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      Cadaverous was a heavy metal band that came to sudden prominence in 2018. They skyrocketed to fame on the back of several bizarre events that resulted in the deaths of at least five known victims, though the actual count is likely much higher.

      The account that follows is taken from the hand-written journal of the band’s frontman and founding member, Gaige Penrod. It appears that he intended on writing a series of blog posts, though instead of posting them online, he kept them in his journal. It’s unclear why he never shared these publicly. A thorough online search did not return any results.

      Where at all possible, I tried to verify the facts. My team of graduate assistants were invaluable in this endeavor. However, the posts, as crafted by Mr. Penrod, contained a fair number of unsubstantiated claims. In an effort to present the case with as much evidence as possible, I’ve left those in the text. I hope it may stir intellectual debate and further inquiry. Regardless of the validity of the details, the fact remains that at least five people lost their lives because of Mr. Penrod’s vile beliefs.

      A word of warning to the reader.

      The incantation Mr. Penrod speaks of in his writing cannot in any way be verified as legitimate. I have not tried reciting it myself, but in my research, there are mentions of others who attest to its power. I include it, as I did with everything else, in an attempt at transparency. These types of occurrences must be shown in their entirety if we are ever to understand their hold on individuals. However, there are certain things better left alone and I caution the reader to not delve into the darkness. There are powers there which are far more sinister than you can ever imagine.

      

      
        
        Dr. Leonard Spivey, PhD

        Associate Professor of Occult Studies

        University of Northern Michigan Department Of Religion
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        * * *

      

      We never realize we're at a turning point in life until it's too late. For me, that was August 21, 2017. I remember it vividly.

      The day was hot and sticky. My older sister Hannah and her boyfriend Buck took me to the Eclipse concert at Williams Farms. The concert was to celebrate that Carbondale was the point of longest duration of the eclipse, a fact I cared little about. Others did, though, and that’s why the weekend-long festival was created. All that mattered to me was that Ozzy Osbourne was going to play live.

      Williams Farms was a new winery trying to break into the southern Illinois wine trail, and this was the big event that they thought would put them on the map. They cleared a field lined with trees and added several temporary shacks for food and vendors.

      Buck wasn’t my sister’s boyfriend’s real name, but after I once called him Ronald, he crashed his fist into my stomach and scolded me, saying, “You little turd, don’t ever call me by that name again!” That was close to a year before the concert when I was sixteen. Hannah never stood up for me, even when he continued to harass me. Buck and I had an understanding since then.

      I accepted the possibility the concert would suck because of Buck being there, but I had to see Ozzy. He was scheduled to sing “Bark at the Moon” when the eclipse started. It was all planned out and legends like him rarely ever visited our part of rural southern Illinois.

      The crowd was thinner than expected. I don’t know if it was because of the location or the heat or something else. I heard afterward that the organizers lost a ton of money and the one in charge lost their job. At the moment, I didn’t know any of that, nor would I have cared. It was all about seeing Ozzy live. The dude was getting old too, so this might have been my last chance to see him.

      My black t-shirt was soaked through. The humidity was so thick. Being out in the field with several hundred others only made it worse. They had water sprinkler stations and handed out bottled water, but it didn’t help much.

      “Gaige, why don’t you see if your friends are here?” my sister asked, gently shoving me away from her and Buck like I was something to be cast aside. Buck glared at me, and I kept my mouth shut. They drifted toward the right side of the field, and I kept my distance. I didn’t mind hanging out by myself. My friends didn’t come to the show because of the outrageous ticket prices. I was lucky my dad overcompensated for not being around much after he and mom divorced, one of the only things he was ever good for. I had no use for him otherwise.

      Around 1:15 in the afternoon, Ozzy slowly ambled to the microphone on the stage. He spoke to the crowd, trying to bring up the energy which had been sapped by the sun. The moon had already begun to cast a shadow on the land and the anticipation built. Then at 1:21, the moon completely blocked out the sun and Ozzy started singing.

      The hairs on the back of my neck stood on end. An electric current raced through the crowd as they released their pent-up energy while singing with the Prince of Darkness. The temperature dropped. A halo of sunlight danced around the edges of the moon.

      Ozzy sounded spectacular. The band was in total synch with him. When he ambled to the left, they leaned that way. When he hit a high note, the guitar player jumped in the air. Smoke rose from machines on either end of the stage. Ozzy’s presence was everything I wanted to be in my band. The way he commanded the audience was stunning. People leaned toward him when he reached his hand out to them. Even at his age, he was the man. The crowd sang along, and I joined in, belting out my best impression of him.

      At one point I glanced toward my sister and Buck, and he’d ripped her shirt off, exposing her small breasts. I shook my head and felt a tiny urge to vomit. Hannah didn’t seem to mind, her entire being given over to the powerful performance from Ozzy. She raised her arms and sang. Buck alternated between staring at her exposed chest and Ozzy on the stage. I turned away from them. My cheeks felt hot. I really hoped none of my friends were there to see the awful spectacle they were making.

      In my sunbaked vision, I realized there was something else on the stage. A black shadow. I blinked several times to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating. It morphed into an almost human-like shape and seemed to follow Ozzy everywhere he went. A lump caught in my throat. Maybe it wasn’t really there, like my mind had fried in the heat and was making it up. But there it was, behind him.

      A knot of fear worked its way up my spine.

      Then, as the song neared the end and the moon shifted from the sun, thin tendrils of blackness spiraled outward from the thing toward the crowd. It was like thousands of shadowy umbilical cords raced out from its chest in a matter of seconds to leach onto the writhing mass of people. None of them seemed to notice the thing connecting to all of them. One thick tendril snaked through the crowd and before I knew it, I looked down and it latched on to my chest. A flood of dark emotions filled me. I opened my mouth to scream, but I couldn’t. A jolt of fear raced through me.

      Ozzy’s performance grew more powerful. His presence on the stage was more pronounced, like an otherworldly spotlight cast a darkened glow around him. I froze in place, unsure what I should do with the tendril connected to me. As the song ended, so did the glow around Ozzy. All the tendrils snapped back to the black shadow thing, and it vanished.

      I stood with my mouth open. The crowd screamed for more, and Ozzy was more than eager to offer it.

      What the hell had I seen? What did it do to me? Was I losing my mind? Someone else had to have seen it.

      I didn’t drink or do any drugs. Almost everyone around me at the concert did, but that wasn’t for me. It never had been. Maybe it was a contact buzz or something like that? I worked my way out of the crowd toward one sprinkler. My body felt sickly, like the sun had burned into my soul. I got under the tepid water and hoped I wasn’t gonna black out. My thoughts spun as I tried to make sense of what I’d seen.

      The rest of the concert was a blur. When Hannah—with her shirt back on, thankfully—and Buck were ready to go, they found me nearly passed out leaning against an oak tree. I barely remember Buck slinging me over his shoulder and complaining about it. My mind was far away. I replayed the moment Ozzy took the stage and the creeping dread it evoked within me.

      What was that thing, and why did it reach out to the crowd like that? I didn’t think it touched me, but maybe it did. I really couldn’t tell.

      That night when I was in my bedroom listening to a playlist of Ozzy’s songs, I couldn’t get the experience out of my head. It both intrigued me and frightened me. It must have been a part of the show, like a prop or something. He always had some kind of messed up act he included with the concert. I mean, he bit the head off of a freaking bat, once!

      More than anything, though, I wanted to play music. The show lit a fire within me. I wanted to get together with my band. It had been far too long since we played and with my senior year of high school starting, it might be the last chance we got for a while. I made plans to reach out to the band. I wanted to get us back together.
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        * * *

      

      Nobody really creates a blog anymore. I get that. But I needed an outlet to explain what happened. These words will live on. They will always be there, even if I’m not. You’ll understand what I mean.

      The day after the concert, I still couldn’t stop thinking about it. The eclipse. The people. Ozzy. The… whatever the hell it was I saw on the stage. I hadn’t mentioned it to my friends at school. I didn’t even text about it to the guys in my band. But I asked Hannah.

      We were at home the night after the show watching the old Halloween movie, the original with the creepy Shatner mask, and Hannah wasn’t paying any attention to it. Her head was bent toward her phone, furiously texting Buck. He’d gotten called into work at the burger place on Main Street that night and she was pouting. Mom was working late, so it was just the two of us.

      “Hannah, can I ask you something about the concert?” I asked as Jamie Lee Curtis screamed on the television.

      “Huh? Yeah, whatever.”

      I paused. Normally, Hannah is pretty cool with listening to my crazy ideas, but somehow this felt like a stretch. I had no idea how she’d react to my question. It honestly felt odd even asking. She glanced up from her phone with a slight scowl on her face. “What? Were you gonna ask me something?” The music from the movie turned dark and pulled her attention from my frozen stare. The corners of her mouth turned down. The only reason she was there with me was because she had nothing else to do. Hannah hated horror movies.

      “Do you remember… when Ozzy started singing?” I asked.

      Her cheeks blushed. “Yeah. You aren’t gonna tell mom about that, are you?” She turned back to me, and a grin had replaced the scowl.

      “What? Oh, no.” I realized then she meant when Buck pulled her top down. “Gross, no, not that. You guys are perverts.”

      Hannah giggled. “Buck liked it. Stop being such a prude.”

      “Anyway, when Ozzy was singing, and the moon crossed in front of the sun, I saw something.”

      “Ewww, gross. You didn’t stare at me, did you? I can’t handle a sicko brother. People get locked up for that kind of thing.”

      “Hannah, no. Not that. I meant from the stage. Did you see anything odd?”

      She clasped her hands in her lap and looked up, searching her memory. Finally, she spoke. “Not that I can think of. Ozzy’s performance seemed pretty normal to me. Maybe a bit more powerful than I expected, but nothing I’d call unusual.”

      “Nothing?” I whispered. Maybe I made it up. I checked reports of the show afterward and not a single person mentioned the black tendrils that extended from the thing on the stage. It was like it never happened.

      “Did you see something? Were you on something?” Hannah asked. She giggled again. “Gaige Penrod. You freak!”

      “Dammit Hannah, no. Forget I mentioned it.”

      I focused on the movie, but my thoughts went back to the stage. Something happened, and it wasn’t a prop. The more I thought about it, the more I convinced myself it was real. I let the subject drop and ignored Hannah’s giggles as she typed something to Buck. I imagined she was making fun of me.
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        * * *

      

      The next day at school, I met up with my best friend, Landon Burleson, in the parking lot before our first class. We’d known each other since grade school, when his family moved to town. Landon was a month younger than me. As an only child, he always had the best and latest. He scored an Xbox One, Day One Edition, two days before release because his dad pulled some strings. He was also the lead guitar player of our band and the only one of us to ever actually take lessons. Unlike the rest of us, his hair was cut short, like he was prepping for a business interview. He said it was easier to deal with.

      Landon approached with a cigarette hanging out of his mouth. He smoked Marlboro Reds like he was some damn cowboy or something. Of all the things he could have as a vice, he chose the one most likely to piss off his parents. I shook my head.

      “What’s up?” I asked. Landon blew out a puff of smoke. “Have you thought about vaping instead?” I asked.

      “Those things blow up.”

      “But they smell better. And won’t give you cancer.”

      “Shit man, even water will give you cancer. At least I can enjoy the ride until I die.”

      I couldn’t argue against that logic.

      “How long’s it been since we had the band together?” I asked.

      Landon took a drag from the cigarette and blew it to the side. “Too damn long. Why, you got something in mind?”

      I ran a hand through my long brown hair. “Yeah, man. The Pumpkin Festival.”

      A sly smile raced across Landon’s face. “The talent show?”

      I nodded. Every year in Brownsville, there’s a fall festival to celebrate the harvest season. Rumor had it that fifty years ago, nearby farmers used to grow tons of pumpkins and ship them all over the Midwest. Honestly, I think there might be only one farmer that actually grows them anymore. Most are shipped in from Missouri. It hasn’t stopped the local chamber of commerce from holding the event and celebrating Brownsville’s “rich agricultural history.” I couldn’t care less about that. I was more interested in the annual talent show held on the Saturday night of the nearly week-long event.

      As a band, we discussed it the year before but never could settle on a song. I wanted to cover “Master of Puppets” from Metallica. A classic. I loved the heavy riffs, and my voice was pretty close to James Hetfield’s. Landon preferred something newer from Lamb of God. I didn’t like that at all. I’d be good for that one song and my throat would hurt so bad I couldn’t talk. I’d need a ton of practice to pull it off. I have no idea how Randy Blythe sings like that. Our bass player Mitch had no opinion and our drummer Nick suggested we play to the crowd and do some old Bon Jovi crap. By the time we settled on “My Hero” from the Foo Fighters, we only had a couple of days until the talent show and none of us felt good enough about our version of the song to climb up on stage in front of the town.

      We continued to practice for another few months, but that slowed until February, when we stopped playing altogether. It’s not like we stopped hanging around each other, it was just that playing music didn’t hold as much interest for most of us.

      I was always itching to get together. I sat in my room and practiced songs all the time. I needed to get the band together, especially after seeing Ozzy. I had a fire burning deep inside and there was only one way to release it.

      “Yeah man, why not? We’ve got time. Hell, we can even do that Foo Fighters song we were gonna do last year. What do you say?”

      Landon held his cigarette in his hand, the long ash threatening to fall off. “Have you talked to the other guys?”

      “Not yet. I wanted to start with you.”

      He nodded. I took that as an affirmative.

      “This weekend we can practice at my place like old times,” I said.

      “Only if everyone else is on board. I don’t want a shit show like last year.”

      “Dude, come on. We got this!”

      Landon dropped the cigarette and crushed it underfoot. “Time for class. I’ll see ya.” He turned and sauntered away.

      Inside, I was giddy. We were about to start something amazing. Or so I thought. What we were about to do was far more sinister than anything Ozzy could have dared to dream of.
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        * * *

      

      When I look back at the events as they unfolded, I can see the invisible thread pulling me to the inevitable. Sometimes I envision that thread spidering out from a central point as it connects to seemingly random people and events. The kind you’d imagine the police use when hunting a lunatic. At other times, that thread is an unbreakable anchor that keeps me from escaping. Still, as the saying goes, the anchor holds. I know it’s impossible to break. I didn’t know that then.

      Landon and the guys came over to my house that Friday evening. None of us cared about the first football game of the season going on at our school. The entire town worshipped the team no matter how good or—as was the case my entire high school career—how awful they were. My mom went too, but I think it was because she was dating a guy whose daughter was a cheerleader. My sister and Buck thought high school football was stupid, one of the few things I agreed with them on. While Hannah was still living at home to save money while a freshman in community college, tonight, she and Buck were over in Carbondale at a party by the university.

      In his sophomore year, our drummer Nick was on the football team, but since he never got out on the field, even when the team was getting crushed, he called it quits after that season. He was a senior like the rest of us, but also the oldest, having turned eighteen in August. Landon, Mitch, and I were all the same age, separated by a month. I’d be turning eighteen in December, followed by Mitch in January and Landon in late February. He was nearly a leap-year baby.

      While the guys unloaded their gear into my barn, I gathered sodas and chips from the house. We lived just outside of Brownsville at the bottom of a hill across the street from a graveyard. The house was small and surrounded by fields full of soybeans. A few trees in the front yard offered enough shade from the summer sun to make the house feel livable.

      The humidity made my shirt stick to my skin. By the time I came back to the barn, the guys had set up their equipment.

      The barn was stifling. Mitch fanned himself, and his cheeks were ruddy. I turned on the air conditioning unit stuck in the only window at the back of the building. “Sorry guys, I forgot to get the place ready. Had I thought about it earlier, I would’ve turned on the air and cooled the place down.”

      “It’s fine, man,” Nick said. “Maybe it’ll help warm us up.” He giggled at his awful dad joke. That was the thing with him. He was only eighteen, but the dude was like an old man most of the time. Dad jokes, following the stock market, and reading actual freaking newspapers. Newspapers! Not online like a normal person, but the real deal. I imagine he would’ve ended up selling insurance if he’d had the chance.

      My mom didn’t use the barn often. It was set back from the house and more like a large storage shed than an actual barn. We always called it a barn when we were younger, and the term stuck. Made of faded gray wood with two large swinging doors on the front, it was rectangular, longer than it was wider, maybe thirty feet deep. The acoustics sucked, but it had working outlets and was the only place we could be alone with our music.

      Mitch was the first to get his rig working. He’d brought a Marshall amp and his solid black ESP Tom Araya Signature Model bass. The thing looked wicked with its sleek black curves. It sounded deep and perfect. He warmed up, picking his way through Megadeth’s “Peace Sells.” The moment he hit that first note, I felt it in my chest, and the sensation sent chills through me.

      This is what I wanted. This is what I felt at the concert. Playing music with my friends was the greatest high I could imagine, and I wanted nothing more than to recreate this every day of my life.

      The other guys finished setting up and playing their warm up sets, just like I was doing. I drooled over the Ibanez Munky Signature APEX30 guitar, but with the price well over $1,000, I settled for the economical Gio model in Black Night. It didn’t sound perfect, even after replacing the pickups, but it’s what I could afford.

      Landon’s ebony Gibson Flying V sounded crunchy and powerful. He ran through some practice scales.

      We’d all grown up on older thrash metal, and our original songs reflected that, though with a more modern touch.

      The four of us created a chaotic noise in the barn, each of us practicing different songs at different sound levels. But yet, it was beautiful to my ears. It had been too long since we did this. I knew if we kept at it for a few sessions, we’d all be back in synch with one another.

      I set up the mic and stand, a cheap brand I’d never heard of, and worked on “The Pretender” by the Foo Fighters. Trying to ignore Landon’s switch to “Reigning Blood” by Slayer was difficult. The rest of the guys joined him and soon drowned me out. It seemed like they were ready to play some songs together.

      I stopped singing and playing, waiting for a moment to join them. When it felt right, I smiled at Nick and jumped in.

      Sheer joy. A euphoric sensation I hadn’t experienced in such a long time, like a powerful drug, soon consumed me. We blasted through the song, not perfectly. I missed a chord change and Mitch struggled to keep up. Nick was a little fast in some parts, and my voice was certainly nothing like Tom Araya’s. We got to the end and Landon went crazy! It was like he was a poor man’s Kerry King, jumping around the barn, almost smacking into Nick’s cymbals. He was a whirlwind of energy. Dark eyes peered at each of us in turn, as though he were seeking our musical souls.

      Then the song ended.

      The four of us breathed heavily. My heart pounded in my chest.

      “Holy shit,” Mitch said, summing up the experience perfectly. “What was that?”

      “Dude, you were amazing!” I said to Landon.

      He offered a grin. “Been practicing. Think we could roll that song out for the talent show?”

      Nick spoke up. “I wish. Those bible thumpers would lose their shit.”

      “My mom would kill me,” Mitch added.

      “I wish we could. You know how these people are,” I said. “The moment that song got started, we’d be pulled off the stage.”

      “I know, but it might be worth it to see the looks on their faces,” Landon said. He pulled a cigarette out and flicked his lighter, igniting the tip. I was about to tell him to put it out but screw it. He’d just melted our faces with the best performance I’ve ever heard. He earned it.

      “Sounds like we’re not far from being a band again. What do you guys think? Wanna start it back up? Maybe go with a new name?” I asked. Caught in the moment, I blurted out the question I’d wanted to ask all along. I meant to bring it up after a long practice session, but it felt right considering what we’d all experienced.

      “I’m in,” Landon said. He looked at Mitch and Nick. “What about the best rhythm section in the tri-state area? Are you guys on board?” he asked them.

      Nick responded by hitting the drums and then a cymbal. “I am.”

      We all looked at Mitch. His parents were the most difficult to persuade that we weren’t worshipping Satan or performing black magic rituals.

      “I guess. Yeah, let’s do this.” He slapped the strings on his bass, playing a funky tune.

      “I guess that settles it. We’re back!”

      Landon seized the moment and started playing “Back in the Saddle” by Aerosmith. I didn’t even know he knew that song! The rest of us joined him and played long into the evening.

      Now, we only needed a name.
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        * * *

      

      As I retell the story of how things ended up where they are now, I’m absolutely positive some conversations I’ve shared didn’t happen exactly as I write them. I would’ve needed to document everything as it happened, maybe even record it with my phone, but I wasn’t even thinking about doing that. I didn’t have any idea what I did back then would lead to the situation I’m in now. You will have to trust that what I’m choosing to share with you is as accurate as possible with the hindsight I now have. At this point, I have nothing to hide and want everyone to understand the truth.

      With the reunion practice session behind us, the four of us chatted constantly on our phones. Mostly, we were trying to come up with a band name. The leading candidates at the time were (in no particular order):

      Meatcrew

      The Dark Mothers

      Filthy Sticks (Mitch hated this one, but the rest of us got a good laugh from it)

      Flesh Eaters

      The Eyes of Dark Souls

      We hadn’t settled on the music style we were going to play. We mostly covered older heavy metal with some hard rock thrown in. I guess we were a metal band? The one original song we crafted before we went on hiatus the year before leaned heavily into dark tones and was pretty fast. It reminded me of Testament or Pantera. We didn’t have a name for the song and no lyrics, but it was by far our most favorite original to play.

      I mentioned it in the group chat and the guys thought we were a metal band paying homage to the classic sound of the 80s and early 90s. I could get behind that.

      What about Black Corpses? I texted. Sounds like it belongs with those other bands. I said the name over and over again in my head, letting it roll off my tongue. I imagined it on album covers, on t-shirts, on a website. It had a perfect ring to it.

      It was Landon who replied, Cadaverous.

      What’s that? Mitch asked.

      Look it up. Sounds wicked, Landon replied.

      So, I did.

      It didn’t take long for me to fall into a dark, twisted hole on the internet as I researched the name. I spent hours clicking and reading and watching horrifying videos. I’m pretty sure most of them were fake, but some were so brutal and disturbing that I wasn’t sure what I was watching.

      Then one article grabbed my attention and this… this is what changed everything.

      The article recounted various acts of supposed Satan worship associated with music. Of course, Slayer was on the list. Others included Mercyful Fate (I never really liked them) and others I hadn’t heard of like Midnight and some band that sounded like 70s drug-induced pop called Coven. The article ended with a discussion of Robert Johnson and his infamous deal with the devil. I’d forgotten all about it and something made me want to know more.

      When I finished the article, I searched deeper into Robert Johnson’s story. Most of what I’d found felt sensationalized. I didn’t think I was going to find anything useful until I discovered a blog that hadn’t been updated in at least a year. In the second article of the blog, I noticed a brief paragraph with the words “The True Meaning of Cadaverous” highlighted as a link. It had been hours since I started the search for the meaning of the word. My brain hurt, and my eyelids had grown heavy. Expecting nothing important but yet unable to stop myself, I clicked the link.

      My computer screen blinked. Black. Red. Flames. Blood. I swear there must have been like a hundred images that flashed in an instant. Finally, it stopped on a black screen with the words “Cadaverous Explained” in red. Nothing else. Tiredness had fled. Curiosity grabbed hold of me. What had I stumbled on? I clicked the words.

      A slender man with pale skin and an effeminate face stared straight into the camera. He wore fitted black pants and a matching button-down shirt. He was silhouetted by a crimson glow that blocked the background making it impossible to tell where he was.

      My skin crawled. It was like he gazed into my soul. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t turn from his pleasing features. High cheekbones and full lips. Manicured eyebrows. Long eyelashes. Jet black hair styled like Clark Kent.

      “Glories of this world can be yours. Follow my instructions and I shall offer my gifts,” the man said. His voice sent a tingle through me. The hairs on my arms stood up. “Ask what you want,” he said.

      I looked to either side of me as though caught doing something I shouldn’t. The man on the screen gazed intently forward. I swore he could see me. I covered the little camera at the top of my computer with my hand, even though the light wasn’t on. I couldn’t be too sure.

      “Your last chance,” the man said. His voice was deep and smooth. “What do you want?”

      “I’d love to be famous,” I muttered, half-heartedly answering the man’s question.

      “Fame is mine to give, but only if your offer is true.”

      Offer? I was starting to think this was a setup. I expected a link to pop up asking for money or a credit card. Instead, a symbol slowly appeared on the screen, replacing the man. It appeared like four stylized people sitting in a boat with a line underneath. All of it was encircled by three rings. Between the inner and middle rings were a series of symbols made of lines of arrows. Above each of the symbols in the outer ring were letters. Starting at the twelve o’clock position was the letter P. At two was an A, four was I, six was M, eight was O, and ten o’clock was N.

      The symbol blazed on a black background. Then the man spoke off camera.

      “Invoke with this. Blood and life. Then fame is yours.”

      “What the…” I muttered. What did it mean? Invoke with this? I was vaguely familiar with black magic, but never put much stock into it. Is that what this man was trying to get me to do?

      “My gift comes with a price,” the man said, still not on the screen. “Invoke with this. Give blood and life. All you seek will be yours.”

      As I stared at the flaming symbol, tendrils of black mist reached out from my screen. They snaked from my monitor to my forehead. They were similar to what I’d experienced at the concert, but then the black things bore into my skull and horrific visions flashed in my head.

      Blood. Screams. Cries for mercy. Music. An arena.

      The visions slowed until I saw what I can only describe as a ritual. A boy my age on a bed or table. The symbol I’d seen moments ago carved into his chest. His flesh ripped open, and a claw pushed upwards through him with the boy’s heart still beating in its hands.

      A scream caught in my throat. What was I watching? Did someone just die? Was it real? This had to be fake, something created to scare me.

      “Invoke with this. Blood and life,” the man repeated. A nightmarish narration to the gore I was forced to witness.

      I clamped my eyes shut and squeezed my head. Then the images vanished, and the tendrils retracted from my head. When I opened my eyes, my computer screen had gone black. I felt dizzy. My stomach churned. Beads of sweat dripped on my forehead. I hit the keys on my keyboard, but nothing changed.

      Great, my computer is dead, I thought. Then I stood and the last thing I remembered was falling toward my desk and thinking how bad it was gonna hurt when my head hit my computer.
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