, taking turns on a blunt. Joaquin’s parents, struggling on the floor, screamed and begged through the socks stuffed in their mouths. One of the men, in a red hoodie and sneakers, sauntered forward. “The bitch is real loud, ain’t she? How about we shut her up?”

	Joaquin’s father, traditionally timid, modest, had transformed in that moment, lunging forward with an animalistic expression that frightened his son even more than the men in their white, ghostlike masks did. But bound, he could do little. The men beat on him, kicking his face, stomping on his back. They left him barely conscious, face swollen and purple, hands and feet broken. “Good thing we tied him up!” said one. “He might have killed one of us or something.”

	They turned their attention to his mother after that. Her screams devolved into wails and then moans as they removed her tongue. They waved it around as she thrashed about in a pool of her own blood. “Sucks they want fingers,” said the one in the hoodie. “Not very dramatic.”

	“It’s what he wants,” the third said. “He won’t let us in any other way.”

	They continued their work after that. They gouged out his father’s eyes. They slashed his mother’s throat. They dragged the bodies to the doorway, letting the blood gather in the liminal space, kneeling in it, smearing their masks with it. They trembled in religious fervor. They laughed and cried. “Holy fuck,” the one in the hoodie breathed. As they recovered, he looked back at Joaquin. “Forgot about the kid for a second.”

	“No,” the third said. “Leave him. We need someone to spread the word, too.”

	“You’re right.” The one in the hoodie lurched towards Joaquin, who had long since gone silent, and drew his hand down the boy’s face, smearing him with the blood of his parents. The man laughed. “How’s it feel, bro? You’re one of us now. I bet you can see him, can’t you? Popped your cherry and all.” He pulled Joaquin forward and turned him towards the doorway. “See it? That’s the truth right there, brother. That’s what’s waiting for everybody.”

	The space in the doorway had darkened, congealed to an almost solid black. Things swelled and coiled within. What once were people, maybe, their eyes black pits, their mouths gray and gaping. There were hundreds of them, thousands, millions. They raised their arms in prayer, in adulation. A bell tolled somewhere in that lightless, abyssal place. The red star glimmered above them, signaling an arrival, a change in the hellish order. Joaquin watched as his mother and father, drenched in blood, caught in silent screams, joined the ranks of the damned.

	 Afterwards, when the men had left and the dark place beyond the doorway had disappeared, he sat in his parents’ blood for hours, maybe even days, the bedroom stinking like the back of a butcher’s shop, wet and slick and humid. He put his hand through his mother’s hair. He wanted to call out to her, but his voice never came. When the police arrived and shined their lights in his eyes, demanded answers of him, still he did not speak, could not speak. Behind the screen of his mind, sitting alone in the theater, he could only watch. At some point, his brother stood before him. Jesus, he said in that cold, shadowy theater. Jesus, I’m right here. I’m here! They took Mom and Dad! They sent them over! But he could not get out, could not break out of that place. Seeing his brother—his hero, his idol—shed tears for the first time in his life, in maybe both their lives, and he could say nothing. He couldn’t even make a sound. He could only sit alone behind his eyes. He could only watch as the film in the projector rolled back, as the men once more slunk into the house, as they did so again and again and again and the nightmare repeated indefinitely.

	When he did occasionally sleep, the bedroom bloodbath remained in his mind like the profile of burnt pixels on a television screen, echoing with the howls of his father, the shrieks of his mother. The suffocating stench of their blood pervaded and grew more pungent. The walls, slathered with their blood, sloughed away, the plaster and paint melting and laying bare the muscle and fat underneath, the interior sinews, the veins, the arteries. In those moments, he was no longer in his parents’ bedroom, but somewhere else, a room pulsating with some kind of alien, intelligent life. He would wander forward, press past the walls that were like skin, like cloth, and find a deeper, darker place, a labyrinth of bone and steel and rust. Somewhere, deep within, those dead masses waited. His parents waited, too.

	He woke up, making his guttural sounds, his moans. Jesus, already awake, held him tight. He spoke to him of the vastness of the desert, reminded him of barbecues around the grill and trips to the bar where Jesus knew all the patrons, all the girls. He sang to him the Spanish lullabies of their grandparents. This was their nightly ritual. Their new life.

	How could things change so suddenly, like a curtain coming down, the lights coming on? Joaquin’s life had been normal just months before, as mundane as that of any other high-school junior. He had enjoyed film, been bashful around girls. He had been concerned about his future, but only insofar as what college he would attend, how he would pay for it, what his life would look like in a year. Thinking seriously for the first time he would need to “grow up,” in the words of his brother, assume responsibility, take initiative. No one prepares a teenager for the stress of having to choose a life when he doesn’t even know what his choices are. He envied Jesus for that, for always having a plan, for deciding on things without hesitation. Jesus had joined the military to cover his college. Even when their parents protested, he never wavered. He came out with a degree in electrical engineering, but time in the barracks had changed him, and he was committed to serving his country. He wouldn’t settle for a desk. Pendejo, his mother called him in her moments of weakness. Joaquin saw her tears, and he felt ashamed he couldn’t match his brother’s courage, even if that courage hurt loved ones.

	If Jesus was ever lonely, ever hurting, he never showed it. There were no betrayals of emotion, no grief or misery or even humor. There was only the long, hard stare, the eternal grimace. When they first started out, staying in various motel rooms, Joaquin would lay on his side of the bed, watching his brother stare deep into the laptop screen. One of the reasons they moved around so much was to throw off the scent, Jesus said. The people they were hunting would hunt them, too. They could never chance an IP address being tracked, never allow for a profile to exist too long. Jesus changed out his laptops every few weeks, buying from secondhand sellers, arranging sales through online classifieds. He lived and breathed pawn shops, making small talk with the shop owners while Joaquin looked at the old CRT monitors, the shelves of video cassettes, the cases of paint-chipped and leather-handled guns. Jesus would walk out with a computer, a disc drive, old parts he would mod and alter to suit his needs. He often stayed up for hours, tinkering with the laptops, sifting through forums, researching, always researching. Most nights, Joaquin couldn’t sleep, so he stared with his dull eyes at his brother’s monitor, at the small text, at the flashes of red and black, the glimpses of a pale, pink room.

	“The guys who did it,” Jesus had told him one evening in a motel room that could have been every motel room, musty and papered in faded floral, “they’re part of a group. Pink House. See here.” He pointed at the screen, and Joaquin saw the image of a newspaper headline: family slain, son only survivor. “They’re claiming it,” Jesus went on. “Bragging about it. And they aren’t the only ones. This is happening everywhere.”

	Joaquin had stared at the screen, but he saw only the red faces in the darkness, the red walls, the bodies of his parents. His brother told him about Pink House as time went on. An online collective, many of them hidden in plain sight. Mothers, fathers, teachers, bankers, politicians. Moonlighting as part of some type of cult, killing people, torturing them. And Joaquin remembered vaguely that the men in the masks hadn’t just mutilated his parents, but they had taken their fingers, too. They had knelt before that makeshift doorway and shaken as though possessed. They had seen what he had seen: that dark space in the doorway, stirring with intent, as much a primordial soup as it was a threshold between this place and somewhere else.

	“Initiation killings,” Jesus had said. “Like a fucking gang.” He had gripped the laptop tightly, clenched his teeth, and Joaquin had anticipated the laptop smashing against the wall, or maybe a scream, a frustrated yell. But as always, his brother remained calm. Instead, the gears in his head had started turning, and their vengeance commenced.

	 

	
4.

	The farmhouse became their latest base of operations. Temporary, of course, as always—within days, word might spread of the widow’s disappearance, of her son’s absence, and the brothers would have to leave once again. But Jesus said the relative distance of the house was convenient, helpful for making their tracks harder to follow.

	Amid the blood and pungent stench, as the ghosts of Mildred and her son lurked at the edges of rooms and drifted through doorways, Joaquin watched as his brother assembled his computers and laid out his notes. In the dusty den, Jesus hunkered and reviewed his lists, marking off infeasible targets, circling those that could be prioritized. By lamplight, he would contemplate the fingers they had collected. Why fingers? Who knew? Jesus had mentioned offhandedly that the people of Pink House worshipped some kind of god, and the god was picky, capricious, quick to anger. “They’re insane,” Jesus said with his typical disgust, chewing his morning handful of coffee beans, sharpening his knife against a whetstone. “Just need an excuse to do what they do. Kill who they kill.”

	Could Joaquin speak, he would have told his brother about what waited on the other side of the doorways: a dark place teeming with those gray, dead legions, all of them waiting for something—or someone—to come down. They’re not crazy, he might have said. You just can’t see it. But it’s close. You can smell it. It’s why you wrinkle your nose. It’s why you don’t like to eat your food. Because it’s all over. It’s under your skin.

	Hammer in hand, Jesus took down the makeshift doorway upstairs. He started cleanly at first, unscrewing the nails, but suddenly, in a flash of rare anger, he struck the wood. Then he struck again, again and again, swinging in wider arcs, each hit landing with more force than the last. Joaquin crept up the stairs, lured by the grunts and yells. He found his brother hunched before the pile of demolished wood, his shoulders rising and falling in exhausted fury, the hammer hanging loosely from his hand. “I’ll burn this whole fucking place down,” he said, dropping the hammer into the pile. “And then I’ll kill them all.”

	They found their next target. Encircled by lanterns and notes in the den, the latest laptop’s fan kicking on, Jesus explained to his brother their next mission, as had become his custom even though he never received acknowledgment, let alone reply. “Augustus Hamilton,” he said, pointing to a grainy, black-and-white printout of a middle-aged man, trim, unremarkably balding, cropped from a photograph of some promotional event. “He’s close by and relatively easy to track. We can bring him here. Take advantage of the seclusion.”

	Joaquin might have asked any number of questions. What does this one do? Why does this one deserve to die? Jesus read from a dossier he had prepared: “Pedophile. Watches child pornography. Has taken advantage of kids before. Always goes out of state to avoid suspicion.” He folded the paper, creased it. “Apparently, he got lucky before—his buddies online tipped him off to a sting. But that luck won’t last long. We’ll set up a honey pot for him. One he won’t be able to resist.”

	It didn’t take long. As Joaquin waited in that blood-soaked house, more of it running down the walls and pooling over the floor every day, Jesus made his moves online. He had set up accounts on Pink House’s various forums, mingling with the users, playing at knowledge of their “celebration,” their “god.” Most of the users were degenerates like Hamilton and the trophy wife, taking advantage of the group’s dark-web resources and connections, but there were some who sounded surprisingly like Mildred had. They were the ones obviously swayed by the religious rhetoric, the talk of a coming new age, the promise of release from bodily confinement, salvation from pain and suffering. Jesus hated these more than the others. While the degenerates were disgustingly, transparently evil, the zealous types were pitiful, pathetic. They did evil unwittingly, misguidedly—killed innocents and took fingers for nothing, absolutely nothing.

	“Wastes of skin,” he said one stormy night, clenching and unclenching his fists, watching the lightning blaze in the dark distance. “Wastes of bone.”

	He sent Hamilton an offer: sixteen-year-old boy, virgin, Hispanic. Took a lot to procure him, he typed. But he’s ready. Docile. Will do anything you want. Won’t say a word.

	not sure. too close for me.

	I’ve prepared that, too. We’re isolated. Nearest town is miles away. I’ll guide you.

	They waited for him outside the same motel where they had met Mildred. Jesus leaned against his truck, smoking a cigarette, watching the sun vanish below the horizon. Hamilton drove up in a SUV far too expensive for the area. He shuffled out in conspicuous baseball cap and suspicious windbreaker, like he only knew “incognito” from what he saw in the movies. He bent his long neck awkwardly, avoiding Jesus’s gaze, moving towards him as though eager to hide a monstrous deformity. Jesus crushed his cigarette under his boot.

	“You’re late,” he said.

	“You weren’t kidding about it being isolated.” Hamilton peeked at him from under the visor of the cap. “Is he here?”

	“You have the money?”

	“Show me first.”

	“Of course.” Jesus opened the truck door, the interior lights fading on to reveal Joaquin limp and silent in the passenger seat.

	Hamilton snuffled. “He even alive?”

	“He’s warm. And he won’t fight back. Or do you have a different preference?”

	“That’s fine. It’s what we agreed.” He withdrew a bundle of cash from his windbreaker. “Here it is. Are we ready now?”

	“Sure. No need to be impatient.” Jesus climbed inside his truck. “Follow me.”

	They drove down the same dark roads as when they followed Mildred. Jesus watched the headlights of the SUV bounce along in the rearview mirror. “Funny what we do,” he said. “He must be thinking about turning around. But it’s too good to pass up. Too good to be true.”

	Joaquin sat beside him. He said nothing in response.

	They arrived at the farmhouse. Under the floodlights, Jesus held the door open while Hamilton walked inside. He coughed and gagged. “It stinks! What’s in here?”

	“Just you,” said Jesus, and he wrapped the wire around Hamilton’s neck until the flesh turned blue.

	In the shed behind the farmhouse, lanterns throwing wraithlike shadows upon the walls, Jesus dumped a pail of water onto the bound, blindfolded Hamilton. Standing in the corner of the shed, Joaquin watched as Hamilton sputtered to life, retching and blubbering. “What happened?” he cried. “Where am I? Who’s there?”

	“It’s me, Augustus,” Jesus said, hunkering before him, regarding the premature wrinkles and receding hairline with contempt. “You should have turned around. I guess your worst self won the fight.”

	“You fucker!” Hamilton screamed. “You don’t know what you’re doing! You’re screwing with the wrong guy!”

	“No. I’m pretty sure I have the right one.” Jesus spun the tip of his knife in circles on the shed’s rotted wooden floor. “Here’s the deal, Augustus. I have some questions I need answered, and if I like the answers, I’ll let you go. You’ll never see me again, and I won’t let it slip that you have a thing for kids. How’s that?”

	“I don’t need to answer a damn thing, you—”

	Jesus slashed him across the cheek. Hamilton howled.

	“Christ! You son of a bitch!”

	“It’ll be your ears next. Then your eyes. Your fucking balls.” He pressed the knife against Hamilton’s crotch, the khakis damp with urine. “I’m not playing around. You feel that? I let it slip, and there goes Auggie, Jr.”

	“Okay!” Hamilton shouted. “Okay! What do you want to know?”

	“Pink House,” Jesus said. “What is it? Who started it?”

	“I don’t know any of that,” Hamilton said. “It’s just a site—like the new Silk Road. You can buy drugs, guns—”

	“Kids.”

	Hamilton scoffed. “What are you, some kind of vigilante? How the fuck would I know who made it?”

	“There’s more going on there. They’re talking about some kind of celebration. What is that? Where’s it going to be held?”

	“Oh, God,” moaned Hamilton. “You’re one of those. One of the crazies.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“You think I’m one of them? Taking fingers and who knows what else?”

	“You’ve been there long enough. You must know something.”

	“I know you should stay out of it.” Hamilton’s slob-ridden lips widened in a smirk. “They say the people who go to those celebrations, they don’t come back. If that’s where you’re headed, you’re going to end up the same.”

	“You’re wrong. Because I’m going to kill them all.”

	“You’re going to kill them?” Hamilton laughed, cackled. “You’re going to kill them? You idiot. They want to die! You’d be doing them a favor!”

	Jesus stood up. “One more question. What is the ‘room of cloth’? Some kind of kill room? Is that where the celebration is going to be?”

	“Why don’t you go see for yourself,” Hamilton said. “Just let me go. I don’t have anything else to tell you. Take the money if you want. Just let me go.”

	“I would if I could,” Jesus said, “but I’m short two fingers.”

	Joaquin watched. Even though Jesus drove the knife into Hamilton’s chest, even though he unmistakably pierced his heart, Hamilton didn’t die. He looked up, his face an ashy pale, his eyes pitch black. His mouth extended in a hoarse, static-heavy scream, not even a scream, more like white noise, impossible for any human to emit. Blood gushed from his wound, rising around him, rising around their ankles, rising to their knees. Jesus, oblivious, severed and bagged the finger as usual. Hamilton, still screaming, forever screaming, pointed past him. Joaquin followed the finger, gazed up into the never-ending darkness of the shed’s ceiling, a darkness that was far, far deeper than it should have been, a darkness that was not darkness at all but something else, somewhere else. Chains rattled. A bell tolled. Joaquin turned back to Hamilton, but the brittle, ghastly figure was gone. Only the thick, stinking layer of blood remained.

	Outside, Jesus doused his knife in alcohol, wiped it down with an oil-stained rag. Would he break now? Would he betray any pressure or tiredness? He paused, rubbed his eyes—and then he was perfectly composed again, grimacing like always. He sheathed the knife along his belt.

	“Let’s eat something. I’m starving.”

	Joaquin lingered in the doorway of the shed, staring at the space where Hamilton had lain. His brother didn’t think of them as people. No doubt it was easier to imagine them as just accumulations of all their sins, monsters wearing human skin who did only bad things, horrific things. That they begged and bartered for their lives was a non-factor. Monsters didn’t do those things. They couldn’t.

	Jesus called to him. “Joaquin. Come on.”

	He didn’t move. Jesus called again. At length, he turned and joined his brother.

	They ate at the kitchen table, illuminated only by candlelight. Bowls of baked beans. Bottles of water. Their every meal indistinguishable from the previous, from the next.

	“We can’t stay here anymore,” Jesus said. “Maybe we’ve stayed too long already.”

	Joaquin ate his beans silently.

	“That’s four. One more, and we’ll have enough.”

	Silence. The candle flames quivered.

	“He was a pedophile,” Jesus said. “I saw his posts. He liked them younger than you.”

	Joaquin continued eating. He didn’t look up.

	“I didn’t want to use you. I would never have let him touch you. Never.”

	If Joaquin had been able to speak, he may have reassured his brother that he did not resent him. He may have disapproved of the killing. He may have been able to convince Jesus to stop, if not for ethical reasons, perhaps practical ones. But there was nothing he could do or say, locked in that dark, desolate theater, watching the men slink inside for the hundredth or maybe even the thousandth time, their pale masks like their skulls on the outside, the smeared blood across the porcelain like fascia.

	That night, after Jesus buried Hamilton out in the field, he soaked the den of the house in gasoline, doused the stairs, dumped liberally in the upstairs room where the doorway had been. He and Joaquin watched the house light up, the flames lapping at the stars above. Jesus stared, the machinery of his mind calculating, computing next steps. His mind was like clockwork—that was what Joaquin had always thought. A clockwork mind that never fell behind, never skipped forward. Emotionless, he always assumed. Dispassionate. But the flames that flickered across Jesus’s vision, that crackled and plumed in the dark of his irises, hardly captured the reality of the inferno surrounding his mechanical, clockwork mind. The machine burnt red-hot, grinding out its computations, processing ever-new requests and details. In a blackened wasteland of blood and brimstone, beset by dust storms miles high and pillars of raging fire, the clockwork mind refined its plan for the eradication of Pink House.

	 

	
5.

	They were on the road again the next day, rumbling down the interstate in the ’97 Ford, moving on to some new destination, some new person to kill.

	Time was flimsy for Joaquin now. Sitting in front of therapists and counselors. Leaving behind the house. Moving in with his brother. Some of these blurry, hazy memories found their way into the repeating reel of his parents’ murders. His real life, diseased and amputated, had been replaced by a dreamlike prosthetic life, an absurd comedy of murder and crime. Occasionally, other instances of that old life flickered onto the screen of his mind. A friend from high school. A childhood Christmas present. A girl he liked. His mother, alive and laughing. His father. Jesus. Short flashes that inspired a faint, muted longing. He felt little otherwise—little fear, little happiness, little excitement. The anxiety towards the future was gone. The insecurity about how attractive or intelligent he was had disappeared. Maybe because there was no longer a future, no longer peers to whom he could compare himself. This road trip, punctuated by pit stops of violence, broken by detours into blood and filth, was his new, never-ending present. He wondered if Jesus had been imagining this prosthetic life since he first heard the news about their parents. Plotting his vengeance. Picturing the countless ways he would murder the killers.

	“I’ve been inside Pink House for months,” he told Joaquin in the low light of that first motel room, musty and papered in floral. “Killing Mom and Dad was their ticket. They think if they do this, they’ll see something. See God. Mom and Dad were just meat to them. Something to cut up on an altar. And what they did to you. That doesn’t get to be forgiven.”

	Joaquin listened to him. The white flowers on the walls grew red and bloated. The carpet grew dank with blood.

	Jesus explained to him afterwards what they would do. Participate in the ritual themselves. Kill as many as they could in the process. Gather information along the way. He unfolded the first list of aliases and addresses. Scrawled next to each name was a note. Old. Pedophile. Trafficker. Parent. Voyeur. Killer. Single. Rapist. Addict. Circled names indicated easier targets. Some names were crossed out. Too difficult or too time-consuming. They didn’t have the time, Jesus kept saying. Once they started, they had to finish it. The police would be too hard to avoid. Covering their tracks would become impossible.

	“The guys who killed Mom and Dad,” he said as they reviewed the list, “are they on here? Maybe. Maybe not. But they’ll be at that ceremony. They wouldn’t miss that chance.”

	He had balled his hands into fists, crushing the paper, crushing the names.

	The ceremony. The “celebration.” If one completed the initiation, if one bloodied himself or herself enough, God would appear there. And these people, the crazies of Pink House, were ravenous to meet God. They dreamed of it. They fantasized about it. Every moment, asleep or awake, was consumed by the thought. What was He like? What would He tell them? What would they learn? The many posts and pictures and messages—white text on black; grainy footage of bodies bound and corpses chained; masks streaked with red—all reeked of desperation and desire. God was waiting for them. God was pining for them.
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