



[image: Cover]





CTHULHU: GR1M01RE

OEI Archives, Book II

By Eric Malikyte


[image: ]



A Macabre Ink Production

Macabre Ink is an imprint of Crossroad Press

Digital Edition published by Crossroad Press

Crossroad Press digital edition 2025

Copyright © 2025 Eric Malikyte

Cover art by Eric Malikyte

No part of this book may be used or reproduced in any manner or form, including purposes of training for artificial intelligence technologies or systems.


LICENSE NOTES

This eBook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This eBook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to the vendor of your choice and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.


Meet the Author

Eric Malikyte is a neurodivergent author, illustrator, science communicator, and video editor. He has published works in various genres, including Lovecraftian horror, dark fantasy, and cyberpunk. He has written for YouTube channels such as TopTenz, Geographics, and Biographics. He lives in Richmond, Virginia, with his wife and two cats, where he spends his spare time exploring used bookstores, Irish Pubs, and terrorizing the neighborhood children on Halloween.

Bibliography

Echoes of Olympus Mons

Neo Rackham 001: Ego Trip

Into the Astral Lands

OEI Archives

Mind’s Horizon

Cthulhu: Gr1m01re

OEI Files

In Its Shadow

The Stranger

Suleniar’s Enigma Series:

The Man Without Hands

Rise of Oreseth

Coming Soon:

Echoes of the Forgotten

The Observatory

Neo Rackham 002

Neo Rackham 003

Suleniar’s Enigma III: The Transit of the Kultari

Works Featuring Eric:

Neo Cyberpunk Volume 1

Neo Cyberpunk Volume 3


DISCOVER CROSSROAD PRESS

Visit the Crossroad Press website for information about all available products and its authors

Check out our blog

For information about new releases, promotions, and to receive a free eBook, subscribe to our Newsletter at the bottom of any page on our website

Find and follow us on Facebook and Bluesky


[image: ]



We hope you enjoy this eBook and will seek out other books published by Crossroad Press. We strive to make our eBooks as free of errors as possible, but on occasion some make it into the final product. If you spot any problems, please contact us at crossroad@crossroadpress.com and notify us of what you found. We’ll make the necessary corrections and republish the book. We’ll also ensure you get the updated version of the eBook.

If you have a moment, the author would appreciate you taking the time to leave a review for this book at the retailer’s site where you purchased it.

Thank you for your assistance and your support of the authors published by Crossroad Press.


To Alyus, Jessie, David, and Charles. Thank you for your thoughts and feedback, this book wouldn’t be what it is without your input.

And to Phoenix. Thank you for always making time for this weird ass book. I will never stop singing your praises. You are an amazing friend, and the best editor.


CHAPTER ONE

The look in his eyes. They’re still open. His lips. They’re chapped and cracking. His neck is bent at a forty-five-degree angle… Must have broken the instant his body hit the grass.

Detective Hunter tosses his coffee on the campus lawn and curses under his breath.

What a waste.

“You all right?” Detective Erin Shirley, his partner, asks.

Hunter takes a moment to compose himself, wiping the beading sweat off his forehead with the sleeve of his blazer. Even at night, it’s unbearably hot this time of year.

“I’m fine,” Hunter says.

“The evidence technicians photographed the room already. We should get a look before they bag and tag everything.” Shirley is excited. She’s a tall white woman with ringlets of auburn hair, early thirties. It’s almost sickening to him, how exhilarated she gets in the presence of death. How she bounces at the opportunity to examine a new crime scene. A new corpse. Even if the techs have already documented it. She loves her job. Treats it like some kind of escape room thrill ride.

He nods anyway.

The red and blue lights strobing in the sweltering night draw unwanted attention from across the campus. Three squad cars and an ambulance will do that.

He looks up. There’s an open window five stories off the ground.

“You gonna say something tonight, Hunt?” Shirley’s got that look in her eyes. It betrays what’s lurking beneath.

“Is the victim’s roommate here?” he asks.

“He is. Says he wants to talk to a lawyer before he talks to any cops. I told him that makes him look like a suspect. He didn’t budge.”

“He’s got good reason to be worried.”

She stands there and stares at him like there’s a smart-ass comment on the tip of her tongue. Her pasty white skin catches the red and blue strobe like a blank canvas drinks paint.

“You want a crack at him?” she asks.

“What do you think?”

Most of the students who live in this apartment-complex-turned-student-housing are asleep at this hour. Some of them are up late, cramming for exams. Distracting themselves with video games. Avoiding responsibility with terrible booze and worse music. Hunter can hear some of that music still blaring at the other end of the property. Partying college students, totally oblivious that one of their own is slowly rotting away on the front lawn of the complex.

Not everyone is oblivious. Hunter’s eyes scan over gawking faces, watching the fiasco unfold from behind caution tape.

He doesn’t care about them right now, makes a beeline for the ambulance, where the victim’s roommate is waiting.

He’s a skinny Black kid. Huddled in some blankets, sitting on the ambulance’s bumper. The physicians are asking him the standard psyche questions, making sure he’s mentally stable after seeing…that.

The kid’s eyes meet Hunter’s. Thin black fingers strangle a well-worn and cracked phone.

There are several angles Hunter can approach this from. Police officers are allowed to offer a potential suspect false promises in order to get them to confess. Hunter wants to feel it out first. Maintain his distance, be friendly.

Something doesn’t feel right about this.

Then again. It never does.

The kid’s already glaring at him.

“What do you want?” the kid asks. “Already told you people, I want a lawyer.”

The kid can practically smell the bacon. His eyes and body language don’t relax. It doesn’t matter that Hunter is Black. A cop’s a cop.

“I’m Detective Hunter, I need to ask you a few questions.”

“And you thought I’d answer without a lawyer just because you’re Black?”

There’s never an easy way to start this conversation.

“You’re not in trouble, Dean.”

Not unless you did it, he thinks.

“I’ve seen how this goes,” Dean says.

“Look, we need answers. We’ve got a dead kid on the lawn, and countless people gawking from behind that police line—and you sitting here with a pissy look on your face. It won’t take long for stories to start circulating, and most of them probably end with you shoving that poor bastard out your dorm room window.”

“That what you think happened, Uncle Tom?”

A pregnant pause stretches between them. The kid avoids Hunter’s gaze, like he’s hoping he’ll get the hint and just leave.

“Fine,” Hunter says, nodding to Shirley, who’s busy taking statements from residents. “If you don’t want to talk to me, I’ll go fetch my partner. I’m sure she’ll be a lot more understanding.”

Dean’s still defensive, but he’s shaking. His eyes keep glancing to Shirley and back to Hunter. The kid unfolds his arms. Places his palms on the ambulance’s bumper. Less hostile body language. Progress.

“In your nine-one-one call,” Hunter says, “you claimed that you came home from class to find that your roommate had jumped out the window. How did that happen?”

“Don’t know where to start,” Dean says.

“Start at the beginning,” Hunter says.

The kid fidgets for a minute. Like every fiber of his being is telling him not to run his mouth, but that other voice, the irrational one that tells him the cops will just leave him alone if he tells Hunter everything he knows, takes over. Hunter knows that feeling all too well. The little lies people tell themselves.

“Kevin’s been acting sus…” He pauses, as if catching himself. “Suspicious. Like, he’s always been kind of weird. But we got along. He hasn’t…” His eyes open wide, as if he’s just now realizing that he has to refer to this person, whom he’d shared a home with, in the past tense from now on. “Hadn’t. He hadn’t slept in a week. Or, if he did, he was cutting classes and sleeping during the day. Man, it was really starting to tick me off. He was on his laptop every night. I have a hard time sleeping with lights on, even a screen will wake me up. I tried to tell him to stop, but then he’d just stare at me with this blank look on his face. It was like…he wasn’t there anymore.”

There’s a feeling in the pit of Hunter’s gut. A terrible one. He thinks back to his days in the academy, how his instructors would hammer home the idea that an officer’s gut feeling is their lifeline. Hunter starts to wonder if maybe Kevin Wallace was pushed from his window. If, maybe, this is going to turn into a confession.

Could Dean have snapped at his roommate? An altercation that simply went too far? Is that motive enough?

He prays it isn’t.

“Then I come home from my Friday night class. I was planning to go over to a friend’s place and celebrate the end of a long week. And the window’s open. I told Kevin not to leave it open. Told him he’d catch these hands if I caught him smoking joints in the room again. I’ve worked too damn hard to get expelled for someone else’s sh…stuff.”

Dean pauses. Eyes drift across the lawn. He’s looking at Kevin’s body. “Never seen a dead body. Not like that.”

So, not a confession. Hunter’s more than a little relieved. If the kid’s telling the truth.

“What do you think happened?”

“I think he jumped.”

“Did Kevin have any enemies?”

“Shit, I don’t know. He didn’t talk much. Started hanging around with a bunch of emo kids.”

“Do you know his major, what his family was like, anything?”

Dean nods. He’s getting more comfortable. “He…was Media Arts and Animation. Like me. We didn’t have no classes together. But, I seen some of his recent work, and it was getting weird.”

“Weird how?”

“Ever heard of H.R. Giger?”

Detective Hunter shakes his head.

“Well, he’s famous for designing some movie monster from the seventies. We learned about him in my concept art class. Demonic, hypersexual bullshit. Can’t stand it. Apparently the guy worshiped some Satanic dude named Crowley. Kevin was obsessed with him too for a while.”

For some reason, that name—Crowley—sounds really familiar to Hunter. He jots the name down in his notepad for later.

“How was Kevin’s relationship with his parents?”

Dean shakes his head. “Kevin didn’t say much about his family before coming here. But I know he never went home. Not even for holidays or summer.”

“Why do you think he jumped?”

Dean shrugs. “Maybe he couldn’t take the pressure no more? Who knows?”
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The room is small, barely large enough for one person, let alone two. There’s two beds on either side of the dorm, books scattered all over the place.

One side is nearly immaculate. The other looks like a disaster zone. It’s clear which one belonged to Dean.

Shirley’s scratching her chin as the evidence techs bag and tag items for examination. Hunter knows they wouldn’t give two shits if it wasn’t a white kid growing stiff on the lawn.

“Well, looks like this is an open and shut case,” Shirley says, clapping her hands together like she’s cracked it.

“Surprised they didn’t shove a microscope up the kid’s ass too,” Hunter says.

For a moment, he thinks about the terrible feeling he had. Wonders what it means.

Could Dean be lying?

He doesn’t think so. No. It’s something else.

Something he can’t put into words.

“I don’t think this is a homicide,” Hunter says.

“Of course you don’t,” Shirley says, practically scoffing. “Well, we’re being as thorough as possible. You should have been here when the kid’s parents showed up. The father slugged the rookie. Won’t believe what we found in the kid’s stuff. Surprised he didn’t flush the coke before we arrived.”

Hunter’s fingers twitch. No way in hell a Black man would risk slugging a cop, not if he had a sense of self-preservation. He wonders if Shirley and her goons planted the contraband in Dean’s stuff. Assassinate his character before making their murder case. Part of him, the part that’s lived through George Floyd and roaming white gangs of police, doesn’t want to know. “Which rookie? Jameson?”

“Yeah. Or maybe it was Wilkins? I can’t keep them straight. If they don’t get fired for screwing their paperwork up, I’ll bother to remember their names.”

Hunter nods. The one thing she’s said tonight he agrees with.

“Still. Can’t believe you got him to talk,” she says. “So, you think he’s telling the truth?”

“Dean didn’t push his roommate, if that’s what you’re getting at,” he says.

“How do you know?”

“Just a feeling.”

“You don’t think it’s possible that he could have gotten sick of his roommate’s bullshit and pushed him out the window?”

“Possible? Sure. But I don’t think this kid is capable of that. He’s got no priors and decent grades. Why would he risk murdering his roommate?”

“Crime of passion. If Kevin Wallace was going nuts, like the kid says he was, then who knows what the kid’s not telling you?”

Hunter’s about to tell her how wrong she is, call her on her bullshit. But something catches his eye. Kevin’s laptop is open, the screen’s turned off. The techs haven’t dusted it or bagged it yet. There’s a sketchbook next to it, and it’s open.

A voice itching at the back of his mind tells him he should pick it up.

He puts on some gloves and flips through it.

The sketches are all in ink. His wife would call them “washes.” They’re monstrous things filled with rotting, jagged teeth, tentacles that transform into sex organs, mouths, and anuses. They fill every possible orifice.

The drawings send shivers down Hunter’s spine.

But for some reason, he can’t stop tracing the brush strokes with his fingers.

“Hunter?”

“What?” Hunter glances around, blinking.

“You wanna take that home and fuck it or something?”

Shame. It fills him like an empty husk. Just like the day his father caught him alone with the stack of Playboy magazines.

He quickly shuts the sketchbook and drops it on the table.

“Relax,” Shirley says. “You’re not the first to react to the artwork like that.”

Hunter clears his throat. “We should get into his laptop. Take a look at his social media activity and contact the building’s ISP.”

“Want my bet?”

“No.”

“Probably lots of gay porn or something like that.”

“Just because he’s a loner, doesn’t mean he’s in the closet.”

“Just saying, maybe that’s why he never went home? Maybe his family’s religious, thought they’d disown him or something? You know how these artist types are.”

“That’s pure conjecture.”

“Still, we should take a deeper look at the family. Both of them.”

And they’ll have the perfect opportunity while they’ve got Dean and his father locked up tight in an interrogation room. They’ll use the trumped-up assault charges to get the father to spill on the family’s dirty laundry.

If the man’s smart, he’s already lawyered up.

Hunter doesn’t say any of that. Doesn’t think about the strange looks the other officers are giving him, that Shirley is giving him.

“…Agreed,” Hunter says. “But we’ll interview them in the morning. Let it sit.”

Shirley yawns, stretching. “Sure, we’ve got forty-eight hours anyway. Let’s let the techs finish bagging and tagging this shit and call it a night.”

“How can you be so calm about this?”

She shrugs. Something odd about the look in her eyes. Like her connection to humanity’s long since been disconnected. “After a while, you just get numb to it all. It becomes a job. I don’t know how you can still be so moved by things like this after all these years.”

Hunter moves for the door. “Some of us are still human.”

She’s staring at Kevin Wallace’s laptop. There’s a faraway look in her eyes. “Maybe. Or, maybe you’re the outlier?”

“What?”

She shakes her head. “Oh, nothing. Just being morbid. You know me.”

Sometimes he wonders if he does.

“Goodnight, Shirley.”

“Night, Hunt.”
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Hunter gets home to find his third-story apartment dead quiet. It’s almost 3:00 am in Fontana, California. The wife and kids are most likely asleep.

The faint smell of rice and pan-fried chicken with a hint of kale lingers in the air.

He missed dinner again.

Moonlight bounces off the living room furniture. His recliner’s calling his name. A covered easel stands out when he enters. It beckons him to look. A white pallet speckled with paint dries on the coffee table.

Fingers stretch out, grip the sheet.

He wants to tear it away. See what his wife was working on, maybe bring some much-needed color into his dreary world.

Something deep inside tells him not to look. Can’t stop thinking about the inkings in Kevin Wallace’s sketchbook. The writhing and twisting amorphous silhouettes.

When he shuts his eyes, he can see them moving.

His fingers tense, then release the cloth.

Hunter rubs his eyes. Tells himself he needs a stiff drink and a hot meal. That Janet will show him the painting when she’s done with it.
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The kitchen is spotless. A note on the fridge reads “It’s your turn next time. No takeout.”

Hunter hangs his blazer up and looks in the fridge. There’s a plate with his name on it. A little heart’s sharpied next to it. He grabs the plate and a beer. Pops the plate in the microwave. Opens the beer and takes a long sip from the can. Tries not to think about the look on Kevin’s face as he closes his eyes. The kid’s graying skin. The way his lips stretched and cracked. Almost like he was smiling.

There’s an odd, melancholy thing about the way a microwave sounds in the middle of the night.

The microwave dings and Hunter pulls his food out, sits at the kitchen counter, and brings his hands together to say grace. He’s halfway through scarfing the plate down when he notices her on the stairs.

Her eyes look almost black; her pale white skin is a near-perfect silhouette against the moonlight-kissed windows.

“I had a nightmare,” she says.

The hair on the back of Hunter’s neck stands to attention. He doesn’t know why. Doesn’t know what to say.

Janet crosses the room and hugs him tight enough to restrict his lung capacity. “I just…need to feel you. Know that you’re here.”

“What is this about, Janet?”

She’s silent for a time. Her touch is cold. Clammy.

“Janet?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

He touches her arm. She jerks back for a moment before relaxing. “Go on back to bed, then. I’ll be up soon.”

A lie. He’s going to spend the next hour running over case documents and filling out paperwork. Maybe the next two hours.

He needs to be ready for the interrogation tomorrow.

“You promise?”

“Swear to God.”

God will forgive him.

She slinks back to the stairs. Moonlight haloes her nightie. Makes her look like a ghost.

Janet looks back at him. Sighs. And makes her way back up the stairs.

The photos on the walls, of friends and family, smiling faces. Mom and Dad. All of them are practically ghosts now.

A familiar sinking feeling. It claws its way into Hunter’s guts. He can’t help but see his past unfold before his eyes. His former self, when he was just a traffic cop, coming through the front door in his uniform just as dinner was getting ready to be served. A smile on his face as Bobby and Zuri came running up. Meeting his waiting embrace.

He tells himself he’s doing this for them.

It’s all for them.

They’ll understand someday.
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It’s 5:00 am before he finishes poring over the case files. Nothing new springs to mind. But he still can’t get Kevin Wallace’s paintings out of his head…

How the tentacles seemed to glisten in the room’s light, as if they were still wet. Dripping and eager to fill every hole in sight.

How they bled into each other.

How, even now, all he wants to do is find it and…
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Hunter climbs into bed, careful not to disturb Janet.

He’s nearly settled, closing his weary eyes, when her disembodied voice fills the room.

“It was so strange,” she says. “You looked like you hadn’t eaten in weeks, your skin looked…well, it looked awful…and you were in some basement, surrounded by all these shapes.”

“Just a nightmare, Honey,” he says. “Go back to sleep.”

“You weren’t you.”

“Well, I’m me now. I’m here. It was just a nightmare.”

“Are you? Is it? You said you’d be right up to bed. You spent the whole night working again, didn’t you?”

“Are we really having this conversation right now?”

She shrinks away from him, holding herself tight. “No. I guess not.”

“We’ll talk about this in the morning.”

“Heard that before.”

Before long, she’s asleep, and all he’s left with is the quiet of a dark room and the horrible things from Kevin Wallace’s sketchbook.

The silence is nearly unbearable.
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Twisting shapes. Writhing tentacles.

Dim, cascading light in the abyss.

Teeth, so many teeth.

Scraping and biting ancient flesh.

Their bellies are full. The enemy lies dismembered.

The spell is broken.

The sky trembles in response to their combined rage.

The empire will fall.
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The alarm blares through Hunter’s temples. He wakes from a nightmare. He’s naked. And his wife is already up.

Hunter doesn’t remember taking his clothes off.

The sun is coming up and his phone has about thirty text messages and twice as many missed calls.

They’re all from Shirley.

He skips the texts and jumps right to calling her back.

The phone rings. He walks to the blinds and opens them. Light bands of red and orange and purple cascade across the sky above the bulldozed empty lot across the street. A morning sunset made possible by the smog and smoke trapped in the valley. The sun will be up in little more than ten minutes.

He used to love sunrises. Used to be undeniable proof of God’s creation.

Now?

Shirley answers the phone.

“Fucking hell, Hunt,” Shirley says. “Were you asleep or something? I’ve been trying to reach you for hours.”

“I’ve been asleep for exactly two hours. I’m not due in until 9:00 am. What do you want?”

“We’ve had a development.”

There’s a buzzing at the back of his brain, like static filling the room. Every hair on his body stands on end. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

“We found another art student dead. Went to the LA Institute of Commercial Art, same school as Dean.”

“Jesus…another artist?”

“Dean’s confessed to the whole thing.”

Hunter’s heart nearly stops. “What?”

“The captain wants you here three hours ago.”

Hunter’s about to curse, about to chew Shirley out for betraying him, for—

His phone beeps once, and he sees the call’s ended.

She hung up on him.

His wife comes in, wearing her nightgown, holding two cups of steaming black coffee. Just the way they like it. “What’s wrong?”

He looks at her. And gets the feeling she knows.


CHAPTER TWO

River pops a Ritalin and tries smiling into the bathroom mirror.

His teeth are white, albeit crooked. Mom never had money for him to have braces.

His hair is black, freshly frosted with red dye from last night and shaved down the sides into a short, fuzzy mohawk.

His smile fades.

He can definitely still tell his hairline is receding. The doctor told him he might lose it all eventually.

Part of him wonders if he should just shave it. Get it over with. Just start wearing a hat like so many others like him.

His beard’s still struggling to come in. Right now, it’s just a patchy mess of shapes, like drifting continents peeking above the ocean.

At least the acne stopped.

The theme to The Exorcist blares through the bathroom and River fumbles for his phone.

He’s elated. It’s from Jess.

Jess: You get your midterm done?

He tries not to panic about that. Tries not to think about how he’s going to fail his design class.

She’s finally talking to him again. That’s reason enough to celebrate!

His fingers dance over the screen.

He types, second-guesses, and retypes his reply.

River: Barely. You?

Smooth.

Anticipation mounts.

And mounts.

Why did she stop talking to him?

They were practically inseparable before the semester started, and then…

No! Don’t think about that.

Jess: I think you’ll be surprised at what I did.

He thinks about asking if she’s still in her Giger phase. But thinks better of it. He doesn’t want to cause an argument now that the lines of communication have been opened back up.

River: Wanna sit together? Show me yours, I’ll show you mine?

He waits a moment.

No answer.

He sighs, takes a deep breath.

His eyes drift to the space beneath the bathroom door.

The smell of cigarette smoke is almost suffocating.

Mom’s smoking again!

When he leaves the bathroom, he finds her pacing, puffing on a cigarette despite the fact the landlord told her he’d kick them both to the curb if he found out.

“Mom, you gotta stop smoking inside!” River shouts, trying not to sound like a whiny teenager. Sometimes, he wishes he’d taken the extra financial aid and moved into student housing. But then he’d have ended up saddled with an extra twenty thousand in student loans.

Mom stops, mutters curses in Spanish, and keeps pacing, like River’s not even there.

It’s been like this for weeks. She’s a waitress at a local dive bar, cleans apartments and houses up in Beverly Hills whenever she’s off. It seems like she never sleeps. Lately, she’s up at all hours, constantly going over receipts, trying her best to come up with the extra cash needed to keep this moldering roof over their heads.

When she is off work, she paces up and down their cluttered living room while evangelical programming turns her brains to mush.

“The Christian life is a battlefield, not some playground,” the TV drones. “And oh, my brothers and sisters in Christ—understand this—and understand it well—we are at war! At war for the very soul of America!”

“Mom!” River shouts in her face, thrusting his finger at her. “Are you listening to me? We’re gonna be homeless if you keep smoking in the house!”

“Satan has tempted this nation, and our people are at the altar ready to pledge their lives to him in unholy matrimony. You say I’m making it up, that I’m being dramatic! But facts don’t lie! Half of this country is home to sinners. Sinners who gladly and gleefully deny God’s truth!”

Mom puffs on her cigarette, pointing it at the TV.

“Do you hear this man?” she says. “Mijo, he’s talking about you!”

“Not this again…”

“No, I am worried about you, Mijo. I went to church last night, and do you know what Pastor Castillo asked me?”

“Let me say this plainly and frankly! No Church of God will ever accept homosexuality. Not one! To do so is to accept a perversion, to go against everything we believe in, to risk hell itself!”

River flips the TV off. “Was it something like that?”

Mom crosses herself. “Mijo! He is worried about you. About the devil getting into your life. The music you listen to, the filth you watch!”

“The women I bring home?”

“You know that we love the sinner and hate the sin in this house.”

River turns around, rushing for the door.

“I don’t have time for this, Mom.”

“You don’t have time for breakfast?” Mom asks, eyes pleading. “I made huevos rancheros.”

“You made me breakfast?”

“For your big day!”

She smiles at him. Ruby lips. Dark circles beneath bloodshot eyes. Smoke idling around her like a cancerous halo. If he didn’t know better, he’d think it was a metaphor or some shit.

“But my Uber is…”

“I’ll put it in a Tupperware and you can eat it on the way!”

And just like that, Mom’s in the kitchen, scraping what is no doubt going to be a delicious fucking breakfast into a Tupperware container and shoving it in his hands. Kiss on his cheek for good luck.

“Now, ándale! Àndale!” she says, pushing him out the door. “Before you’re late!”

He’s halfway down the stairs to the apartment complex when he realizes he forgot his tote bag.

“Shit!”

River charges back into the house, making a beeline for his bedroom. Finds his tote bag, dumps his sketchbook and today’s graphic design midterm into it and storms back out before Mom can say anything.

He’s practically hacking up a lung when he sees the Uber. The driver’s checking his watch, an impatient look plastered on his face.

River waves him down so he knows not to drive off and leave him fucked up a creek without a canoe. Or whatever the saying is.

He double-checks to make sure the driver is who he says he is and slides into the backseat.


[image: ]



When the Uber stops in front of the LA Institute of Commercial Art, River can already tell something’s wrong.

He pays the driver a five-dollar tip and apologizes it’s so little. The driver says nothing, peels out of the parking lot like he’s just been insulted.

River doesn’t have a chance to adjust to the heat. It slaps him in the face; instantly, his clothes feel like they’re drenched in sweat.

The smell of burnt rubber lingers in River’s nostrils as he approaches the main campus and its looming, manila, spackled corporate walls and black-tinted windows.

The once-vibrant evergreens are beginning to dry out. To wilt.

Cue hottest summer. California’s most famous season.

The Valley’s been in the middle of a never-ending cycle of forest fires and droughts as far back as he can remember. The smell in the air. Like a raging campfire. It lingers. Permeates every fiber, every surface. Soon, the trees will be nothing more than gnarled, twisting limbs, reaching like dead hands for the smoldering orange haze lingering above.

River’s attention is pulled from the trees and the corporate, mechanical nature of the parking lot and buildings to a gathering of multicolored bodies outside the secondary entrance to the school.

River tries to ignore them. Tries to slip by. He’s already late for his graphic design midterm anyway. His pulse pounds away like some kind of forgotten, hammering tribal drumbeat. He doesn’t want to fail.

“I heard he broke his neck sucking his own dick.”

“You always say that.”

“He fucking jumped out a window, you asshole!”

“What a coward!”

“I heard he was into some weird shit. Like, Satanic weird.”

“Well, he’s probably in hell now.”

River stops. He spots Alex Davis’s generic, spiky blond hair, his exposed white skin practically shining like a beacon in the shade.

The uncomfortable conversation with his mother earlier. The TV’s interjections. It hits him. Stokes his anger. His fingers twitch in response.

For an art school, LAICA’s staff has an uncomfortable Christian bend. Some of that’s translated into roaming “woke” and “anti-woke” cliques. River remembers how Alex outed him. How every member of the Life’s Well congregation knew the most intimate details of his life.

The body of students eyes River. They’re comprised of a gradient of skin tones, white to tan. A few of them chuckle. Alex is the loudest, of course.

“Nice purse, Mary!” Alex shouts it loud enough for everyone on campus to hear. “Whatcha hiding in it? A spare cock?”

“Why?” River asks. “Wanna borrow it?”

Alex blushes. His friends laugh. Predictably, embarrassment transforms into anger.

“You should hear what her mom was saying about her in church,” Alex says. “Says she cried when Professor Anderson said she was a hack with no drawing talent.”

He’s about to retaliate. A rush of violent thoughts and insults flash through his mind.

He stops himself. Takes a deep breath.

“What?” Alex asks, chuckling. “No comeback?”

This is a losing battle. His education, whatever that means in this hellhole, is more important than an argument with a wannabe jock with the banter skill of a middle schooler.

River storms into the building, breath catching in his throat. He can’t deal with this shit today.

“See?” Alex shouts it so he can hear him. “She’s got nothing!”

The doors slam shut behind him, and he sprints to Professor Delgado’s class.

When River first set foot on this campus, he was sold a grandiose vision of his life as an artist. The student adviser smiled through shiny ruby lips and listened to him pour his gay little heart out about his dreams. How he wanted to work in comic books, and maybe, someday, get to direct a film in one of his favorite horror genres.

River passes by the adviser’s office. Andrea is with a potential student. She’s wearing a leopard-print dress, and that same ruby smile is painted on her face as this would-be student pours his own heart out to her.

River wonders if she’s telling him the same lies.

He moves on.
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“This is the last semester,” Professor Delgado says, pacing in front of the classroom with a monster cup of coffee steaming away into the near-freezing air-conditioned room. “After this, most of you will be moving to 3D art classes. But, I hope you’ll continue to study the graphic design fundamentals beyond this.”

River slouches into his seat, doing his best to hide his face from the rest of the class.

He isn’t looking forward to this. He was too busy last night eavesdropping on Mom arguing with the landlord over late rent to finish his piece. Part of him is worried it’s gonna be the worst one today. That his grade here will tank and there’ll be no way to resurrect it by the time finals roll around.

Well…

His eyes scan the classroom for Jess. And sure enough. There she is, staring at a green laptop screen, gothed out and totally ignoring the professor. Her eyes are bloodshot, her face covered in white makeup, her hair a rat’s nest. River wants to go over, sit next to her. Continue the conversation from earlier.

Guess she’s still in her Giger phase, he thinks.

River thinks about his friend. The one who stayed up late every night with him when he was tirelessly working on a project last semester. The only person who would come over and marathon old werewolf movies when he was having girl trouble.

This semester, though, it’s like she’s a totally different person. Like she doesn’t even remember River half the time.

Well…except for the text messages this morning.

River wonders if Jess has been on ArtisTree, a popular online art posting site most of the students at LAICA use.

He accesses the forums from his phone, searches her username.

Yep, lots of Giger-esque nightmare pieces, some digital, some not.

He thinks she’s experimenting with optical illusions in her work. The way the tentacles and mouths appear both near and far away, almost as if they’re moving as he focuses on different parts of the images.

It’s pretty impressive. Jess might have a bright future in creature design.

He smiles at her. Imagines them working together on mood boards, concept art, and watching old Stan Winston effects documentaries.

Jess’ eyes drift from the laptop screen. At first, River thinks she’s looking right at him. Like there’s recognition in her stare. His hand comes up to wave at her, only to realize that she’s looking at another student. A man who looks to be in his late thirties, with disheveled graying hair, a rail-thin frame River would hazard to say he wouldn’t find on a homeless person, and the same bloodshot, sickly look in his eyes.

This man is staring at a green laptop screen too.

In fact, it’s at that moment River realizes that many of the students in the class are staring at laptop screens. That same vomit-colored light, blinking, flashing into their eyes. Each of them on a gradient from clean-but-haven’t-showered-in-a-few-days all the way to panhandler-ready.

“Adam Brown,” Professor Delgado calls. “We’ll start with your presentation.”

Adam’s eyes flick from his laptop screen to the professor. A smile divides his lips, like someone took an X-Acto knife and carved it into his flesh.

River watches as the guy he’s been staring at and judging digs around in his bag, dragging out a rather large covered canvas print. The thing’s gotta be at least thirty-two by thirty-two inches. The minimum was eleven by fourteen.

Show-off.

“All right,” Professor Delgado says before taking a sip on his piping hot coffee. “Let’s see what Adam’s been able to come up with, shall we?”

Delgado gives Adam a nod; Adam doesn’t seem to notice him or the class. That creepy fucking smile hasn’t gone away either.

Adam’s gnarled, oily fingers grip at the edges of his canvas. He places it on the tray at the bottom of the whiteboard used to store dry erase markers. Slowly, methodically, he caresses the covering.

“Adam?” Professor Delgado snaps his fingers. “Can you please reveal your piece to the rest of the class? We’ve got a lot of critiques to get through.”

Adam’s head snaps in Delgado’s direction. His smile is gone. Bloodshot eyes stare daggers through the professor, as if he’s just interrupted something of vital importance. Those gnarled fingers pinch at the fabric, like an art curator might do before unveiling a long-lost work by Van Gogh or Salvador Dali.

But what Adam ends up revealing when he removes the cover is anything but classic. At first, River’s not even sure what he’s looking at. It appears to be some kind of ink wash. Not a print at all, like the project demanded.

The classroom becomes a cacophony of whispers. Clearly, people have thoughts.

The more River stares, the clearer the painting’s subject becomes. A mess of red and green and varying shades of black and gray brushstrokes spiral, whipping around as if forming some kind of vortex or portal. But…what’s at the center of that portal is not totally clear.

Professor Delgado clears his throat. “Well. Let’s begin the critique. What do we think of Adam’s…project?”

“Umm, well,” one of the girls at the front of the class begins, “it’s hard to, like, tell what he’s, like, going for here. The composition looks really, like, muddled. It’s, like, really messy.”

The girl squints her eyes at the painting.

“Yeah, I agree,” a man with a deep voice in the back says, “the whole thing is too chaotic for me to really tell what’s going on.”

For five more minutes, the class lists all the reasons why Adam’s painting is disturbing and messy. How he’s not followed a single one of Professor Delgado’s parameters for the project. How it fails in every possible way to convey a meaningful message.

But, as River stares at it, something becomes clear. It’s as if those five minutes have been stretched. Voices become strange, like a video played at half speed. His eyes are drawn ever inward, to the center of the vortex.

Soon, he’s staring into a pair of crimson eyes. The more he stares, the more vibrant they become.

“I see something!” a boy at the front of the class shouts. “I can…I can see two eyes…they’re…they’re staring at me!”

The whole class erupts in laughter.

Adam does not appear to be angry, or hurt, or anything at all really. It’s as if he’s not even there. Not even listening to the harsh words being thrown at his piece.

But as the boy, who just stood up, hyperventilates, staring into the heart of the painting, River is not laughing.

The eyes can see him too.

“All right,” Professor Delgado claps his hands together. “That’s enough! Adam, you can go ahead and sit—”

“It’s staring right at me!” The boy’s hunched over. Eyes wide. Fingers clawing into the table. His neighbor’s giving him a weird look. “I…I can’t look away!”

“David, are you okay?” Professor Delgado asks.

David is gripping at his chest, breathing faster and faster.

Eyes leaking.

Lips quivering. Whispering.

“David, please look at me,” Professor Delgado says.

David does not respond. Instead, he screams at the top of his lungs and falls out of his chair.

At first, the whole class is frozen.

Professor Delgado drops his coffee and rushes to David’s side.

“Someone call an ambulance, now!” River shouts.

 


CHAPTER THREE

The forest fires. They spew smoke and ash into the sky. A rolling, white-orange haze that comes to blanket the Valley.

Hunter sits in his car, staring at the apartment complex near the LA Institute of Commercial Art. Its flat stone walls, its brutalist shapes. Its gleaming, flat windows, reflecting the sun’s rising, hellish gaze. The same style as Hunter’s apartment building.

His hands grip the steering wheel. Strangle the leather.

He wants to think through what he’s going to do.

What he’s going to say to her.

But he can’t think right now.

He’s too angry.

Getting out of the car, slamming the door, and walking through the entrance is a blur.

Hunter flashes his badge at the officer standing guard in the lobby and storms into the elevator.

The wait is excruciating. All he can do is ball his fists up and push through the fog of rage in his mind. What can he even do?

The elevator dings.

The hallway is full of uniforms and plainclothes detectives. Rushing around. Carrying evidence.

Some of them stop and stare. A few of the white officers smile and wave at him. Oblivious. They’re friendly enough. Long as you don’t mention police reform. He passes Officer Lawrence, another of the dwindling population of Black officers in the LAPD, holding a bagged cell phone like it’s diseased. All it takes is one glance at the look on Hunter’s face for him to go right back to what he was doing.

Detective John Walters spots him at the end of the hall. Eyes like white globes, brown skin, mouthing “oh shit” as Hunter storms toward him.

“Listen, Gil,” John starts.

“You don’t get to call me that,” Hunter says. “Not today.”

“We tried to reach you—”

“Where is she?” Hunter asks.

“I…”

“I asked you a question.”

A thousand thoughts run through Hunter’s mind while Detective Walters sweats his answer out. Thoughts like, How could you? And, Did you force that confession?

John sighs, nods in the direction of an open apartment door. “She’s in the apartment with the techs. Gil, you need to understand that I—”

Hunter’s already crossing the threshold before John can finish his damn sentence.
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His face is still purple. Wounds wrap around his neck from the initial drop. Most people kick and struggle, regretting their decision…this guy is still smiling.

This time, the victim’s Black. Name’s Patric Boyd. Didn’t have a roommate. His parents live back East, own a chain of restaurants. Paid his tuition and footed the bill for a studio apartment within walking distance of the school. The studio’s a mess of old, moldy pizza boxes, paints, and the faint lingering smell of marijuana.

Staring at the boy’s face, Hunter thinks of his brother.

About 21st Street.

About the look on his face when the light faded from his eyes.

And his father’s cold words, “It was his own fault. Thomas shouldn’t have been there, and he shouldn’t have been defiling the temple God gave him.”

By the time Hunter arrived at Boyd’s apartment, the techs had photographed every last detail. Now they’re bagging and tagging potential bits of evidence. He wonders how much of it was planted. How much of it will be used to put an innocent Black kid in prison. How long will he have to rot for a crime he didn’t commit?

And there she is. Having a casual conversation in the corner of the apartment with one of the techs.

By the time he reaches her, she’s sipping a cup of coffee and burying her nose in her phone.

She doesn’t even see him approach.

“What the fuck were you thinking?” Hunter shouts. “I thought I said we were gonna wait till morning to start the interview!”

Her eyes don’t leave the phone. She barely even reacts. A glimmer of green light reflecting off her contacts.

“We tried to reach you,” Shirley says. “The boy wanted to talk. We listened.”

“He was asking for a damn lawyer last night, and you think I’m gonna buy that he just decided to run his mouth without representation? That’s a load of bullshit, and you know it!”

Her eyes finally focus on him. “What are you suggesting, Hunt?”

“I want to see the security footage of the interrogation.”

“Why? He confessed to both crimes.”

“You know damn well why.”

“Are you suggesting we somehow coerced that young man to confess to his crimes?”

He can’t say it. Not with a dozen uniforms and techs watching and listening. “What the hell do you think?”

She finishes her coffee in a single gulp. “Well, by all means, Hunt, if you think we got this wrong. Then please, enlighten me.”

What can he do?

How can he help this kid?

The answer is plain and simple. And yet… The last thing he needs is the rest of the force claiming he’s just another “angry black man” with a grudge against the department.

He’s gotta play by the rules. Crack the case.

“So, what do you think, Hunt?” Shirley asks, her words dripping with sarcasm.

He takes a deep breath. Scans the crime scene.

Hunter’s eyes lock on the kid’s laptop. It’s covered in stickers for trance and trap bands. His daughter is twelve years old, and sometimes he regrets being stupid enough to have introduced her to the internet. She blasts that crap all night sometimes. Says it helps her sleep.

His eyes break from the laptop and scan the windows. All of them appear to be locked from the inside.

“Are there any signs of forced entry? A struggle?” he asks.

The look in her eyes. Like she’s thinking, the fuck you take me for, an amateur?

She shakes her head. “No, but we discovered Dean Tyler’s DNA near the entrance of the apartment. It’ll take time to find out how old it is, but my money’s on it matching the victim’s time of death.”

“Is that all you got on Tyler?”

“The two of them went to the same school and shared classes together. Patric Boyd was making the same kind of artwork that Kevin Wallace was. In your interview with him, he mentioned some goth fad taking over part of the school. Could be, he just got sick of it. Snapped.”

“Does Dean have a connection to this guy outside of that? Hostile social media interactions, confrontations at school? Anything?”

Shirley shrugs. As if to say, Who cares?

His fist balls up. She’s in on it. Janet’s father would be so proud of her.

“And what about Dean’s alibi? Can he account for his whereabouts before the time of death?”

“Apparently, he was alone in the computer lab at school.” She grins. “So, no witnesses to corroborate his story.”

“Unless the staff or security guards saw him.”

The smile fades. “Hunt. He confessed.”

“Plenty of Black kids confess to crimes they didn’t commit.”

“In bum-fuck Alabama, maybe. This is Southern California.”

They’re locking eyes. She’s backing away. The fear in her expression is clear. She doesn’t like it when he’s angry.

He wants to mention the roaming gangs of white police officers. The unchecked power of the sheriff’s office. The department’s history of racism.

But he doesn’t. Everyone in the room already knows.

“In any case, there is a window of time from when Tyler allegedly left the computer lab at 6:00 pm to when he arrived at the dorms where he could have made his way here to commit the murder.”

“How much time?”

“It’s too similar, Hunt. There’s got to be some kind of connection.”

“How. Much. Time.”

“An hour.”

“An hour in LA traffic might as well be five minutes anywhere else.”

“Still, it’s enough, under the right conditions.”

“Within a reasonable doubt? Did you check his phone to see if he ordered an Uber. Talk to the driver? Anything?”

The smile returns. “I think a jury will see it our way.”

“We’ll see about that.”

“And what do you intend to do?”

“Shine a microscope up this investigation’s ass. Make sure you’re not locking an innocent Black kid up for no goddamn reason.”

There’s that look in her eyes again. That smug expression on her face. “Careful, Hunter. You’re starting to sound like those Black Lives Matter protesters. You wouldn’t want us to think a nice guy like you was one of them, now would you?”

God knows he’d never hit a woman. But sometimes he’d like to make an exception for her. She’s not the only cop here that would love to hang Dean Tyler and watch him turn blue. Looking around the room, he can see it. The techs and uniforms are all mostly white, and the ones that aren’t know better than to raise their voices. They give Hunter looks, like he should know his place too.

Whose bright idea was it for me to become a cop?

He knows the answer to that question.

He pushes the thought away.

Hunter’s about to make another point, but something catches his eye.

Like a voice scratching at the back of his mind, he feels his attention slowly crawl to the victim’s laptop.

He opens it, and the screen wakes up. The password screen lights up, cursor flashing…waiting. The background’s a strange symbol, so green it hurts his eyes to look at it. The symbol…it’s familiar…a head with a bunch of tentacles set inside a triangle.
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He can see structures writhing in the depths of the storm.

They open up like gnarled, stone hands. In the raging wind, they twist and bend to the whims of a warlike drumbeat. A voice. A call that echoes from beyond time and space. Beyond the veil.
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The cursor. He can’t take his eyes off of it.

Fingers hover over the keyboard.

Sweat dripping. Pulse pounding.

Part of him wants to look away. Wants to forget whatever the hell he just saw and crawl into the deepest cave he can find. Never come out.

Another part of him wants more. Needs to know.

“We’re in the process of cataloging all the electronics,” Shirley says. “After that it’s John’s problem.”

Hunter blinks. Wonders where he is. Why the hell he’s covered in sweat.

One look at the corpse hanging in the middle of the apartment brings it all back.

He thinks he must have zoned out. Happens sometimes when he doesn’t get enough sleep.

Hunter can’t remember the last thirty seconds. What he saw when he stared into the laptop’s putrid green light. Erased like footsteps on a polluted beach at high tide.

A voice tells him it’s okay. No one will blame him if he looks again.

Like breaking a trance, Hunter nods at Shirley, tearing his eyes away from the screen.

Shirley’s holding a sketchbook. She’s offering it to him.

He takes it. Flips through it. Regrets the choice.

The shapes. Familiar. Glistening. Dripping with viscous bodily fluids. Like snakes, they twist and embrace each other. Inky flesh on flesh. Feeding orifices full of cascading teeth and eyes with too many pupils.

“Their artwork is similar,” Hunter says.

“So?”

“Did you look up that H.R. Giger guy Dean mentioned?” Hunter asks, tearing his eyes away from the grotesque images. For some reason, all he wants to do is linger there, get lost in those curves and sharp edges. See what they do when he closes his eyes.

“No. Been a bit busy processing all this evidence,” Shirley says.

“He’s a painter. Famous for the monster in those Alien movies. He was obsessed with a guy named Aleister Crowley.”

“And who the fuck is that?”

“Was. Guy died some time ago. But a lot of people thought that Crowley had some real mystical power. He wrote a grimoire that was said to be the real deal. Not like those books on magic and crystal healing you find at your local new age boutique.”

Shirley picks up a stack of books at the end of an even larger pile of pizza boxes. “What about this H.P. Lovecraft guy? He’s got like five of these books.”

“Sounds familiar.”

“The Call of Cthulhu and Other Tales,” she says, rolling her eyes. “Spooky stuff. Hey, I’ve seen this Cthulhu thing at my used bookstore. It was a plushie.”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“Probably nothing. Kids are into dark shit.”

“And you don’t think there’s any possibility that Kevin Wallace and Patric Boyd could have killed themselves, that we’re dealing with two suicides?”

“Not with a full confession.”

It’s like talking to a brick wall.

“Well, I don’t think there’s much more we can do here,” Shirley says, yawning.

“Yeah…” Hunter’s eyes drift back to the laptop. “Have they been able to crack into Wallace’s hard drive yet?”

She shrugs. “Hell if I know. Just happened last night. I imagine it’d take some time for John to get to it.”

“Let me know when he’s finished with them.”

“Right…”

“I’m heading to the office for some research and shut-eye. Don’t bother me for at least five hours.”

“You sure you’re not going to have a little chat with Dean Tyler? Have yourself a look at the interrogation footage?”

He glares back at her. “And if I am?”

“I’m sure the captain would appreciate it if you focused on the other cases you got piled up on your desk.”

“I’m sure he would.”

“Have a nice day, Hunt.”

Hunter heads for the studio apartment’s front door. He gives his partner one last look before he shuts the door behind him.

No. He doesn’t like the way she looks at him at all.
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When he gets to the office, the other desks are empty still. Hunter doesn’t wonder why the day shift hasn’t arrived to take over. Doesn’t wonder why there isn’t at least a desk Sergeant out front.

He makes a beeline toward his desk.

He’s going to pull the security footage. Find out where in county lockup they’re keeping Dean so he can have a little chat with him.
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