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			For Christy, thanks for the amazing journey so far.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Amidst aisles of cheerful childhood diversions, he shopped for the perfect killer’s signature.

			In the store’s ultra-bright light, all the primary-colored plastic toys shouted for attention. Skateboards’ vibrant neon wheels screamed to touch pavement and race. Posters trumpeted video games that promised glossy escapes to amazing, undiscovered worlds. Bicycles’ polished chrome offered assurances of long summer days under clear blue skies.

			But he passed by all these distractions without a second glance. He stopped before a very simple display in the board games section, a tiny rack holding a half-dozen decks of playing cards. He stroked his chin, and fell deep into the decision-making process.

			He discounted two of the six, the back design on one being cartoon flamingoes, and the other being a hippopotamus in a sailor outfit. Both seemed too juvenile, too lighthearted for the weighty task he had in mind. That only left four options.

			Three of the remaining four were geometric designs: one a crosshatch of blue lines, one a set of green concentric circles like a bull’s eye, and one that looked like a black-and-white Persian rug. But the fourth one caught his eye, and not just for its red color.

			A flourish-filled design swooped around and crisscrossed the outside third of the rectangle. A mermaid adorned each corner. In the white center were two stacked red circles. Within the top circle stood the figure of a thin, smiling woman in a long, Greek-style toga, her feet near the center of the card. Behind her rose a wide oak tree, branches full of leaves in springtime bloom. She held a flower in one hand. 

			In the bottom circle, an inverted figure of the same woman stood before the same tree, sole-to-sole with the other woman. Here, the tree’s branches were bare, the oak locked in winter’s grip. Worry erased the smile on the woman’s face. The flower in her hand was gone, replaced by a small skull, an oddly gruesome detail for the artwork. 

			He liked it.

			Yes, the design spoke to him, spoke to the plan. He picked up the deck and flipped the box around so the winter woman, the harbinger of death, now stood upright. He smiled. Much better this way, with death ascendant, and the springtime woman now falling toward judgment day.

			Using the deck’s jokers would mock the solemnity of his task, but that still left fifty-two cards, fifty-two opportunities to set the world a little more upright, one snuffed life at a time.

			He caressed the slick shrink-wrap that protected the pack, running a finger around the top’s sharp edge. He raised the pack to his lips, the way another would coax a lover closer.

			“What an adventure we are about to have,” he whispered. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“Hell no! You are not going off your medications.”

			Daniela Schiavetta glared at him, adamant and furious, a combination Brian Sheridan didn’t know she had in her. His cute, tiny, auburn-haired girlfriend had the nicest disposition in the world. 

			“I’ve been on them since I was a kid,” Brian said. “I’m almost twenty-one. I think it’s time to see if I still need them.”

			“Hell yeah, you do!” She paced the living room of his apartment like a caged tiger. She still wore a pair of oversized, dark blue scrubs from her shift at the veterinary clinic. They flapped like wings with each of her emphatic arm gestures. “Do you still have moments of extreme anxiety?”

			Brian wouldn’t call them moments as much as he would call them hours. “A few,” he lied. 

			Anxiety and attention deficit issues had plagued him all his life, a gift from his birth mother, bestowed by the cocktail of drugs and alcohol ingested during her pregnancy. He’d called the onrush of an anxiety attack a ‘visit from Mr. Jitters’ when he was a child. But gallows humor made it no better, and the effects were usually devastating. It was true that meds had enabled him to navigate a bumpy course through middle and high school. But he was an adult now, with a job, no longer under his parents’ roof.

			“I’m a lot better than when I was a kid,” he added.

			“You’re better because you’re on meds,” Daniela said. She stopped pacing and took a deep breath. She looked hard into his eyes. “We’ve been together nine months. I’m saying this as someone who cares about you. You need those medications.”

			“How do you know? How do I know? How does the doctor know, until I make a go without them?”

			“Brian, you aren’t one hundred percent even with them.”

			“I’m not one hundred percent because of them. They make me fuzzy, dull my senses, slow my brain. I can feel them holding me back.”

			“No, what you are feeling is called normalcy. That’s what not having your brain race in three directions at once feels like.”

			“Maybe I can do better without them, get a better job, a real career.” Brian worked as an evening-shift security guard, a position that catered to both his discomfort with crowds of people, and the insomnia his medications seemed to create. From his original goal of becoming a cop, security guard had been as close as he got.

			“Look, Brian,” Daniela said. “I spend the day mending broken animals. I don’t want to spend the night fixing a broken person. You promise me you’re going to stay on your meds, okay?”

			Looking at her now practically made him sigh. With her pixie hairstyle she stood like a wingless Tinkerbell in the center of his under-furnished apartment. Honestly, a day didn’t go by where he didn’t wonder what she was doing spreading her fairy dust in his life.

			Her doe eyes searched his in anticipation, waiting for him to promise, to give the answer he knew he could only deliver as a lie.

			“I’ll stay on my meds,” he said.

			She gave him a hug, strong but angled just a bit off-center. It perfectly summed up their relationship, one that hovered somewhere between friends and fiancés. Then she headed for the door, flashing him a mischievous smile on the way. “Have fun with Sidney tonight.”

			“Yeah, we’ll party hearty.” His voice dripped with sarcasm. Sidney, his evening-shift coworker, was a total ass.

			She closed the door behind her. Brian’s guilt rushed in and sucked all the air from the room. He wished he could make her understand, but he couldn’t. No one who wasn’t permanently medicated could comprehend what it was like.

			He’d lost track of exactly what was in the pills he’d been taking all these years. The combinations shifted, but it was always a concoction of anti-anxiety meds and something to keep his ADHD at bay. He couldn’t deny that they helped, but just as not taking them had mental side effects, so did taking them. They turned the world from color to black and white. Sharp edges became indistinct. 

			A decade-plus of living in a dull haze was enough. 

			Adding insult to injury were the physical side effects. They’d stunted the development of his long bones, and he was inches shorter than he should have been, and very slight of build. The drugs also completely screwed with his appetite. He often forgot about meals until he passed out from not eating. 

			He knew those downsides would carry no weight with Daniela. She’d traveled this jagged road with her schizophrenic father. She hadn’t said it explicitly, but he could hear it in her tone and between the words. The meds stayed or she went.

			He’d be better without them. She’d see. Their relationship would be better. Once sobriety had stripped away the gauzy feeling that plagued him, he’d be so much more in touch with his emotions, so much better able to feel whatever it was the rest of the world seemed to feel when they were with someone special. She’d see, and their relationship would blast into a higher, more permanent orbit.

			He entered the bathroom and opened the medicine cabinet. A pharmacy worth of pills lined one shelf, little yellow silos with white tops, filled to the brim with all that either kept him stable or kept him suppressed. He was about to find out which.

			One by one, he poured the contents of each bottle into the open toilet, a stream of pills that pitter-pattered into the clear water. When he was done, he’d created a submerged pyramid, a monument not to some dead pharaoh, but to something worse, to the life he’d never lived. He pressed the toilet handle. A swirl of water spun the miniature edifice back into hundreds of tiny capsules, then sucked them down and left the bowl dry and empty. 

			He thought about how when that flush made it into nearby Tampa Bay, there would be some seriously stoned fish.

			“No turning back now,” he muttered to himself.

			He knew it would take time before his body purged itself completely of the medications. But he already felt different.

			He felt free. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			One week later.

			Terror fills her eyes, opened so wide that each iris becomes an island in a sea of white. Every grain of mascara, every stroke of eyeliner displays in perfect detail. Those dark accents, originally added to allure, now only highlight her horror. 

			This is all he sees, like some wide-screen close-up in an IMAX theater, but in 1940s black and white. All is silent, yet somehow these eyes are shrieking.

			While he sees the woman’s panic, he feels the evil that hovers over her, senses the malevolence that reflects in her eyes. He knows he shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t be part of this experience.

			The view zooms out a bit. Her glossy, sparkling lips pull back in a silent, oval scream. Bright white teeth frame her bouncing uvula. Under her perfect foundation, her cheeks flush. Tears roll from the corners of her eyes and down toward her ears.

			The view zooms out some more. The woman lies on a cheap linoleum floor, scuff-marked and dirty. Two hands grip a thick, dark rope around her neck. The grayscale of the vision offers no color, but he senses that the rope is red, a rich, vibrant shade of ruby. It appears softer than the usual nylon type.

			The severed ends of surgical gloves cover the killer’s fingertips. The assailant’s knuckles whiten as he pulls the rope tighter.

			His heart skips a beat. The woman is a stranger, but the hands are all too familiar. They are his. But worse, he can feel what they feel. He senses the power that surges through them, and shudders at the dark delight it inspires. He cannot control them. It is as if they control him.

			The woman chokes, gasps. The hands pull the rope tighter. 

			Now he panics. He wants, he hopes, he begs for the power to stop the atrocity he is committing. But his hands keep pulling, powered by something stronger than his conscious self, something blacker than midnight.

			The woman’s eyes bulge to the point he fears they will burst. Then the light leaves them, and they go glassy.

			* * *

			Brian Sheridan snapped wide awake. His racing heart thudded against the mattress. The silent darkness of his bedroom seeped into and dissolved the memory of his nightmare. His pulse ramped down. The clock read 4:15 a.m. 

			He sighed. Thank God. Too early to get up for most people, way too early for someone like him who clocks in for work in the afternoon. He collapsed back into the pillow.

			His throat felt like sandpaper. His mouth crackled, parched as an Arizona rest stop and reminded him why he’d just had that explicit nightmare. No meds. Two of the big withdrawal side effects were cottonmouth and strange dreams. Hallucinations and cold sweats were two more extreme impacts, but Brian hoped his symptoms wouldn’t go that far. 

			“Damn it.” He wasn’t going to get back to sleep feeling like this. He headed to the kitchen for a drink. He didn’t bother turning on a light.

			The fridge door opened like a sunrise in the darkness. He flinched against the light, pulled out a bottle of water, and slammed the door shut. He downed half the container in an instant.

			Back in his bedroom, he double-checked the cardboard wedged into the windows to block the sunlight. He tucked an errant edge back into the corner of the frame. He really needed to get back to sleep before the blazing Florida sun started to do its work, because then his body would decide to be up for the day. He was by nature a morning person, and each day he battled to stick to a sleep schedule matched to a job that kept him up until midnight.

			He dropped back into bed, and managed to sleep until 8:00 a.m. Way better than he’d expected. He got up, started a pot of coffee, and retrieved two apples from his crisper drawer. Minimally processed food was one of the recommendations doctors had given his mother to alleviate Brian’s mental issues. It probably didn’t make any difference, but she’d stuck with it, and now Brian stuck with it out of habit.

			He turned on his computer for a look at the world. The usual stream of distress popped up. War. Terror. Economic issues. A cyclone in Asia. 

			An ad popped up for a self-improvement course. ‘Awaken the unknown you.’ The known Brian was more than enough, thank you. He clicked on the Close button. The ad wavered, then went away.

			He clicked over to his email. Two dozen spams clogged the page. But a message from Daniela caught his eye. He opened the email.

			Still with Mom. She’s recovering well, thanks for asking.

			He winced. If there was such a thing as a sarcastic font, the last sentence would have been in it, and in bold. Daniela’s mother lived in Gainesville and just had a knee replaced. Daniela was there supporting her recovery. The girl was born to heal things, people or animals.

			Brian hadn’t asked about her mother’s progress. While Daniela was a dream, her mother was a bit of a bitch as far as Brian was concerned, and wishing her a speedy recovery wasn’t on his to-do list.

			The note’s next line read: You are still alive, right?

			That little dig hit home. He had barely spoken with or texted Daniela since she left a week ago, the day after he promised to stay on his meds. 

			That was why he’d stopped taking them after she left. By the time she got back, the worst of any withdrawal symptoms would be over. She’d be so thrilled with the new and improved Brian that she couldn’t possibly be mad at him. He’d even be magnanimous and skip delivering the ‘I told you so’ that she’d so richly deserve.

			But while he’d had some minor physical withdrawal symptoms, this early morning nightmare was the first of the promised psychological side effects. If those started kicking in now, their reign might not be over by the time Daniela returned. And he sure didn’t want her to see him like this.

			A feared, familiar twinge rippled through him, that mixture in his gut of dread, panic and adrenaline that presaged an anxiety attack. His brain screamed into a higher gear. His skin seemed to catch fire as neurons began to blast signals that made no sense. 

			If he didn’t get a grip on this, he’d practically incapacitate himself. He’d done it before, but not for a decade. He hadn’t fully danced with Mr. Jitters in a very long time, which only amplified his galloping terror.

			Sweat prickled his forehead. His hands began to shake. The awful sensation of losing control came on like a runaway train. A hundred images of the hell that was ahead when Daniela returned flashed by him. She’d definitely walk out forever. He felt as helpless and terrified as he had when he was a child.

			He realized he was hyperventilating, making everything worse. He focused on controlling his breaths, on slowing his sprinting heart. 

			In deep, out slow, he focused.

			He calmed down a bit, pushed old Mr. Jitters further away. Brian needed to take action, positive action to address the anxiety’s source. With shaking hands, he typed an answer to Daniela’s note.

			Doing fine, just very busy. Can’t wait for you to come home.

			He paused. Then with one finger, one slow letter at a time, he added:

			My best to your mom.

			He cringed and hit Send.

			The worst of the panic subsided. The dread cooled down from white hot to warm red. He breathed as deeply as he could. 

			He turned away from the screen. It pinged that he had a new email. He sighed. Daniela must have been staring at her phone, ready to pounce on his reply. He turned back to his screen and checked the new message.

			It’s Your Time to Awaken read the title of the email from the Totally You Institute. 

			Half of him was thrilled it wasn’t a terse, immediate rebuttal from Daniela. The other half of him was pissed that this new scam shop would be the spam generator of the week. He deleted the email and logged off.

			He munched on one of the apples as disconnected images from his nightmare rose in his mind. They gave him a chill. He really wasn’t happy his subconscious was capable of imagining himself as a killer.

			His phone buzzed to distract him from his self-loathing. He had a text from his adoptive father, Derek.

			It was a toss-up as to whether a message from Derek was better than one from the Totally You Institute about awakening his inner Brian. He opened the text.

			Your mother wants you to join us for dinner day after tomorrow at 5.

			Even in a text, the guy managed to sound imperious and distant. What a gift he had. Dinner with the ol’ fam wasn’t high on Brian’s list of things to do. His parents and sister did not put the ‘fun’ in dysfunctional family. 

			Derek and his wife Camilla had started out with the best intentions, adopting him as a newborn when Camilla’s doctor declared conception an impossibility. They had been assured he was a healthy baby coming from a good environment, right here in the old USA. The adoption records were closed and sealed, but the agency assured them their new son was perfect.

			They soon found out otherwise. By the time he was a few years old, Brian’s issues were apparent. Evidence quickly mounted that he had ADHD in spades and some serious anxiety issues. Their pediatrician gave the diagnosis of some kind of fetal poisoning. Drugs, alcohol, both. He’d need to interview the birth mother. But sealed records meant that wasn’t going to happen. Brian didn’t come with a money-back guarantee, so Camilla and Derek had to buckle in for the long haul.

			And then, despite all assertions that she never could, Camilla got pregnant with the girl they’d really wanted. So Brian went from being a regrettable burden to be being an unnecessary, regrettable burden. Sister Ariana’s birth sent Brian’s life into eclipse. The adopted son became nearly invisible, his problems all his own.

			He couldn’t easily beg off from this text message invitation-cum-summons from his father. His parents knew his work schedule and that he’d have the day off. They also knew he didn’t have a social life to speak of, so there went that excuse. The past legal woes his condition had spawned meant he couldn’t just sever all ties and blow off his family, not until after he turned twenty-one in several months.

			See you then, he sent back to Derek.

			The day just kept getting better. And it wasn’t even 10:00 a.m. yet.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four 

			“Dude, you look like six pounds of shit.”

			Brian gave Sidney a weak smile. “I’m sure that you mean that in the best possible way.”

			“Ain’t no good way to look like a heap of shit.”

			The two shared the Orange Star Trucking Terminal gatehouse. In contrast to Brian’s para-police uniform, Sidney wore a dark blue coverall with the trucking logo on the back. He had it unzipped to the waist, which only made the tall, gaunt man look leaner. Sweat glistened like diamonds against his dark black skin. He wiped it away with a dirty rag from his pocket. 

			The narrow gatehouse building covered a slim island between the yard’s inbound and outbound security gates. His first week there, Brian had managed to suppress his initial anxiety about having some truck barrel into the little shack in the middle of the night. The room was a tight fit for two. Sidney had to stand. But since it was the only air-conditioned space on the yard, he didn’t complain.

			Brian covered evening shift security at the terminal, from 2:00 p.m. to 10:00 p.m. Sidney, ten years Brian’s senior, ran the crane. The terminal worked what were called combis, fifty-two foot commercial trucking containers. They got loaded on a rail car somewhere, and Sidney used the crane to unload them here and drop them on a set of wheels. Then a trucker would pick them up for their final destination. Train arrivals tended to be about as irregular as the digestive tract of the fiber-free, so the entire trucking schedule was in constant flux. The evening shift never had any supervision due to a lack of need. Sidney unloaded the combis, gave the train manifest to Brian, and Brian signed the loads out to arriving drivers. It was a hard job to screw up.

			Working at Orange Star included a lot of waiting time. Cops sometimes describe their job as hours of boredom punctuated by minutes of sheer terror. Orange Star provided hours of boredom punctuated by minutes of mild activity. Brian gravitated to the job because of the slow pace and solitude. Quiet acted as a perfect salve for his tendency to unsubstantiated panic. 

			Sidney, however, seemed to have ended up there by default. From what Brian could tell through their minimal conversations, the crane operator had been driven there by child support payments and a sketchy personal history. 

			“I didn’t sleep well last night,” Brian said.

			“We ain’t having no bonding experience here.” Sidney stuffed the rag back in his pocket. “I’m here for the cold air, not to be your shrink or nothing.”

			A train whistle sounded outside the yard. Sidney checked the clock on the wall. He zipped up his coverall.

			“Saved by the whistle,” he said. “The one-oh-five is right on time, several hours late.”

			Sidney left the door half-open as he departed the guard shack. Brian rolled over in his chair and pulled it closed. His phone buzzed and he pulled it out of his pocket. The screen read ‘Message from 2263’.

			This number wasn’t familiar. He opened the message.

			Awake at last.

			“Damn it!” he said to himself. The New Age whatever-it-was had his email and his cell phone number. This was going to get old fast. Brian hit the Delete button, and sent the message into the electronic netherworld.

			Sidney wouldn’t be back until the end of the shift, so except for a few perimeter patrols and whatever truckers rolled in, he was in for a dull evening. He flicked on the tiny desktop TV. As long as it wasn’t raining, the antenna picked up the three major Tampa networks and four static-filled stations with preachers touting Jesus, one in Spanish. It wasn’t Netflix, but it also didn’t eat up his data plan. He tuned in the local evening news.

			Headlights lit the booth as a semi rolled up the long road to the gate. Brian turned down the TV volume. His minutes of mild activity had arrived. Hip hip hooray. 

			He picked up the clipboard carrying the evening’s manifests. Headlights flashed up to high beams and lit the inside of the shack like a solar flare. Brian shielded his eyes and squinted at the oncoming truck. Its diesel engine roared, loud and deep enough to make the shack shudder. The truck leaned left as it swerved head-on for the little house. The big silver grill yawned open like the mouth of a killer shark. The truck’s horn blasted, not to warn, but to trumpet triumph. 

			Fear swept through Brian like wildfire. He jumped up from his rolling chair and sent it sailing to the shack’s rear. Suddenly, feet from the shack, the truck bulls-eyed a protective concrete bollard. The post pulverized into a cloud of gray dust.

			Brian launched himself out the side exit door. His foot hooked the threshold. He slammed face-first onto the oil-slicked asphalt and closed his eyes.

			The truck smashed into the guard shack. It exploded in a thundering shower of wood and glass.

			Everything went silent. His expected pelting by flying debris didn’t happen. No semi tires crushed his feet. Brian rolled over and opened his eyes. The guard shack still stood, completely unmolested. The access road stretched out dark and empty.

			Brian’s heart pounded hard. He stood on shaky legs and reentered the shack. A high-pitched, shrieking cackle sounded behind him. He spun around. A white top hat covered in yellow stars spun on its brim in the driveway. Then it vanished.

			He remembered the warning about withdrawal-induced hallucinations. That little excursion into The Twilight Zone wasn’t what Brian had envisioned. Hallucinations were supposed to be like being trapped in the Beatles’ Yellow Submarine movie or seeing a Cheshire cat. What he’d just experienced was his subconscious trying to scare him to death. He did not want to do that again.

			At the driveway’s far end, headlights flared in the darkness. Brian’s heart beat faster as the truck approached. He gripped the edge of the desk, ready to run when this semi spun out of control. It pulled up alongside the shack. Brian froze. A wide, redfaced driver stared down from the window, Atlanta Braves hat askew on his boxy head. 

			“Well, you gonna sign me in or what?” the driver asked. “Ain’t got all night.”

			Brian shook his head and admitted everything was normal. He grabbed his clipboard and stepped out to sign in the trucker. 

			The remaining hours on his shift promised to be long ones.

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Brian sagged, bone-weary tired, by the time he made it home that night. Between yesterday’s poor sleep and the long, anxiety-ridden day, he fought to stay awake. He skipped food, skipped a shower, and just collapsed onto his unmade bed. He was out the instant his head hit the pillow.

			* * *

			It isn’t a dream his subconscious spins for him tonight, so much as it is a memory. He’s a boy, or he must be because he seems small in his bed and he’s in his childhood bedroom. The setting sun bathes the wall in rich ochre stripes through the window blinds’ slats. The schoolbooks on the desk and the pictures on the wall tell him he is in elementary school, fourth grade if he remembers correctly. All is silent, not because the scene lacks natural sound, but because he is cut off from it, as if his dream has decided to exclude all senses but sight.

			It must be one of those childhood nights where his anxiety had taken control. Perhaps he’d made a mess eating, dropped something and broken it, or embarrassed Derek and Camilla in front of company. In the pre-medication days, or during the windows when they went out of balance, such occurrences were commonplace. This was always the result, sent to his room for the night, to bed no matter the time.

			The awful mix of emotions that plagued his younger years is at full boil. Frustration at his lack of control, humiliation at his familial ostracism. But over both reigns fear, a combination of acute panic, layered over a chronic trepidation that such terror will haunt him all of his life. In this present-day playback, he can so much better dissect the multiple threads that weave the screwed-up emotional tapestry of his life.

			His sentence to solitary confinement only stokes the fire of his anxiety. The oncoming sleepless night, and the upcoming morning’s potential for punishment, are simply more fuel for the flame. Despite the fall swelter outside, his room is over-chilled, a Sheridan family hallmark, though the cold of the family’s heart needs no physical manifestation to match it. His right leg begins to bounce beneath the sheets and he knows Mr. Jitters is about to come over and play.

			A shadowy figure appears, sitting on the desk. The sunset stripes divide him into red-frosted layer cake sections from the neck down. His arms and legs are both impossibly long and impossibly thin. His right leg crosses over the left, and the dangling foot dances in perfect time with Brian’s fidgeting leg.

			Brian startles, and yanks the bedspread out from under the mattress’s foot and all the way up around his neck. The desk lamp snaps on by itself. It delivers more illumination than it possibly could, a near spotlight on his intruder.

			In the light, his clothes are nearly blinding. A blazing-white jacket and over-flared bell-bottomed pants. Wide, red stripes run up the pants and accentuate his spindly legs. The jacket’s vertical stripes are bright blue, a jarring juxtaposition with the pants, but not near so much as the neon-yellow T-shirt he wears beneath it. The tight shirt reveals every ripple of his emaciated ribcage. A white top hat with a constellation of yellow stars completes the ensemble. Brian remembers the hat from his hallucination in the guard shack. No strands of hair protrude from under the hat. 

			The jacket sleeves also flare, and from them extend hands too delicate to be real, fingers twice as long and half as thick as normal, but somehow proportional to the gangly arms and legs. The visitor’s face is gaunt, his eyes wide and incredibly white, the sockets around them coated black as night. Ashy greasepaint covers the rest of his face. Black makeup paints his head in the style of a skull, complete with a toothy rictus drawn over and around his own thin lips. Somehow, an actual skull would have been less terrifying.

			He is all the more horrifying because in this flashback dream of Brian’s childhood, amidst all he sees and feels as so familiar, this specter is not. Like the stain on white linen, like the black cloud in a blue sky, like the madman outside the asylum walls, he does not belong.

			“Brian!” the figure shouts, his voice a high-pitched shriek. It shatters the dream’s silent-movie soundtrack like a clap of thunder. Young Brian jumps under his bed sheets.

			The intruder leaps from the desk, arms extended. For a second his fingertips flash as if made of sparklers, then extinguish with ten overlapping firecracker explosions. He lands upon the edge of the bed, running in place at a cartoon-character pace, sending the mattress bouncing. “I’m back, man!”

			No introduction is needed. Brian has never met this manifestation, but can feel the familiar, dreaded connection. The amorphous presence he called Mr. Jitters now has a face, a body, a voice. The beat of Brian’s bouncing leg doubles. Panic swells.

			Mr. Jitters lets rip a high-pitched cackling laugh that sends a chill up Brian’s spine. He perches on the foot of the bed. He reaches down with his incredibly long arms, and with one hand on either side of Brian’s tap-dancing foot, pounds out a perfect accompaniment with the flat of his palms. “It’s the beat, it’s that groovy beat, can you dig it?”

			He drops down and straddles Brian across the waist in a low squat. He only clears Brian by millimeters. Both Brian’s legs now thrum with anxiety, jumping back and forth in a synchronized rhythm. Mr. Jitters bends close, face inches from Brian’s so that white makeup and that horrid painted-tooth smile fill his field of view.

			Brian’s heart slams in his chest. Sweat rolls down from his temples. The adult part of him wants to scream, wants to punch Mr. Jitters in the jaw and send him flying. But he is trapped in his younger self, bound by the deeper fears and more desperate insecurity of a seven-year-old boy. He cannot move, cannot speak, and that fury he cannot release only fuels the evil rush of Mr. Jitters’ transmitted anxiety. He bites the sheets bunched up around his mouth.

			“No meds, no restrictions,” Mr. Jitters screeches. “We’re bonding like never before. I’ve always been part of you. Soon you’ll be part of me!”

			Mr. Jitters reaches forward with one elongated finger. He stabs at Brian’s chest. The finger slices between his ribs and pierces Brian’s heart like a dagger laced with cayenne pepper. Anxiety radiates through him like a nuclear blast wave. 

			Finally, he screams.

			* * *

			Brian jolted awake with a shriek. He was back in his apartment, back to being almost twenty-one. Sweat soaked his T-shirt and his chest galloped like a wild horse in flight. Daylight pierced the edges of the cardboard window coverings. The clock read just after six in the morning.

			“Holy shit,” he whispered. He focused on taking deep, cleansing breaths, on counting heartbeats and slowing them down. He looked at all the details of the real world around him and pressed back the horrific memories of the one he’d just dreamt.

			Mr. Jitters’ image hung tough, unwilling to be banished and consigned as a product of imagination. In his childhood, when he’d told himself Mr. Jitters was on the way, he’d never created such a fully formed vision of his anxiety’s alter ego. He was a concept, not a character. But this adult version, fueled by drug withdrawal and a more developed imagination, was far more real than Brian wanted. It was certainly more real than his seven-year-old self could have handled. He even doubted his twenty-year-old self was fully prepared for it.

			No sleep could follow that nightmare, at least not now. His eyes burned red and itchy against the unwelcome daylight. He rolled out of bed to start the day.

			An hour later, recharged with coffee and a goat cheese omelet, he pulled up his email. Nothing from Daniela. But two missives from the Totally You Institute awaited him. Be More Than You’ve Ever Imagined! demanded one. Time To Grow Into Who You Should Always Have Been ordered the other.

			These self-help gurus ought to go a few rounds with Mr. Jitters. If they could keep him quiet, Brian would sign right up. He deleted the emails.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six 

			That evening at work felt fuzzy. From the moment he’d released Terry from day shift, Brian felt as if he was watching the world through teased cotton. The last few days, he’d barely slept and the physical and psychological effects of dropping his meds were getting worse, not better with time. The sun had set and the yard’s hazy lighting only made him feel worse. He added an extra spoonful of coffee to his standard evening brew for a caffeinated boost to get him through until the night shift arrived.

			Eventually, the guard shack got to everyone, even Brian. Too cramped, too stifling, and too isolated, no matter how much audio and video entertainment he tried to pump in. His two security checks of the yard each evening weren’t enough of an escape, and every now and then, he just needed air, even if it was thick, humid, and tainted with the fumes of diesel trucks. His pent-up energy had to be spent. Brian had to admit to himself that the need had grown greater since he dropped his meds. Not a good reason to go back on them, but still not deniable.

			No trucks were due for hours, so he left the shack. Once out of the air-conditioning, he broke out into an immediate sweat. The setting of the sun hadn’t abated the heat. The heavy air seemed to crawl down his throat, intent on his suffocation. He headed down an aisle between the containers on his way to the crane.  

			Halfway there, tapping sounded from the top of the containers to his right. A simple rhythm. Tap-tap. Tap-tap. He paused. The sound stopped. He looked up into the gloom, and saw nothing. He started walking again.

			The tapping restarted, this time from up on his left, a bit faster. Brian kept walking. The tapping paced him. Then the high-pitched, shrieking laugh of Mr. Jitters shattered the night’s quiet.

			Anxiety swept through him. The combis stretched twice as tall as usual. They canted inward, ready to topple in on him from both sides. The tapping along the combi roofs accelerated to match his soaring pulse. He didn’t need this, didn’t need hallucinations plaguing him awake and asleep, at home and at work. He broke into a run for the end of the combis.

			Footsteps pounded the combi roofs alongside him. He imagined Mr. Jitters, gangly legs and skull-painted face, matching his moves, ready to jump down and block his way. Blood thrummed in his ears. He sprinted for the end of the row.

			And slammed head on into Sidney. Sidney staggered back a step, but Brian bounced backward and went sprawling to the ground. He scrambled back to his feet and scanned the combi roofs. Nothing. The tapping and the pounding of Mr. Jitters’ feet were gone. The combis were back to normal size.

			“Damn it, what the hell is wrong with you?” Sidney said. “Why you even out of your damn box?”

			“S-some air…stretch my legs.” Brian couldn’t think straight, still reeling after Mr. Jitters’ stalking.

			“You know you been getting even more screwed up,” Sidney said. “As if that was even possible.” He pushed past Brian. “Now get the hell out of my way.”

			* * *

			Brian arrived home that night to a surprise on his doorstep. Daniela. A day early.

			Brian had a ground-floor apartment in this two-story set of six. Picking one had been trying, as he had to balance his anxieties about being trapped by a fire on the second floor with having something from an upper floor crash or seep down into a first-floor apartment. The benefit of another layer of building between his place and hurricane wind damage gave a first-floor unit the win.

			His apartment entrance had a small covered porch. A light illuminated the concrete pad into an amber oasis in the darkness. Daniela sat there, back against the door, knees tucked up to her chin. The light highlighted the sprinkle of freckles that graced her cheeks. Brian loved those freckles. She looked out into the darkness of the parking lot, searching.

			He really wasn’t sure how to feel. He teetered on the edge between happiness that she was back, and fear that she was still pissed off that he’d been out of touch. He approached the doorway, leery. She saw him and jumped to her feet. She ran out from under the porch light with a big smile on her face. She wasn’t on the warpath. Brian relaxed.

			She wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a big kiss. “So glad to be back and see you.”

			“I’m glad you’re home,” he said. 

			He was glad. He didn’t feel the panicked urge to recoil at her touch, a gift only she had ever been able to give him. He’d spent his life feeling uneasy around everyone; the closer people got, the more he felt like he had insects crawling under his skin, the more he wanted to bolt and find a place to be by himself. She was the first person he’d ever known who didn’t make him want to run away.

			But, though she’d never done anything to earn it, he could never shake a lingering feeling of apprehension, an undercurrent of fear that she would eventually flee. Everyone always did. Even before he could push most people away, they took off on their own, repelled by that anxiety-driven side of his personality, a side he barely understood to be so off-putting. Every moment with Daniela, no matter how calm and comforting, felt like a cautious step across a frozen pond, where the ice might crack at any time and send him into the freezing water beneath.

			Brian led her back to the apartment door. As he fumbled with his keys, the look on her face went from joy to concern.

			“Damn, Bri, you look spent.”

			“Well, really busy at work, worried about you up at your mother’s. I guess it all adds up.”

			Her eyes narrowed and she gave him a closer inspection. He opened the door and they stepped inside.

			He flipped on the light and realized the place was a shambles. Dirty clothes lay around like they’d been arranged by a windstorm. A greasy pizza box gaped open on the kitchen table, leftover crescents of crust lying like little tattling smirks about his temporary full-bachelor lifestyle. A spray of opened and unopened mail spread out across the coffee table.

			Ah, crap, he thought as he closed the front door behind them.

			“What happened in here?” Daniela said. Her face fell. “You’re off your meds, aren’t you?”

			The easy way out of this accusation seemed like the best option. “No,” he lied. “The place just got a little out of hand knowing you weren’t going to be over. You are home a day early.”

			She looked like she was mulling over whether to buy his line of bull. She sighed. “Well, I’m not spending a minute here with the place looking like a frat house. Get to work on this mess out here and I’ll take care of the kitchen.” She poked him in the chest to emphasize each of the next words. “This. One. Time.”

			“Absolutely!” He hoped he didn’t sound as relieved as he felt.

			Daniela went into the kitchen and he attacked the rest of the living area like a sirocco. “You really ordered a pizza?” she called from the kitchen.

			“Vegetable Delight. All organic from the place down the street. Pretty good, actually.”

			She popped her head out from around the corner. “Look at you, living a little, trying someplace new. We’re going to add that to our things-to-do list.”

			She was perfect for him, the little push and support to put his anxiety behind him. No need to resort to drugs. He just needed to get past the last bit of withdrawal symptoms unnoticed, and everything would be fine. 

			He scooped the mail off the table and arranged it in a neat stack. In a week or so, he’d tell her the truth. Once they experienced an excellent week, a normal week. She’d see he was a better person unmedicated, and then maybe they could both agree that this relationship should be something more permanent.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			The red velvet caresses his hand. Though his vision is black and white, the rope has that same shade of black that red always had in old movies. He lays one, then two turns of the rope across his left palm and over his knuckles. 

			He grasps the rope’s other end with his right hand. Two twists of the wrist bind the rope about his hand. Ten fingers close and clamp this beloved instrument, this ticket to paradise, this blessed release. Thin rubber covers shield the feeling from his fingertips, but the rest of his hands can catch the sensations. The surface is soft, like a rabbit he remembers petting in his childhood. The fibers tickle his skin.

			He wraps his thumbs across his fingers, and locks them in place, as if barring them from a change of heart. He senses that such an about-face is completely unlikely. 

			He wishes it was. He doesn’t want to be here, doesn’t want to be a voyeur again in another killer’s point-of-view nightmare.

			The cold of the car’s leather backseat penetrates his shirt and sends chill bumps across his back. The parking lot floodlights add little illumination to the vehicle’s charcoal interior. He makes himself as small as possible, and tucks himself into the shadows. He stares up at the fuzzy headliner. The memory flashes by of replacing the dome light lens after removing the bulb, and it is as if he can access an earlier nightmare within this one. The possibility of admittance to infinite rooms of horror turns his blood to ice.

			He pulls the rope tight. The braids bite into his palms, compress his knuckles together. The power of what he is about to do surges through his hands, up his forearms, into his shoulders. He takes a deep breath and exhales, savoring the anticipation, as a connoisseur does when sampling a glass of wine’s bouquet before sipping.

			The emotions repel him, as if he’s touching something cold, rank and slimy. But it is worse than that, for the contact he’s making is not external, but internal. This evil touches not his fingers, but his heart, his soul.

			An approaching figure blocks and unblocks the light entering the car. His pulse quickens. He slides sideways and into the passenger foot well behind the driver’s seat. He crosses his forearms so the velvet rope makes a loop. The door locks pop open, the headlights cast their beams across the empty parking lot. He imagines the car chirping its happy greeting, the only one it knows.

			The door opens. A purse sails in and flutters a bright feather hanging from the rearview mirror. The purse lands dead center in the passenger seat. A woman plops into the driver’s seat and closes the door. She hits the locks, and seals her fate.

			His pulse hammers hard and fast, like a drumroll before the cymbals’ crash.

			He springs up from the back seat and loops the rope around her neck. He pulls hard and leans back, knees dug into the seatback.

			The vision is silent, but the rope vibrates as the victim chokes out a gurgled scream of surprise. Her hands grasp at the velvet, but her manicured nails find no purchase against the constricting braids. Her body shudders. Her arms reach back in a panicked flail and claw at the air above his head.

			His heart pounds. His manhood swells in expectancy of the night ahead. He looks up into the rearview mirror, angle pre-positioned for just this moment to see the woman’s face. The feather hangs still. Terror and confusion fill the woman’s wide eyes. Her mouth opens in a silent, final scream.

			* * *

			Brian snapped straight up in bed. He shivered, though whether from the cold sweat on his face and chest, or from the afterimages of his nightmare, he couldn’t tell. His stomach seemed to turn itself inside out. He threw back the bedcovers. They landed in a heap on top of Daniela. He bounded out of bed, and straight for the bathroom.

			He hit the grungy tile floor on his knees and slid the last two feet to the toilet bowl. He grasped the sticky sides with his hands. Like a striking cobra, his spine snapped up and back, then his head plummeted forward across the bowl’s rim. His heart stopped as he projectile vomited what felt like his entire set of internal organs. It arced into the toilet with a splash. A second, then third attempt delivered only painful dry heaves. He awaited a fourth. When it didn’t arrive, Brian slumped to the floor beside the bowl, where the pungent stench of new vomit and old urine wasn’t quite as overwhelming.

			The bathroom light snapped on. He squinted against the blinding sixty-watt bulb.

			“You liar!” Daniela said. “You’re off your damn meds, aren’t you?”

			She stood in the doorway, short, auburn hair a tangled mess. A tight, gray muscle shirt strained across her small, perky breasts. Lithe, freckled legs stretched up into dark blue hip-hugger panties. Brian thought this was her sexiest look, now thoroughly negated by the fury in her eyes.

			“Uh, yeah,” he said. His voice sounded about ninety years old through his ravaged throat.

			“You promised you wouldn’t do that.”

			“Baby, I don’t need them anymore. I’m better.”

			She looked down at him, curled on the bathroom floor, with disgust. “Yeah, look at you, all goddamn better.”

			“Look, you don’t know how they make me feel. All fuzzy, disconnected.”

			“I don’t want to hear that line of crap again. I’ve had enough.”

			She stormed out of the bathroom. The bedroom light clicked on. Brian rose to pursue her. His head spun like a Chinese acrobat’s plate on a stick. He swooned, reached for the bowl for support, missed the rim, and plunged his hand in the morass of his own sick. He cursed.

			A zipper closed in the bedroom. A very bad sound. He jumped up, toweled his hand clean, and exited the bathroom.

			The red numbers on the clock radio read 4:12. Daniela already had on her jeans and shoes. She pulled her T-shirt over her head and gave her hair a frustrated ruffle with her fingertips.

			“Baby, I can do this,” Brian pleaded.

			“No, Brian, you can’t!” Daniela pulled open her purse and rummaged for her keys. “This is so typical of me. Pick up the stray, sign up for the project man, set out on the impossible quest. I want to kick myself for being so stupid.”

			She yanked her keys free of her purse, snapped it shut and marched for the front door. Brian followed a step behind.

			“Don’t leave,” he begged.

			She held up a hand at him, like a traffic cop ordering a halt. “Enough. You have too many issues. Anxiety, intimacy, attention span of a puppy. I can’t fix all that, especially if you aren’t going to do your half and take your meds. I warned you.”

			She walked straight through his apartment’s living room and out the front door. She nearly crushed him in it when she slammed the door closed behind her.

			What little physical and mental energy he had spiraled down into some black vortex. Another wave of dizziness washed over him. He dropped onto the couch and closed his eyes.

			Damn it. She’d all but told him it was the meds or her. It was going to take a lot of time and effort to untangle this mess now. If he even could.

			The nightmare this withdrawal had just given birth to still gave him a case of the shakes. Not that he hadn’t had nightmares before, but the first-person point of view was a new development he hoped that his subconscious wasn’t going to get used to. He vaguely remembered one from a few days before, similar to this one, but nowhere near as intense, or as visceral.

			He wanted so badly to get back to sleep. Today was his day off, but he would have rather gone to work than do dinner with the family. He’d need every ounce of energy to maintain a semblance of self-control. Dinner was at five. He crawled back into bed and hoped that he could sleep through until then.

			* * *

			He found he couldn’t. He gave up about thirty minutes later and started some coffee. He headed for the bathroom medicine cabinet and had to stop himself, again. Even without doing it for so long, the decade-old morning med cycle was a tough habit to break. He went back to the kitchen and pulled cheese and eggs from the refrigerator.

			A drop of water pinged into the metal sink beside him. Without looking, he reached over and pulled the faucet handle down tighter. Another drop pinged.

			He turned to the sink. A third drop hit, nowhere near the faucet. He looked up. A dark, damp stain the size of a basketball spread across the ceiling. In the center hung a bead of water. It dropped in what appeared like slow motion and splatted into the sink. Another drop coalesced to take its place.

			“Damn it.”

			This was the moment he loved to share with others, when real-life events unfolded to validate his anxieties. The vindication usually took the edge off the actual awful incident.

			The drip was over his sink, which meant that with the duplicate floor plan of the apartment above, the leak was coming from the upstairs apartment’s sink. He wondered if the guy upstairs was even awake. 

			He turned to go outside and bang on the door to 2B upstairs. He entered the living room. A second leak stopped him cold. Another stain on the ceiling, softball-sized and growing, over his television. Drops of water already drizzled down the front of the screen.

			“Son of a—!”

			He ran over, grabbed the TV and moved it out of the leak’s line of fire. Before he could start back for the kitchen to grab a bowl to catch the water, a third leak sprouted near the door, then a fourth over the couch. The four stains spread like overhead oil spills.

			What the hell was the guy doing up there? His neighbor had to have water backed up all across the floor.

			The dripping from each stain accelerated into a drizzle. A steady stream of water began to drain from the tip of the living room’s overhead light. The rank smell of sewage filled the room. Brian burst out in goose bumps and shivered in disgust.

			The ceiling stains darkened to black. The gypsum board sagged at each circle as the waterlogged fibers threatened to dissolve. Whatever disgusting brew the second floor harbored was coming his way.

			Brian ran for the front door. He grabbed the knob. It would not turn. He yanked and shook it. Frozen tight. He reached for the deadbolt butterfly. Stuck. Hard. The ceiling around the living room overhead light drooped down a foot, like it was made of taffy. Brian’s pulse went into overdrive.

			He gave the door one more futile yank. Then the ceiling burst.

			An inverted volcanic eruption of fetid, gray water blasted into the room. The impact lifted furniture from the floor. The surging water sent it hurtling toward the walls. Brian dodged a lamp and it smashed against the wall behind him. The water lapped his knees in an instant. Toilet paper and human waste swirled in the maelstrom.

			He shuffled to the window against the rushing water’s current and tried to throw the latch. It wouldn’t budge. He pounded against the glass with his fist. His blows made soft, muted thuds. The window merely flexed, as if the glass had been replaced with something shatterproof. The water’s roar made him want to scream.
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