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To Anastacia Campbell,

without whom I never would have found my voice.
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Soul Survivor
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​​

Wandering the woods late at night

​I have no candle or flashlight;​​

Only memory to guide my way

​To the house on Devil’s Cay

​Where legends say an evil dwells

​And rises when the ocean swells;

​I never know what next I’ll see

​As the Devil roams the frothing sea;

​Ghostly specters of ships once sailed,

​The Devil they met, in a storm they failed;

​They fought with valor, their souls brave

​Their strength unmatched in the Devil’s rage,

​Down, down in the depths they fell

​Bodies in the dark of a liquid hell.

​The Devil slices through them without a knife

​Only teeth that tear the flesh with strife;

​Severed heads and severed limbs

​Severed dreams and severed whims,

​Gathered in the bowels of their serous grave

​Prisoners held captive in a watery cave;

​Each abandoned part is given new life

​And the Devil takes himself a wife;

​Together they rule the dark abyss

​Love inhuman in its bliss;

​The sea still churns strong and wild,

​Their wish in creating a Devil child

​Down, down in the depths still they fell

​Bodies in the dark of a liquid hell.

​​

Still I wander the woods at night

​Without the moon’s gentle light;

​Only memory to guide my way,

​To the house on Devil’s Cay

​Where once upon a time before

​My lover sailed from its gritty shore;

​To him I’ve given my limbs and life

​To appease the Devil’s wicked wife;

​My soul will haunt this place no more

​When his ship is once more on that shore;

​With lifeless eyes I wait and see

​My lover will be returned to me.

©2012 Stephanie Ayers
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​The Puppet Master
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“Those puppets are going to break your heart,” Finn said to Abigail as he cleaned them and tightened the screws of their joints. Abigail, absorbed in counting their profits, ignored him. “You can’t take a tiger that wild and turn it to wood.”

“Hmmm?” She did not look up from the bills spread out before her. Neat stacks of currency lined the small wooden table according to value.

“Nothing.” He shook his head. Everything he said was important, but she only listened when she wanted to.

“You said something about turning something wild into paper...” She turned her head slightly. They shared a small circus car. It consisted of two tables, a dresser, and a bed. A nudge of her elbow would send him sprawling to the floor.

“No, I said wood. I was just musing.” He laid the last puppet into the wooden box where they slept between shows. So far, every show had been successful. No one in the world had puppets as life-like as theirs. People turned out by the dozens to see them. Despite their popularity, Finn grew restless. He never had liked staying in one place too long. 

“Well, stop. You aren’t making any sense. Besides, I need a massage. You know how badly my neck hurts after a show. Stop playing with the puppets and give me a massage!” She packed the money tightly in an envelope and closed the safe.

She always demanded, never asked, and he always obliged. He did so now, begrudgingly. The circus tiger remained on his mind. So very wild it was, and Abigail wanted to put its likeness on paper and use it as a background for a show. The whole circus scheme, hiring them for their unusual puppet show, made him uncomfortable. He stopped massaging, running his hand through her long mahogany hair. “So, did we do it? Do we have enough?”

She turned on her stool, one smooth leg crossing and uncrossing until she faced him. Finn was a handsome man with his clean cut golden brown hair, lean shape, and dimpled smile. “No, not tonight, but it was close.”

He slammed his fist on the table. “Dammit, Abby!” His eyes wandered over to the puppet box; he moved to it swiftly and pulled out two puppets. They were new, a green genie and the red-faced butcher. “And yet, you buy more puppets!”

Spittle landed on Abigail’s face. She flicked it off with the back of her hand. “Yes! New puppets that will make us even more money, Finn.”

Finn shook the puppets, squeezing the butcher hard enough to break him. The crack of the wood appeased him even as splinters slid into the soft pad of his palm. “Wonderful. Just what we needed!” Sarcasm dripped from his lips. “Tell me, Abigail, exactly how did you plan to fit a genie and a fat old butcher into the show? Were you going to wish for a pig?”

Abigail shrunk back, away from the fist she expected to plow into her body at any moment. Anger always got the better of Finn. It would not be the first time he’d left a bruise on her. She had decided long ago the next time he wanted to move on, she would let him. This circus was all she needed.

“Yes, we will grant the audience three wishes! What a great idea!” She shook as her hands clasped together with excitement she did not feel. “You’ll see! The money will come rolling in! Then we can leave. We’ll go wherever you want!”

Finn cooled down. She knew how to defuse his anger, though it did not always work. “Three wishes, eh? So how do we go about making the wishes come true unless we know about them beforehand?”

Silence pierced the tension in the room. Abigail knew exactly how to get the three wishes fulfilled. Her grandmother taught her the Romani magic well. Finn never knew where the puppets came from, never questioned until now. 

Finn set about fixing the broken puppet, something he always did when he needed to think.

“I have an idea, Finn,” Abigail interrupted, a little too much glee in her voice. Luckily, Finn ignored her long enough to lay the butcher down delicately.

“What is that, Abby?” His eyes rolled sideways to look at her.

“We could set up three of our people in the audience, each holding a slip of paper with the wish we want them to share. Then, we write the story to follow and make them come true.”

Finn’s jaw dropped open. It was a clever idea, one that would suit all purposes. Abigail kept her face void of emotion as she waited for his response. He started to speak, stopped, examined the puppet again, tightened a screw, and stopped, then repeated the whole process once more before answering.

“I like it. Can we trust three people to play along?”

“Yes. I know three who would be willing.” Abigail smiled. She knew exactly who would play along and why.

“Excellent. I’ll start writing the script for tomorrow then.” Finn turned to the map of the world stretched across the wall behind him. 

Abigail knew he searched for where he wanted to go. She would make sure he got there. “Did you decide where we are going next?” 

“Hmmm. I want to go somewhere exotic, but our funds, even if this is successful, won’t allow for that. We need to move from here, though. I don’t like being in one place too long, you know that. What do you think of Niagara Falls?”

She smiled again. “Sounds like a plan!”
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ABIGAIL PEEKED OVER the top of the stage. As expected, today brought a bigger audience than ever before. She knew the tiger background would be a hit. She spied her three minions and, when they returned her look, shot them the evil eye.  They shivered to her satisfaction. Finn finished the opening lines, stepped behind the screen, and Abigail dropped the genie onto the stage.

“Who dares summon me from my sleep?” the genie said.

“It is I, the lonely butcher!” Finn said as Abigail dropped the puppet to the stage.

The genie’s large green eyes rolled in extreme exaggeration. “Humph. Fine. I grant you three wishes. What shall they be?” Glitter sprinkled onto the stage.

“Who among you knows my plight?” The butcher pointed to the audience.

A female voice shouted from the crowd, “He wishes for his own space!”

“So shall it be!” the genie answered. She waved her wand and glitter filled the stage. A puppet sized box appeared in front of her. “Your wish is granted. You have your own space. Now, on with your second wish, or I’ll feed you to the tiger!”

Another female voice, older this time, trembled, “He wishes to be thin and handsome!”

The genie waved her wand again and glitter fell over the butcher. When it cleared, a leaner, younger butcher resembling Finn stood where the old fat one had been. The genie blew a wolf whistle. “Hello, thin and handsome! Starve the tiger, and tell me your third wish?”

A male voice boomed from the audience, “I wish I was in Niagara Falls!”

Another wave of glitter filled the stage, and the butcher lay in the open box. The genie closed the box, stuck a stamp on it, and whistled for the mailman. “Wish granted.”
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ABIGAIL LOOKED AT THE space where Finn had stood during the show, then smiled at the new puppet in the box. “If I loved you, that’s my fault. Now it’s time to let you go. So long, my dearest Finn.”

​No Returns

Amber’s excitement mounted as she stepped onto her porch. A plain brown box sealed with silver duct tape sat in front of her door. She hadn’t expected anything, but she picked it up and shook it. Thunk, thunk, clunk. The contents shifted and she almost dropped it. She checked the labels as she carried the box inside. The sloppy handwritten return address bore a stark contrast to the delicate print of her name. She didn’t recognize the names or the writing, but her desire to open the box won over any reservations she held. She squinted at the miniscule print underneath her zip code, trying to read it.

No Returns.

Curious, she pulled at the tape until the top flaps opened and displayed the peanuts inside. Something black lurked within the white Styrofoam, like spilled charcoal in a field of snow. She sat down on the shiny wood floor and pulled a vintage camera out. It reminded her of the kind her mother took pictures with back in the ‘70s when she was a child. A small tag dangled from it. Written in the same careful print as her address, Amber read: 

Capture a Soul

Intrigued with the camera, Amber twisted the lens cover off, not noticing the way it glared from its nakedness. A tiny label on the back of the camera repeated the words No Returns. She ignored it and opened the back, delighted to find a roll of film within. She carefully removed the roll, pleased to find it unblemished by the light.

A twisted face screamed from the first unfurled frame. A wisp of white smoke ascended from the film, caressed her skin, tickled her neck, and rot invaded her nostrils. She gasped for air, but her lungs refused to cooperate. Her lips opened in a silent scream. Splinters from the hardwood floor embedded under her nails as she choked, and her eyes bulged. The mist expelled from her mouth and zapped into the sudden flash of the camera.
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A SIMPLE BROWN BOX sat outside his doorstep. Michael picked it up in excitement, wondering if his grandmother’s present had finally arrived.

​Wade, Haunted

“This isn’t what I imagined heaven would look like.”

Stark white light burned Wade’s eyes. 

“That’s because it’s not heaven, and you aren’t dead.” A pleasant faced man sat in a chair next to Wade’s bed. A silver badge on his police uniform read: S. Puckett.

“Where am I?” Wade asked. 

“You’re in the hospital.” 

Wade groaned. He wanted to sit up, but the tubes attached to his body wouldn’t let him. He pushed the oxygen mask away. His neatly wrapped wrists throbbed. A gasp slipped from his lips, and his eyes opened wide in surprise. “Why?”

Puckett's eyebrows stitched together and his jaw lengthened. He pulled his cellphone out, redirected the camera, and held it in front of Wade’s face. Wade gasped. He tried to touch the swath of white gauze that covered his dark curls, but the pinch of his IV stopped him. A week’s worth of stubble marred his jawline. Bruised blue eyes looked back at him over a broken nose. 

Puckett lowered the mirror. “Do you remember anything?”

Concrete. Water. Free falling. Steel. His short life flicking like an old movie through his head.

“N-no.” Wade lied. The pain intensified as his body awoke, and he winced. “What... happened to me?”

“You slit your wrists and jumped off a bridge.” Puckett set the mirror down and picked up a faded photo album. “You landed on the stern of a moving boat. We found this on you.” He tipped the album forward against Wade’s stomach and opened the cover. “Who are these people?”

Blood stained the edge of the album. Wade moved past it to the contents on the page. As the sultry blonde’s picture came into focus, Wade’s memories and arousal surfaced...

“Just one hour?” 

Three heads bobbed in agreement. Wade looked at the old farmhouse and shivered. An hour until sunset. If he wanted in the fraternity, he had to do this. 

“One hour. Inside. We’ll be watching.” Donnie tapped his watch, then elbowed the guy standing next to him. 

In unison, they lined up against Donnie’s BMW. 

“Starting now.”

The front door of the white house opened with a squeak that made Wade’s heart skip a beat. His eyes closed, and the dusty silence of the long empty house accosted him. Nothing disturbed the air, not even the buzz of appliances. Sensing the vacancy, he opened his eyes. A photo album sat on the rickety coffee table just beyond the front door. His stomach clenched. Hesitant eyes searched the room as he moved towards the table, noting the crumbling paint on the walls and broken bricks of the fireplace, but he switched direction at the last minute. Despite the dead silence, he needed to know there was no one there. His feet carried him through a small opening and into the kitchen. 

Cobwebs crowded dark corners, and a spider web covered the base of the sink. The stale odor of disuse exuded from the refrigerator as he opened it. Nothing there but more cobwebs. He coughed and closed it. A glance out the window showed him a yard filled with unruly weeds and tall, browning grass. He followed a short hall to a closed door. Inside the closet a few musty jackets hung on metal hangers and dust coated the floor.  

A short staircase with an ornate brass bannister loomed opposite the closet. He ascended, the ominous creaking and sighing of the steps disturbing the silence. Wade’s heart plunged to his belly. He raced to the top looking over his shoulder every other step. Once he reached the top, an open foyer looked down into the front room. With bated breath he investigated the rooms behind him and found most of them empty. He flipped the light switch in the bathroom out of habit, and a pasty white face stared at him from the mirror. Startled, he jumped and his heart quickened, until he realized it was his reflection.
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