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  What people are saying about The Cult of Eden




  In the age-old struggle between Good and Evil – between Christianity and Satanism – there are heroes and there are villains. However, as The Cult of Eden, the first part of Bill Halpin’s The Unrisen saga reveals, in the heat of battle it is not always clear who are the good guys and who are the bad... as black and white certainties are swept away by a tide of bloodstained grey.




  Charles Christian, editor The Grievous Angel zine




  A riveting read! Halpin takes a new spin on the creepy religious cult and amps the terror factor up to eleven! Not only is the Cult of Eden like no group you’ve ever seen before, but the Battese family is thrown into a bizarre and complex plan to effectively undo all of creation. This stellar freshman novel from Bill Halpin has me on the edge of my seat waiting for the next installment!




  Kathleen, www.belleofthebookcase.com




  The Cult of Eden is one of those books that tricks you into thinking it’s going one way and then BAM! it switches gears and takes you on an even crazier journey. The things the author puts these characters through should be illegal, even in a book! I’m looking forward to seeing what else he can come up with in the future, too!




  Armand Rosamilia, author of the Dying Days zombie series




  The Cult of Eden is a stellar debut novel. A kaleidoscope of religious undertones and occult sprinklings not seen since The Exorcist. I’m a Bill Halpin fan!




  Chuck Buda, author of Curse of the Ancients and The First Cut
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  And as he sowed, some seeds fell by the wayside, and the birds came and devoured them.




  -Matthew 13:4







   



 
State of Amazonas, Brazil





  The sun was lost above the dense canopy of trees and nearly forgotten, save for a few fragments of light that managed to sneak their way through. Far below, the forest floor was in a state of almost perpetual darkness. It was a place where an outsider could easily become lost and disoriented, but to the boy named Peak, it was home.




  Peak belonged to the Nacana tribe, a group that numbered just under two hundred and had inhabited this area of the Amazon for centuries. Like he did on most days, Peak explored his territory after the men left the village to hunt. He was only nine years old—too young yet to be a hunter himself, but he liked to pretend. With a small, pointed branch—resembling a spear well enough in the low light—he went on imaginary quests for great, wild beasts.




  This morning, Peak had awoken to a heavy thunderstorm. They were common, almost daily occurrences and did little to interfere with his exploits. But as the unseen sky boomed, the boy sensed the beginning of another headache. For the last few months, those had become as regular as the rain. Peak had kept the headaches a secret so far. His father was the chief of the Nacana, a tribe that had survived—Peak was taught—because of its strength. Men with illnesses were not allowed to hunt or fight...and could never lead.




  A trek through the forest usually distracted Peak until the throbbing above his eyes faded, but today it hadn’t. It was actually intensifying, moving deeper into his head. At one point the pain became so severe that Peak lost his balance and fell face first into the soggy earth. It was time to seek help. The village shaman had always been fond of Peak; the boy could think of no better person to confide in—he just hoped the treatment would be discreet. After a minute or two, Peak was able to regain his posture. He pointed his nose straight up, allowing the rain to wash the mud from his face, then turned to head back home.




  That was when he saw the jaguar.




  Peak had never seen one so close; it was only a few body lengths away. He was told that jaguars were mighty creatures, both beautiful and fearsome. This one was not. It was a baby, no more than six months old. It sat and cried out from a small clearing in the brush, but there was no sign of its mother.




  Peak smiled.




  The law of the village—of his father—was clear: only hunters were permitted to engage the giant cats. Peak convinced himself that this was an exception. Jaguars began learning to hunt at this age, so the spotted orange cub would be just the right match for a chief’s son. Peak believed that if he could slay it, it would prove that the strength inside him was greater than the sickness.




  Peak hurled his makeshift spear at the cub, but his excitement made him careless. The throw was rushed, his technique all wrong. The branch spun wildly and landed far short of its target. The cub, startled by the noise, darted further into the jungle. Determined not to fail, Peak snatched up his weapon and raced after the prize.




  The boy knew his rainforest well, but thunderstorms could create new obstacles. Unlike the sunshine, the rain made its way through the canopy to the ground with ease. As the raindrops descended through the trees, they merged to form vertical rivers in ever-changing locations. The shifting waterfalls obscured Peak’s vision, threw off his sense of direction, and slowed down his hunt. All the while, the misery in his head continued to grow.




  Peak approached a small, unfamiliar stream that could only have been formed minutes ago by the downpour. The cub tried to run through it, but stumbled and fell onto the opposite side. Wheezing with exhaustion, it remained sprawled out on its belly. Peak leapt over the stream without incident, landing right in front of the animal. He raised his weapon and readied the killing blow.




  At that moment, Peak heard a terrible roar.




  Tremors ran through his body as he turned to face what he knew was the cub’s mother. Just a few paces away, the adult jaguar stood, its black eyes boring into Peak’s. The beast snarled, displaying its sharp, curved incisors. Peak looked down at the branch in his hand. It seemed thinner now and duller than it was at the start of the chase. It shook along with Peak’s arms.




  The mother jaguar roared again, loud enough for Peak to feel the sound vibrations in his chest. Peak dropped his stick. The jaguar watched it fall, then brought its attention back to the boy. It crouched aggressively, its lean muscles tightened, clearly ready to pounce. Peak closed his eyes.




  There was a shriek of pain, but it was not his own. Peak’s eyes shot back open. The grown jaguar lay twitching in the stream with a spear through its neck. A real spear. As the animal lay dying, it streaked the flowing water with ribbons of blood. Peak looked around in disbelief until he saw his father emerge from the brush.




  Peak ran over to give him a hug, but the chief did not accept it. He held the boy’s shoulders at arm’s length and stared intently into his eyes. The moment seemed to last forever, but finally his father smiled and touched his forehead to Peak’s. Though meant to be affectionate, the impact was enough to renew the pain in Peak’s skull. Peak gritted his teeth until his father pulled away.




  “Tell me what happened,” the chief commanded.




  Peak told the story as best he could, but the words came out with unusual difficulty. He even found himself slurring at times.




  “Why do you speak like that?” his father asked.




  Peak knew it was because of the headaches, but was not ready to admit it. “I don’t know,” he lied, then tried to change the subject. “Will I be punished?”




  “Yes,” his father answered. “You disobeyed me.”




  “I needed to show you that I am strong, that I can defeat a jaguar.”




  “It is not yet a jaguar. It is only a child, like you.”




  “But it will grow.”




  “Not without its mother.”




  The chief walked over to the dead animal. It was now being prodded by the cub. The chief reached down, grabbed it with both hands, and broke its neck. He then picked up the two carcasses, laying the mother’s over his shoulder while holding the cub’s by the nape of its neck.




  He turned to Peak and called out over the rain. “Together, we will burn them. To honor their spirits. They should not have died today.”




  Peak understood that he had caused the deaths of these animals and the shame was immense. He became dizzy, then the agony in his head intensified to levels he had never experienced. It felt as if the entire tribe had plunged their spears into his skull. He saw the jungle spin, then turn on its side. Peak hit the ground hard. It was cold and wet. His whole body began to shake uncontrollably, splashing in the mud as the rain bombarded his face.




  Peak managed to turn in the direction of his father and tried to call out, but could not find his voice. He saw his father drop the jaguars and run towards him, then Peak’s vision faded completely. In a darkness deeper than the rainforest’s, Peak felt his own mind escaping, forcing him into a sleep that he did not want.







   



 
Will 1:1





  Will Battese hated New York City, but not around his wife.




  In her presence, he was only allowed to “dislike it with a passion.” That was because Shannon O’Cleary, the woman he sank to one skinny knee for—who said yes, but refused to surrender her last name—believed “hate” was too ugly a word and forbade him from using it to describe even one facet of the five boroughs. Will questioned the fairness to that rule, especially since his wife so often spoke the kind of language that forced movies into R ratings, but Shannon never wavered. According to her, hating New York meant that Will hated his new life there—a life that Shannon’s career forced them to have and her unexpected pregnancy forced them to keep.




  While his wife’s extrapolation was completely incorrect—Will loved her and adored their baby boy, Gideon—it just wasn’t worth the fight to change her mind. Will learned early in marriage that he could be right or he could be happy, so he consented to Shannon’s watered-down alternative.




  At least until the first piece of cinderblock crashed through the window.




  But even as Will trudged to work on that day, unaware of the attack to come, he couldn’t imagine a place more deserving of the “H-word” than the Big Apple. It was early morning, early March, and the first Friday of Lent. A time that should have been heralding the coming of Easter was instead nothing more than a bitter winter overstaying its welcome.




  The wind blew in fierce spurts that stabbed at Will’s freshly-shaven face. His teeth chattered almost relentlessly while a growing number of snow flurries danced around him. Dirty slush and black ice covered the sidewalks, ready to cripple the already uncoordinated twenty-five year old if he misjudged a step.




  Beyond the weather, there was ugliness for all the senses. Unwashed taxi cabs congested the streets and charged fares that never fit into Will’s budget. He breathed in their exhaust fumes and listened to their horns screech all the way through his morning commute. But the worst was the trash. Piled up to three bags high along the curb, Manhattan’s garbage was more than just a visual blight; Will found it symbolic of the city’s repulsiveness altogether.




  Lake Placid had been different.




  Nestled in the Adirondack Mountains of upstate New York, Will’s home town had enchanting winters, full of fresh air, majestic wildlife, and vast landscapes adorned by snow. Real snow-fleecy, white, and pure. Not the gray abomination that now clung to his boots.




  The city lacked other things, too. Will no longer had access to Grandpa Griff’s perfect cup of Irish coffee. There was no Sunday mass that he could attend and see his father, Richard, serve as deacon. Worst of all, Will was without Danny, his kid brother and the only other person to know what it felt like to lose their mother.




  “I hate this,” Will said to his housemate, Kavi, who was walking beside him.




  Kavi Minhas was half a head shorter than Will, but twice as fit and sported a winter coat that cost at least twice as much as his friend’s. “You’re not supposed to say that,” Kavi said. Sharing a home with the married couple, Kavi was well aware of Will’s feelings towards the city and Shannon’s prohibition of them. “Watch out for spousal lightning.”




  Before Will could respond to the joke, he and Kavi were separated by a gray-haired man speaking into a Bluetooth earpiece who shoved his way between them. “Asshole!” Kavi yelled after the guy, but the man ignored him and kept walking.




  “Well, that guy was a jerk,” said Will, working his way back to Kavi. “It’s hard to contain my...passionate disliking when stuff like that happens all the time.”




  “You just gotta make it through the day,” Kavi continued. “Try to focus on the good.”




  “Focus on the—I can’t find the good, man.” Will dropped his head slightly and frowned, uncomfortable with his own negativity, then forced a small laugh. “You know what I saw yesterday?”




  Kavi continued to face forward. “What?” he asked.




  “A blue jay.”




  “Yeah?”




  “First one of the season,” said Will, with a deliberate lack of enthusiasm in his voice.




  Kavi picked up on it. “And? No beauty in that?”




  “Might have been,” Will answered, “until it started drinking from a puddle of somebody’s vomit.” Will shook his head. “I’m not kidding, the bird was eating from a half-frozen puddle of green sludge filled with like...rice...and hot dog bits.”




  “Heh,” Kavi chuckled. “Complain again and I’ll tell Mr. DiSantos to put it on the menu. The Blue Jay Special,” he said, waving an outstretched hand up and across the air as if his newly created entrée was written upon a flashy marquee sign.




  “Hey, if it saves our boss some money, you better tell him you got the idea from me. It might help me get back in his good graces.”




  “Yeah...I doubt it.”




  So did Will, unfortunately. He and Kavi were both cooks at the Cosmic Ocean, a low-end Italian restaurant in Manhattan’s meat packing district. It was owned by a morbidly obese man named Anthony DiSantos—a man whose face sat undisputedly at the top of the list of things Will so passionately disliked. It was a large, pockmarked face, and one permanently squished into an expression of contempt. From within it came a hoarse voice that did little more than insult and bark orders.




  As a business owner, Mr. DiSantos focused solely and shamelessly on profits. The food in his kitchen was never fresh and his menu void of originality and complexity, with small portions and minimal ingredients. It also wasn’t above Mr. DiSantos to assign waiters to kitchen duty so that he could serve tables himself and keep all of the tips (which Will could only imagine amounted to diddly-squat since Mr. DiSantos moved slowly, rarely smiled, and swore in front of children).




  Kavi often referred to Mr. DiSantos as a “vile thundercunt,” which could always make Will laugh, despite being unsure of what exactly the phrase meant. Will preferred a simpler metaphor: a noose, strangling out any joy Will might have found at work.




  The only positive attribute Will could find in his boss was predictability. Mr. DiSantos was always rotten so Will always knew what to expect. A deep breath and a quick prayer before walking through the door allowed Will to grin and bear the worst his boss threw at him. It kept his feelings towards Mr. DiSantos on the “dislike” scale. For months, Will held it therefor Shannon’s sake-but then something happened that shot the needle all the way to the right.







   



 
Will 1:2





  It had been Will’s fault, in a way.




  He couldn’t just blame Skidmark or The Stink. Will was the one who had taken food from the kitchen and given it to the two homeless men. He could blame them for the destruction that came after, but not for what went down in the alley.




  Will first encountered the duo shortly after New Year’s Day. Their nicknames—courtesy of Kavi—were as mean as they were accurate. Skidmark was an African American man in his late fifties who wore a tattered pair of skinny jeans with a dark brown stain in one very conspicuous place. The Stink was a Russian immigrant who earned his title by somehow managing to smell worse than Skidmark.




  Finishing up an evening shift, Will was taking some bags of trash out through the narrow alley behind the Ocean when he heard footsteps behind him. He spun around to see two hunched men shuffle out from the shadows. Will became paralyzed, having no doubt that he was about to get mugged.




  Skidmark approached first, his hands together with straight fingers pressed into a gesture of prayer. It was an effective act of humility. “Would it be possible to have one of those garbage bags?” he asked, his voice was gruff, but kind. “My friend and I haven’t eaten much today.”




  “We’d clean up any mess we make when we were done,” The Stink added in his thick accent. He didn’t appear much older than Will.




  Goosebumps sprang up on Will’s arms as if they were physical manifestations of the guilt he felt for his initial presumption. “Hold tight,” Will said. “I have something better.”




  A few minutes later, Will presented the best medley of customer leftovers he could put together. The two men received clean plates, forks, and knives, along with a pitcher of tap water. Skidmark and The Stink sat cross-legged on the cold ground as they ate their platters of day-old bread and partial portions of ziti, salmon, and chicken parmesan. The smiles on their faces were as big as if they were guests at a king’s feast. When they were done, they returned the dishes to Will with a degree of gratefulness that he found near impossible to convey when later recounting the story to Shannon and Kavi.




  Will continued serving these backdoor suppers to Skidmark and The Stink anytime they came around—which turned into almost anytime Will closed the kitchen. The only rule Will imposed (at Kavi’s insistence) was that the homeless men not tell anyone else about their arrangement. There was no way Mr. DiSantos would appreciate the Cosmic Ocean doubling as a homeless kitchen.




  Skidmark and The Stink agreed to Will’s terms and stuck to their word. It was Will who got sloppy. Normally, he would only feed the men when Mr. DiSantos had left for the day or otherwise had Kavi to stand as lookout. Two days ago, however, Mr. DiSantos had taken a prolonged break to attend mass for Ash Wednesday. He left in the middle of an especially busy dinner service and Will had become swamped in the kitchen, losing track of time. When Will finally got a minute to serve the leftovers to the homeless men, Mr. DiSantos returned and caught him in the act.




  While it was common for Mr. DiSantos to lose his temper, Will had never seen him that furious. His boss’s face burned red as he spit curses towards Will, the homeless men, and all three of their mothers. With a dusty cross fading from his forehead, he assured Will that he would be fired, sued, and sharing a jail cell with his bum friends before the night was over. The Stink stood watching, his expression numb and his eyes glazed over. This isn’t the first time someone spoke to him that way, Will thought. Skidmark gathered the two plates and reached out to return them, but Mr. DiSantos smacked the dishes out of his hands and they shattered on the uneven pavement.




  “Clean it up!” Mr. DiSantos screamed at Will, who didn’t actually end up fired, sued, or arrested. Mr. DiSantos loathed the hiring process (which he dealt with often enough from the steady number of employees that quit over the years) and avoided it at all costs. Still, he attributed his change of heart to an “act of mercy” and made sure Will thanked him for it by working overtime for the next three months.




  Will’s punishment, in addition to witnessing Mr. DiSantos’s vulgar hypocrisy in shunning the homeless, might have otherwise been enough for Will to throw in the towel and hop on the next Greyhound to Lake Placid, but that would have been a dumb decision. In less than two days’ time, his entire family was visiting. Will knew that if he could just be patient, he’d be rewarded with a much overdue reunion and the start of a very good weekend.




  He was wrong.







   



 
Will 1:3





  It was known as Convergence Day.




  Kavi had created the phrase, of course. According to him, it was “a once in a lifetime event, when two worlds, separated by time and space, are brought together by fate to form an unshakeable era of emotional prosperity.” Outside of the blatant exaggeration, Will believed the definition was accurate: his family wasn’t just coming for a visit, they were moving to New York City for good.




  After his father finalized the arrangements and gave Will the exact date, Will raced to mark it on an Evil Dead calendar Shannon had pinned to the wall beside the refrigerator. Will began “X-ing” out each passing day like a ’90s teenager counting down to prom night, until there were no more white squares left to fill in. This day in March wasn’t just the first Friday of Lent, it was Convergence Day. Richard, Griff, and Danny would be arriving that very evening.




  Before celebrations could begin, however, Will had to make it through the work day. That’s when things turned to blood, rage, and shattered glass.




  In the warm months, the Cosmic Ocean actually looked quite welcoming. The building itself was adorned with handsome, blue Corinthian columns that separated a series of floor-to-ceiling windows with a glass door entrance on the right-hand side. In front of the windows was a cobblestone patio area that was kept semi-private by waist-high shrubbery. Around mid-April, the patio began to fill with customers and on particularly pleasant days, a line would form outside, sometimes reaching upwards of twenty bodies, all willing to wait for a table in the sun.




  This time of year, though, the patio was closed, the hedges were no more than brittle, brown skeletons, and the patrons that crammed inside the Ocean had nothing to look at through the tall windows save for a dormant construction site on the opposite side of a one-way street. Above the Cosmic Ocean’s windows, its grandiose name was spelled out in two foot tall, gold, acrylic letters, though the lack of winter maintenance turned them brown and grimy.




  Still, the Ocean managed to bring in a steady flow of patrons—consisting mostly of those whom Kavi called “one-timers.” They were tourists drawn in by the low prices, but who had not taken the time to read any online reviews. If they had, they’d have seen an average rating of one out of five stars. Reviewers unanimously agreed that the food was below average, the wait times above so, and the large, hairy, foul-mouthed owner made them a bit too uncomfortable.




  When Will and Kavi arrived at the Ocean the morning of Convergence Day, they were greeted in the alley by Loyola Haynes, a fellow employee and pseudo slave of Mr. DiSantos.




  “Gentlemen!” Haynes called out, waving and walking towards them. “I see you have survived the cold, but I am afraid we have bigger problems inside.” Haynes, as he liked to be called, was a few years older than Will and had worked at the Ocean longer than any other employee, past or present. Originally from Spain, Haynes learned English as a second language yet now spoke it confidently and more articulately than any American Will knew. He had a solid work ethic and a tan, charismatic face that sported a meticulously groomed chinstrap goatee. Will respected the former and was jealous of the latter (he had tried to grow a beard once, but the hairs pricked Shannon’s face every time they kissed so she forced him to shave it). Normally in a cheerful mood, Haynes sounded upset.




  “What happened, man?” asked Kavi.




  “It is what did not happen,” Haynes replied. He was dressed in a long, white apron that went down to his thighs. Peeking out from underneath was the Windsor Knot of a skinny red tie along with a black, long sleeve shirt and black slacks. “Our cleaning couple failed to show up last night. The kitchen is a disaster. Mr. DiSantos took one look and, well, I would rather wait out here for you than be alone with him.”




  Will groaned.




  “Yes, and guess whose job it is to clean?” Haynes asked, turning and waving them inside the employee entrance.




  Neither Will nor Kavi needed to guess. “I choose to end my life now,” Will said, using his fingers to mimic a pistol, then bringing the said pistol to his head. “Goodbye, cruel world.”




  “No, Will! Don’t do it!” Kavi grabbed his hand and they pretended to struggle over the imagined weapon. Kavi pulled it away and placed his own two fingers in his mouth. “Let me go first!” He pretended to pull the trigger. “Ksshhh!” Kavi rolled his eyes to the back of his head and let his arms fall slack. Both of the boys laughed.




  Haynes, already out of sight, missed the act. He wouldn’t have found it funny anyway—not today at least. Haynes was hired to be a waiter, but there was no doubt that Mr. DiSantos would be taking him off tables to attend to the mess.




  Those were the only times Will saw Haynes get upset. It wasn’t about the money, Haynes claimed, he liked waiting tables because it meant meeting new people. Haynes was easily the Ocean’s most popular employee, always upbeat and smiling as he engaged with the diners. He would ask questions about their experiences in the city, their homes, and their families, and listened earnestly to their answers—the diverse backgrounds of the city’s population never failed to provide him fresh talking points. “The best food for the soul is conversation,” a frustrated Haynes had explained to Will one morning after Haynes had been forced into kitchen duty.




  “You can have a conversation with me, if you want,” Will had said, trying to make him feel better.




  “I guess you’ll have to do.” Haynes laughed and opened his arms wide in presentation. “Welcome to the Cosmic Ocean!”




  “Why, thank you, good sir. Do you have any specials today?”




  “Of course, of course! We have hanger steak topped with sliced gold potatoes. We also have lamb in white sauce, but I recommend the steak.”




  “That sounds lovely.” Will bowed. He and Haynes had been pals ever since.




  Still, Will did not believe any level of friendship would make him want to follow Haynes now, if that meant entering the uncleaned kitchen. Once a month, Mr. DiSantos hired commercial cleaners—a middle aged Latino man named Gustavo and his wife, Pia—to keep the sanitation level of the kitchen up to the standards set by the Health Department. Will had the suspicion that Gustavo and Pia were illegals and likely cost Mr. DiSantos next to nothing. Will had met them a few times and thought they were good people. They liked to practice English with him during the overlap of shifts in which he closed down the kitchen and they unloaded equipment out of their van and set up inside.




  Will hadn’t seen Gustavo or Pia in a few months, ever since Mr. DiSantos began scheduling himself to close on the nights they were to come. Haynes told Will that it was just another outlet for Mr. DiSantos to display his laziness, as he would leave everything especially filthy for the cleaners. But when Will entered the kitchen on Convergence Day morning, he wondered if Mr. DiSantos had a personal vendetta against the couple.




  “Holy crap,” Will said, removing his beanie and uncovering short blond hair matted to his head. The first thing he noticed was the sink, so full of pots and pans that the faucet could not be seen beneath them. It must not have been turned off completely because there was a steady trickle of water spilling onto the floor. Overnight, it had formed a pool that spread almost out to the dining room. Dishes outside of the sink were encrusted with hardened food residue and strewn across the counter. Every variety of pasta sauce littered the stoves beside them like a Jackson Pollock joke.




  Will was still surveying the scene when he bumped into one of the overflowing wastebaskets. It fell over and there were sounds of breaking glass and muffled squeaks. Will counted three rats scatter from the toppled garbage and disappear through a large crack in the wall.




  “Damn,” said Kavi, summing it all up nicely. “Mr. DiSantos must’ve flipped his shit.”




  “You bet I flipped it.” Mr. DiSantos appeared in the doorway to his office, which was perilously close to being flooded. “I made it do fucking cartwheels in the air!” He emphasized his claim by making large, circular gestures with his arms, and his face quickly turned as red as the kitchen’s canned tomato sauce.




  “What happened with Gustavo and Pia?” Will asked, trying to ignore his boss’s antics.




  “I’d sure as hell like to know,” Mr. DiSantos responded. “Those immigrants fucking screwed me!”




  “Just you?” Will asked. He was unable to recall a time when the couple hadn’t shown up for cleaning. “They do a couple restaurants every night. I wonder if they got caught up somewhere else. Last time I checked, they do an Indian place down on 17th after us—I can’t remember the name, though.”




  Mr. DiSantos looked at Kavi. “What about you?”




  Kavi scoffed. “Because I’m Indian?”




  “It’s called Bombay, I think,” Haynes said, stepping forward.




  Mr. DiSantos nodded. “OK. I’m going to call there and see if they got ditched, too. As for you three, have fun. I want everything cleaned before we open. This first!” He pointed to the edge of the pool just outside his office. “What a fucking joke,” he mumbled to himself, heading into his office. Inside, he plopped himself down behind a cluttered desk and retrieved a familysized blue bag of Doritos from the bottom drawer. Will checked his watch: 7:30 a.m. “Close the door,” Mr. DiSantos yelled, and Will obeyed. The faint sounds of Doritos crunching could be heard through the thin wood. Everyone outside the office chuckled softly.




  Will was the first to stop laughing as he once again took in the mess in front of him. This is going to take a long time, he thought. “I guess I’ll start with the mopping,” he said, looking at the pool of water and trying to think of a clever enough nickname to make Kavi laugh. Cool Ranch Lake could be funny, he thought, but before he told Kavi he noticed a spattering of something on the floor beside the mop bucket: dull, red droplets the size of nickels and dimes. Will didn’t recognize the sauce so he squatted down for a closer look.




  Blood, Will thought, but quickly dismissed it. He knew it could be any one of a hundred culinary surprises—though the little puddles were curiously far away from the stovetop and the rest of the stains. Will saw that there was a bigger clump of the mystery substance on the edge of the counter above. This spot had a few strands of hair stuck in it, long and black—like Pia’s.




  Blood, blood, blood.




  Will recoiled from the counter. “Guys,” he said. “I think someone got hurt.”




  Kavi walked over, frowning. He knelt down and performed his own amateur investigation of congealed stains: bringing his nose close to them and taking a sniff. Haynes stood behind him and watched. After staring at the stains for a few more seconds, Kavi nodded. “Yeah, I guess it could be blood.”




  “Are you fucking kidding me?” Mr. DiSantos said, his office door open again. “One of those wetbacks cut themselves and decided it was OK to skip out on their duty? Inconsiderate pricks! None of you touch it, you hear? You’re not suing me if you get hepatitis.”




  “Did you get a hold of the other restaurant?” Will asked.




  Mr. DiSantos nodded. “They didn’t show up there either.”




  “Well, now we know they were here,” Haynes said. “Pia hit her head. Hard, it seems. They could’ve left in an ambulance.”




  “No note or phone call?” asked Mr. DiSantos. “Just leave us with our thumbs up our asses and a fucking mess to clean?”




  A mess you made, Will thought, disgusted at Mr. DiSantos’s selfishness. He couldn’t stand to look at his boss, so he wandered around the kitchen some more. The stoves and the dishwashing station were in disarray, but it hadn’t truly hit Will just how much destruction there was in the rest of the kitchen. On the floor behind the pass, there were broken plates, a displaced shelving unit, and a toppled dessert cart.




  “Mr. DiSantos,” said Will. “I...I think there was a struggle here. Look.” He pointed at his evidence. “Alone, in the middle of the night, they could’ve been attacked. Robbed.”




  “I thought only your grandpa was a detective, Battese?” snorted Mr. DiSantos.




  “Will’s right,” said Kavi. “You didn’t leave the place like this, did you, boss?”




  “Of course I didn’t. Jesus.”




  “Everyone! Come here please,” Haynes called, and everyone followed his voice into the dining room. The restaurant sat about fifty people through a combination of red-cushioned booths attached to the back wall and flimsy wooden tables squeezed along the front windows.




  Haynes was standing at one of the back booths beneath a painting of a vague country landscape. “Look,” he said. “Pia forgot her purse. She must have placed it here before she started cleaning.”




  “What the hell?” said Kavi. Will wondered the same thing. Even Mr. DiSantos was quieting down, the red in his face had faded into a more normal skin complexion.




  The four of them gathered around Pia’s purse, staring at it as if it were a crystal ball. When it did not reveal any answers, Will reached in to search for one himself. His coworkers watched as he dug through the bag’s contents. “This is definitely Pia’s,” Will said. “This is her ID—I bet it’s fake though, the way the edges are fraying. My grandpa taught me that.”




  “Anything else?” Kavi asked.




  Will dug some more. “A little cash. Here’s a cell phone—and her MetroCard. She’s not getting anywhere without this stuff. Mr. DiSantos, I think we should call the police. I’ll do it if you want.”




  “You’re right, son, but no, I’ll do it.” Mr. DiSantos looked up from the purse with a distant gaze. “You guys put a sign out front, we’re closing up till the cops get here.”




  Will stared at his boss, trying to figure out how his mind worked, at which point in his life he had begun to view others as guilty until proven innocent, how it took him so long to be concerned for the friendly and hardworking couple he had hired. But Mr. DiSantos didn’t remain solemn for very long. Suddenly, his face contorted back into anger.




  “You sons of bitches!” Mr. DiSantos yelled. Will didn’t know what he had done to infuriate his boss again, but then realized that Mr. DiSantos wasn’t looking at him, or any of the Ocean’s crew, but behind them towards the entrance.




  “What’s wro—” Will tried to ask, but couldn’t finish the question. He heard glass shatter and then something the size of his head flew past him and splintered the painting on the wall. He spun toward the front of the store. One of the windows lay in glass fragments over the floor and flurries of snow were already spilling inside.




  Kavi turned, too, but just as he did, he caught a second, smaller projectile to the knee. He cried out and toppled over. Beside him was some kind of stone, then Will recognized it as a piece of cinderblock. It had torn Kavi’s jeans and skin, deep enough for blood to flow.




  Will looked outside the window and froze. Skidmark and The Stink stood in the street. They were screaming back all the vicious things Mr. DiSantos had said to them in the alley two days prior. “Cocksucker! Motherfucker!” They yelled so hard their voices cracked with each curse. Stink grabbed another chunk of cinderblock from a backpack Skidmark was wearing and threw it towards the Ocean.




  “Watch out!” Haynes shouted and pushed Will to the side. The cinderblock struck Haynes in the lower back; he turned into it with a wince, the way a baseball player took a bad pitch.




  Will looked at Haynes, then back out into the street. The Stink was loading up another projectile. “Stop it!” Will shouted towards him. “What are you doing, Stin—” He cut himself off, realizing he did not remember The Stink’s real name. “Just stop!”




  The homeless man did not respond. He got off two more throws, bringing down the final two windows of the restaurant. After that, both men threw up their middle fingers in unison and fled down the street.




  Mr. DiSantos appeared, holding a broom like a broadsword and lumbered after them. Haynes grabbed a piece of splintered chair and followed his boss. Will considered running out, too, but decided to stay with Kavi, who had propped himself up against the wall and was cradling his knee. It looked as though the bleeding had stopped.




  “Are you OK?” Will asked, crouching beside him.




  “It’s fine, I’m good,” said Kavi. “What the hell just happened?”




  “Skidmark and The Stink,” said Will. “They were...enraged.”




  “Shit.”




  “Why would they do that?” asked Will.




  Kavi tilted his head to the side and furrowed his brows. “What do you mean why? DiSantos cut off their food supply.”




  “No, man. I was more upset than them when it happened. They said they were sorry and walked away. Something else had to have set them off.”




  “Well, when they catch the smelly fucks, you can ask them,” Kavi said. “Can you check what’s going on out there?”




  Will nodded. He stood up and stepped carefully over the shards of glass and into the empty patio. A crowd had formed across the street from the Ocean; a few of the onlookers held up their phones, filming off in the direction that Haynes and Mr. DiSantos chased the fleeing homeless men. Some of the witnesses were laughing, some were shaking their heads, but none came over to help. Will began to walk along the sidewalk in the direction the crowd was facing, but no one seemed to pay him any mind.




  Except one man.




  Will noticed him standing on the edge of the crowd. He was Caucasian, tall and lean, and looked to be in his early 40s. He wore a tight, black, crewneck sweater that looked too light for the snowfall. Perhaps he ran outside without his coat, Will thought, though the man did not shiver or cradle himself for warmth. More peculiar, however, was that despite the thick, gray clouds that darkened the sky, this man wore a pair of sunglasses with mirrored red tint. It was impossible to tell where the man’s hidden eyes were looking, but Will couldn’t shake the feeling that they were fixated on him, like the sensation of being watched by a ghostly portrait inside a haunted house. The wave of dread that hit him was as palpable as any gust of wind. Will suddenly wanted to be somewhere, anywhere, far away.




  At some point—Will didn’t know when—Haynes had returned from his chase. He began waving his hand in front of Will’s face. Will lost sight of the man across the street—a sensation as unnerving as a spider disappearing inside your bedsheets.




  Haynes stopped waving and turned to follow Will’s gaze. “What in the—?” Will heard him say.




  The man was still there. Did Haynes notice him too? Will wondered.




  As if to answer the question, Haynes walked hurriedly across the street, directly towards the man. Will felt himself wanting to cry out, to tell Haynes to stop, but couldn’t. Instead, he watched Haynes approach the man and begin talking with him. They exchanged a few words before Haynes raised his voice and balled his hands into fists. The stranger remained calm, his body unmoving, his head turned ambiguously in Will’s direction. When the man responded to Haynes, his mouth was the only thing that moved. Haynes hesitated for a few moments, then nodded. At that, the stranger finally walked away. Will watched the man until he became lost in the crowd, which had already begun to lose interest in the events that had taken place.




  Haynes crossed the street in a hurry, cutting in front of a bus that thanked him by blaring its horn. The earsplitting sound snapped Will back to life. He felt his tunnel vision clearing and a sense of calm returning.




  “Who was that?” Will asked. His voice came out shaky. He wondered if Haynes noticed.




  “He is my landlord,” Haynes replied curtly. “I have been a little behind on rent and he, I suppose, thought he could intimidate me by showing up here. I...did not expect him to do that.”




  “What a jerk,” Will said. “I don’t like him.”




  “It isn’t the worst thing to happen today,” Haynes replied, then gave Will a closed mouth smile that politely declared the conversation over. Will knew it wasn’t any of his business. He and Shannon had been close to eviction a few times and more than understood the embarrassment.




  “How’s your back?” Will asked.




  “It will be fine. Just slowed me down in the chase. I could not catch.the Stinkmarks was it?”




  Will shook his head but did not correct him.




  “You should not have fed them,” Haynes said.




  “Do you think they’ll be back?”




  “Why?” Haynes asked, pointing at the storefront. “What is left to break?”




  At that, they walked back inside the Ocean. Kavi had found the first aid kit and had bandaged his knee. He said the police were on their way, then asked what had happened outside. Haynes recounted again how he had lost the homeless men, but left out the part about his landlord. Will saw no need to mention it now, though he planned to tell Shannon about it when he had the chance.




  Mr. DiSantos returned a few minutes later, shambling through the permanently opened door. He rested on the frame and gasped for air. Haynes asked if someone should take him to the hospital, but Mr. DiSantos grunted in a way that meant no.




  “Just help me,” he wheezed. “To my office. Then bring me. Some soda.”




  “You’re getting water,” Kavi said, limping back into the kitchen.




  Mr. DiSantos coughed and nodded.




  Haynes did the best he could to assist DiSantos to the back. Kavi followed after them.




  Alone in the dining room, Will walked over to the rock that had damaged the back booth. He went to pick it up, but it was so heavy he had to use both hands. Geez, Will thought, how the heck did those guys throw this from across the street?







   



 
Shannon 1:1





  Shannon O’Cleary let out a deep sigh when she saw her husband’s name flash up on the caller ID. Her cellphone vibrated atop her desk, running through the entire loop of its Daft Punk ringtone as she debated whether to answer it.




  For the last two weeks, Will had been calling her at work with a never-ending list of questions and concerns about his rapidly approaching Convergence Day. It had a way of sapping her productivity and she didn’t need any more interruptions at the moment—she was already behind schedule. To make matters worse, the Thai food delivery boy forgot to pack any utensils, and Shannon didn’t realize it until after she tipped him. His mistake cost Shannon three valuable minutes of her lunch break as she searched her office for something—anything—that could be used to shovel the Beef Pad Thai into her mouth. She was about to try using two ballpoint pens as chopsticks when she came across an unwrapped plastic spork in the back of a filing cabinet drawer. Jackpot, she thought, then wiped the dusty relic on her green knee-length skirt.




  With the necessary tool in hand, Shannon plopped down at her desk. It was cluttered with binders, furniture catalogs, and art gallery pamphlets, but she pushed them all aside to clear space for her meal. In the process, she knocked over a free standing Celtic cross—a birthday gift from her father-in-law—and it tumbled off somewhere behind the desk. Sorry Richard, Shannon thought. Ill find it later.




  Shannon slid off a hairband from her freckled wrist and used it to tie her long, red hair up into a messy bun. Then, with eagerness, Shannon opened the plastic container of Pad Thai. The delectable scents of egg, peanuts, and seasoned beef filled the room.




  That was when Will called. In the end, Shannon gave in and answered, gambling that Will only had a quick question for her.




  “I have a story to tell you,” Will said.




  Shannon sighed again. The weary tone of her husband’s voice told her that this wasn’t some last-minute Convergence Day detail, this was the beginning of an anti-New York City rant.




  “And what do you hate today?” Shannon asked.




  “Nothing,” Will said, as he began to rehash the events of his morning. Shannon wedged the phone between her shoulder and ear and ate without saying a word. It didn’t take long before she was barely listening. As she chewed absentmindedly on a piece of beef, Shannon found herself fantasizing about tossing her cell phone out of the window. She imagined Will’s voice fading away as it fell eleven stories down and her phone cracking open the head of the delivery boy just as he stepped outside of the building.




  Returning from her daydream, Shannon was dismayed that Will’s story was still going. Two illegals had gotten mugged in the middle of the night, but Will made it sound like they were some kind of martyrs. This is New York City, Shannon thought. Wandering alone at night with a job like that...what did they expect to happen? They should have stayed in school. Did they even go to school? But Shannon didn’t say any of that out loud. She knew her thoughts were harsh and tried to be thankful instead that she didn’t have to work in that kind of dangerous environment. She reminded herself that not everyone landed their dream job-let alone right out of college like she did.




  Technically, it had started out as an internship, but at Judah Décor, one of Manhattan’s top interior design firms, that was just as coveted. Shannon competed with hundreds of other applicants for the position, but wasn’t surprised when she got it.




  Shannon had a penchant for high-end decorating that began in high school thanks to a series of rich, older, Los Angeles boyfriends. It was impossible not to fall in love with the luxury those men surrounded themselves in. Shannon would wander through their penthouses in nothing but the expensive lingerie that they had bought her, running her fingers across a statue, or a painting, or a loveseat—none of which her foster parents could afford even if they saved up for a year. She knew that was the world she wanted to immerse herself in.




  Now, as an adult, she was able to channel that state of teenage wonderment into her designs, resulting in fresh, unique ideas in the industry. Combining that with her smile (secretly practiced and perfected in front of the mirror) Shannon was able to impose her lavish taste on Judah’s clientele, not only convincing them to take out their checkbooks, but making them eager to do so.




  It wasn’t long before her bosses took notice. Only six months into her internship (just halfway through the initial agreed upon length) Judah Decor offered Shannon a full-time job. It was entry-level and low paying, but still the fastest intern promotion in the company’s history. In her second year her list of clients grew, as well as her respect throughout the company. Her efforts earned her the small office in which she was now eating her Thai food. The position’s pay wasn’t where she wanted it yet, and her window could have had a better view of downtown Manhattan—not just the backside of a bland, brick building—but she had no doubt that she was heading in the right direction. Not once did she have to rely on skimpy skirts or excessive flirting, though she had originally been prepared for that strategy had it been necessary. Shannon was happy that it never had been. It meant she was leaving her high school self further behind.




  Judah Décor didn’t come without stresses, however. Shannon had to keep up with near-impossible deadlines and continually reject the horny coworkers and clientele who would hit on her despite her professionalism and the small diamond on her finger. But she would never trade it for what Will was doing. She considered putting down her spork and asking her husband why someone as talented as him was still wasting their time at that awful excuse for a restaurant. Because I made us move down here and I let Will get me pregnant and we can’t afford culinary school. Yeah, I better not bring that up, she decided. So instead of lecturing him about switching jobs, Shannon engulfed the final mouthful of Pad Thai, sucking in the last straggling noodle with a loud slurp.




  The other women in the office never finished their entire takeout order in one sitting the way Shannon did, and they made sure to point it out on a regular basis. Shannon was unsure to what degree their comments were innocent banter versus true envy, but they were annoying nonetheless. It was why she avoided the breakroom. She could understand their jealousy, though. She never cared about what she ate—she never had to. Her twenty-six year old body seemed to stay at a trim and tight 120 pounds no matter how much greasy food or Guinness beer she put in it. Even giving birth to Giddy didn’t seem to affect her metabolism. She had gained weight during the pregnancy, sure, but a three-mile jog every morning shed it all within a matter of months.




  Shannon finished her Pad Thai just as Will reached the point in his story when the Ocean was bombarded by the homeless men. She perked up in her chair as things became more exciting, but as Will continued, frustration crept back into the mix. She hadn’t liked those two men since the first time Will had fed them in the alley. Now, they had put her husband out of work until the restaurant got fixed. What bothered Shannon the most was how surprised Will seemed about the whole situation.




  “I’m telling you, babe,” Will explained. “These weren’t the same people I gave food to. They wanted to hurt us.”




  “Uh...duh!” said Shannon. “It’s like the zoo—there’s a reason you don’t feed the animals. They attack.”




  “Well, that isn’t why,” Will corrected. “Human food can hurt them or make them sick.”




  “The homeless are sick! Schizophrenic. Just plain psycho. Different people every day of the week.”




  “Yeah, but...”




  “You brought this on yourself, Will. I don’t know what else to tell you. You’re lucky no one got seriously hurt because of you.” Shannon was gripping the phone tight.




  “You should have seen them, is all I’m saying.” Will sighed. “And yes, thank God we’re all OK. But that wasn’t even the worst of it.”




  Dammit, Shannon thought. There’s more? But she found herself listening intently as Will’s voice grew weak and hollow as he described the landlord that stood outside the Ocean: how he stalked Haynes at the restaurant, the outfit he wore that was all wrong for the weather, his disregard for the antics on the street as he seemed to be staring directly at Will from underneath his red sunglasses. Shannon had no delusions about her husband’s view of the city-disgust, discomfort, yes—but this wasn’t like him. He never created monsters.




  “Babe, are you there?” asked Will. Shannon jolted in her seat as she realized she had been lost in her thoughts. Her hand had begun to sweat. “Are you even listening?”




  “Yes! OK, Will, I’m sorry the spooky man scared you. You should have blown your rape whistle or.run over there and hit him with your purse.”




  There was silence on the line.




  “Screw you,” Will said finally. It was out of character for him and Shannon again regretted her harshness.




  “I’m sorry.” She paused for a moment. “Really, I am.” More silence. "Will?”




  “What?” he responded curtly.




  “What time are you getting off today?”




  “Why?”




  “Just tell me. Please.”




  Will sighed loudly. “Soon, OK? Mr. DiSantos kept us on the clock, to clean, but then we’re closed until further notice. It’s quarter till noon now.we should be done in about an hour.”




  “How bout I leave early from work, too? I’ll meet you at the Ocean at one o’clock. We’ll pick up Giddy from the sitter’s and get a jump start preparing for your family. OK?”




  Again, Will didn’t answer. “OK?” she repeated.




  “Fine,” Will said. “I love you,” he added, then hung up before Shannon could repeat it.




   †




 Shannon arrived at the Cosmic Ocean at 1:30pm.




  “Eww,” she said, her breath condensing in the air. From the street, the restaurant looked awful. Its broken windows had been replaced with large blue tarps that seemed to shiver from the wind. The section of tarp that covered the door was flapping wildly; Shannon ducked under it to enter. The inside of the Ocean wasn’t much warmer—or more welcoming. Nobody was in the dining area. The tables and chairs were pushed off to either side and stacked haphazardly. Two industrial-sized trash bags were stuffed full and sitting against the back wall. Shannon saw glass fragments and a few wooden splinters scattered across the floor, leftovers from what looked like a rushed sweep job. Overall, the damage wasn’t horrible, but Shannon couldn’t help but wonder when the restaurant would be up and running again. More specifically, she wondered how small her husband’s next paycheck would be.




  “Will?” Shannon called out.




  A few moments later, her husband appeared from the back—minus the goofy grin that usually formed whenever she showed up. In its place was a scowl, reminiscent of a father whose teenage daughter blew off curfew. But Shannon had anticipated this reaction and come prepared. She saw Will’s anger dissolve as soon as he noticed the McDonald’s bag sitting on top of her black leather portfolio.




  “Hungry?” Shannon asked, smiling. Despite Will’s proficiency in the kitchen, he had a soft spot for familiar chains, so she figured some Big Macs would grant her forgiveness for being late and for her earlier remarks on the phone. It was essentially an artery-clogging bribe, but it was successful; Will was smiling from ear to ear. He leaned in to give her a kiss. Shannon took it, then handed over the bag.




  At that point, Kavi hobbled out from the kitchen. She had a burger for him, too.




  “Thought you two deserved a treat after your crazy morning,” Shannon said as she hugged Kavi.




  “Shannon, are these all burgers?” asked Will, looking up from the bag.




  “Yeah. I’m the best, right?”




  Will frowned. “It’s Lent. We can’t eat meat on Friday.”




  “We can’t?” replied Shannon. Shit, she thought. I completely forgot. “You’re telling me the one unforgivable sin in this world is having a sandwich?”




  “Come on, babe. No. Just, you know, rules are rules.” He turned to Kavi for support.




  “Don’t look at me,” he said. “I ain’t Catholic. I’ll eat yours if you don’t want it.”




  Will began to hand the bag over.




  “No,” she commanded. “You’re eating it. It’s not going to kill you.”




  Will hesitated. “They do smell good,” he said.




  “And remember,” Kavi added. “There are starving bums in Africa. Probably in alleyways around here, too.”




  Will let out a little chuckle, then paused and looked towards the floor, obviously weighing the decision in his head. “Fine,” he said. “Lent’s almost over, I guess.”




  Shannon smiled. “And what do you say?” she asked.




  “Thank you, Shannon,” Will and Kavi said in slow unison.




  “You’re welcome,” she said, and a cold breeze swept through the restaurant. “But let’s eat somewhere else.” Neither Will nor Kavi objected.




  They ended up four doors down at a coffee shop. The baristas glared at Shannon’s group as they brought in the outside food and sat at a table after only buying bottles of water. Will was too busy saying grace to notice, but Shannon did. She glared back until they looked away.




  “I want to know what happened with the police?” Shannon asked when everyone started eating their burgers.




  “They came,” answered Will. “But not much could be done. All the persons of interest are off the radar. We found some of Pia’s things, like I said, but her ID is fake. Can’t be sure it’s even her real name. The cops said they’d check nearby hospitals, but Pia might have been afraid to go there if she didn’t have insurance. One forensics guy actually showed up, took some blood samples and fingerprints. The cops aren’t sure anything will come of it. Said it’ll be more likely they just contact Mr. DiSantos to get their job back.”




  “Ha, I’d like to listen to that conversation,” Kavi chimed.




  “And your cinderblock friends?” asked Shannon, referring to the homeless.




  “Same thing, even worse. None of us have any idea who they are. We gave descriptions—best we could—but the cops said it’s not much to go on.”




  “I told the cops the nicknames I created,” said Kavi. “Then I said it might be possible to find them by triangulating their smell.” He took a sip of his water. “They didn’t seem amused.”




  Shannon giggled. “I would have laughed—obviously.” Then, an idea hit her. She hunched over the table with a smirk. “Hey, what if the two situations were connected? What if the Stinks hurt the Mexicans? That would be something, huh?”




  “Finally! Somebody else on my wavelength,” said Kavi. “I thought the same thing. Brought it up with the cops, too. They said they’d look into it, but didn’t seem to take me too seriously. It was after the smell joke.” He looked at Will. “You didn’t back me up though.”




  “Because I didn’t agree with you,” replied Will.




  “Why not?” asked Shannon.




  “Well, they always did smell bad. Truly. I figured if they’d set foot in that small, confined kitchen last night, our noses would have started to bleed as soon as we walked in this morning.”




  Shannon covered her mouth, giggling louder.




  “But seriously,” Will continued. “It wouldn’t make sense. Why start off with a serious assault on two people? Not robbery—mind you, Pia’s purse was still there. There was money in it.”




  “OK, but it was in the dining room,” Kavi pointed out. “They might have not realized it was there.”




  “Fine. But it’s the sequence that’s wrong. If they did hurt Pia and Gustavo, that came first. Why come back hours later just to vandalize the building? It’s such a lesser crime. Why not smash up the restaurant at night when they’re already there?”




  “I don’t know,” Shannon shrugged. “They’re insane?”




  “And why attack Gustavo and Pia in the first place? What did they ever do? It was Mr. DiSantos that took the food away. And he’s never there overnight. The homeless would’ve known that.”
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