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The rover drove as quickly as was
safe across the icy plains, cast into
darkness by the shadow of something
colossal behind it. The rover’s driver was
an engineer, Sam Ashton, stationed on the
Europa One colony. E-1 was still visible
behind him, a life support bubble
supported by steel pylons drilled deep into
the ice. A shard of ice sprouted from below
the base, through it, and terminated
hundreds of feet above. The emergency
systems gave them only 24 hours, and
every attempt to raise E-1 on the radio
was met by static.

At his current pace Sam would reach
Europa Two within the next two hours. He
reminded himself this was plenty of time,
although the air had begun to feel thin
before he left, despite the reserves of
oxygen. On his right he could see the red
eye of jupiter as it began to appear over
the horizon. It was silly, Sam thought, to
have branded something so enormous after
a dead God. It was so indifferent, so

EUROPA
ONE

unaware. Sam believed that if the planet
ever noticed the ants living on its moon’s
surface, that eye would suck them all in,
and they would be wiped from the universe.
The eye had stayed blind so far, and for
that Sam was thankful.

There were four colonies on the
planet Europa, laid out in a diamond across
its surface. Scientists on Earth competed
for grants to launch themselves, and often
their families, onto Europa’s surface where
they would typically live for a period of
one to five years. Sam lived in E-1 to
maintain the colony’s infrastructure and
life support.

Before living on Europa Sam had
spent some time in San Francisco, and knew
what an earthquake felt like. When the
rumbling had woken him a few hours
earlier, he’d thought he was back in
California. Only minutes later the shard
of ice erupted through the center of
Europa One, collapsing entire sections of
the colony and sending many buildings
crashing to the ice hundreds of feet below.

A few self-sustaining sites had been
built into the colony in the case of life
support failure. One of these was the
comms building which was constructed
around one of the colony's support pylons.
Communication with Earth was achieved via
a faster than light antenna. Sam learned
upon arriving that this antenna had been
destroyed. The short range radios for
contacting the other colonies were also
malfunctioning due to atmospheric
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interference. In the time it would take to
bring them back to operational status
someone could make the trip to the next
colony by rover.

Sam could see Europa Two just over
the horizon now. It looked nearly identical
to E-1. Identical down to the enormous
shard through its center. He attempted to
hail them by radio, but he received the
same static. He hoped that maybe it was his
radio that wasn’t working. E-1 could have
reestablished comms by now, and been
talking with E-2 already. He slowed the
rover and steered it into an industrial
lift attached to one of E-2’s supports.

The lift controls blinked
encouragingly, and pulling the lever began
the slow ascent to Europa 2. The control
panel also contained a speaker and a talk
button; trying it elicited no response. He
assumed they were diverting their full
attention to the catastrophe. Would they
just send him on to the third colony, he
wondered. Had their own engineer already
embarked on that task?

There was a scientist stationed on
Europa 2 that Sam had known back on
Earth, Gil Saito. Gil was a master in
geological studies, taught at a University
in Washington. He came to the station
alone, no family to speak of, to run
experiments on the ice’s mineral content.
Sam tried to check in with him every
month or so, to see how he was handling
the colonial life. He hoped Gil was
alright.

No one was there to greet him outside
the lift. He went from one self-sustaining
area to another, finding disarray but no
people. The comms building was empty as
well. He tried the radio. The short range
was down but the faster than light seemed
operational. He activated an SOS beacon
which would alert the other colonies, and
then began to compose a message to send
back to Earth. He was sure it would be
scrutinized when this was all over so he
tried to make it sound as coherent as
possible. The message would take nearly an
hour to reach Earth, and then another
hour for a reply.

He thought about heading back to his
Rover now as the thought of going further
into the colony made him shiver. He would
be reprimanded for not being thorough
though. For all he knew, the fate of every
Europa colony was in his hands now. Wasn't
that catastrophic thinking? He was just
one guy. Was this not a catastrophe?

There was a housing unit closer to
the center of the colony. He lived in
something similar, but this unit appeared
to be completely occupied by one family.
There were still plates on the table with
a half eaten breakfast. Someone had made
pancakes. Cutlery was scattered across the
table and syrup was dripping onto the
floor from an upturned dispenser. A case
marked “emergency pressure suits” had
been opened and emptied. The scene was
repeated in every unit he bothered to
check.
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The hub of every Europa colony was a
public forum and a few buildings
representing what little bureaucracy the
colony required to function. These were
somewhere below the colony now, sheared
away by the monumental column of ice.
From where Sam stood in front of it, it
stretched out like a wall in either
direction. The surface didn’t fracture
under his fists, and he only managed to
chip a small sliver off with his utility
knife.

He intended to walk around the entire
column but halfway he found what he
supposed he’d been looking for. A line of
colonists in emergency suits like his
waited in front of one facet of the shard.
It could have been the entire colony. The
bunkers must’ve been empty. They may have
been waiting, but he could see no fidgeting
or apprehension. The line was uniform,
neat, military. They stared forward.

There was a hole in the wall of ice.
He couldn’t see into it, nothing was coming
from it. It gaped at him. It challenged the
line of colonists, threatening to swallow
them. They complied and advanced, one by
one, falling into it. Sam sprinted towards
them, slamming into one of the colonists,
throwing them out of the line. The
colonist got back up, and calmly returned
to their place. Sam sprinted at another,
then another, but each colonist returned
to their place without protest.

One hit the ground hard and the
helmet on his suit smashed. Though he was

beginning to turn blue Sam recognized the
face. Gil wasn’t gasping for air or
struggling, he got back up and returned to
his place in line. Before he reached the
opening he collapsed and lay still, the
others stepped over him and continued. It
only took a few minutes for the entire
line to disappear into the shard. Sam
walked up to the edge and stared. Still
there was only darkness, no sunlight
penetrated the column. He sat for awhile
at the entrance, waiting for anything to
happen. It felt as though time, like the
surface of the moon below, had frozen.

If he went back to Europa 1, would
there be anyone left to go back to? What
were the odds that this identical situation
had not had identical results in his own
colony? For that matter, if he returned,
would he meet the same fate? What was
keeping him from compulsively striding
forward into the icy abyss with the others
right now? He imagined the message he’d
sent to Earth as a glowing yellow streak,
travelling rapidly through the blackness
between planets. It wouldn’t be long before
their reply arrived. He returned to the
communication station and waited.

Time passed and Sam felt the air
around him growing thin. His oxygen meter
wasn’t near empty, but he felt himself
drifting off.

There was a knock on the
communication room door, a too-long pause,
and then another. The knocks were
accompanied by a faint weeping sound. Sam
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approached the door cautiously, but didn’t
move to open it. Instead he listened as the
crying got louder and louder. It was high
pitched, a child he guessed. The knocks
increased their tempo, and the wailing
crescendoed until, at last, he flung the
door open.

“Hurry!” He screamed. But there was
no child.

He saw instead the population of
Europa 2 standing shoulder to shoulder,
faces slack and purple, helmets shattered
and broken. There was no knocking. There
was no wailing.

He awoke standing at the shard-mouth
and made no attempt to stop himself from
walking into it.
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Roger held a crumpled slip of paper
in his left hand as he approached the
address printed on it. The house there was
a real seventies, suburbanite special,
similar to those around it but for its
state of neglect. It looked like a
homeowner’s association's nightmare. The
grass was overgrown, the white vinyl
siding was blackened with mold, the
gutters hung off and threatened to release
their grasp without notice. On the front
step he rang the doorbell and heard its
muffled clanging inside. He waited long
enough to contemplate pressing the button
a second time when the door started to
swing open. A tall broad man in a dark
black cloak stood in the frame. Rather
than surprise or confusion his face
communicated a deep relief.

“He is here!” he called in a booming
voice

A month previous Roger was at a
seance with his wife Agatha. The hosts

IN THE
FLESH

were friends of Agatha’s from a book club
where they explored taboo subjects from
the comfort of plush armchairs, sipping
imported espressos. Their home was
enormous and for tonight’s events had been
decorated with skulls, cauldrons, and other
hallow’s eve accoutrement. It was August.

“Now you must read Lowery’s latest
grimoire on Djinn conjuring, it redefines
the field so elegantly!” one of the hosts
simpered to Agatha. Roger stood next to
them, only slightly more animate than the
decorative skeletons. He didn’t know what a
djinn was but did consider himself an
expert in gin and to conjure some he
adjourned briefly to mr and mrs host’s
fully stocked bar. When he returned he
found that the party had moved from the
parlor to the dining room. They were all
seated around a circular dining table with
one open seat next to Agatha, which Roger
took.

At each of the eight spots a different
symbol had been carved. In the center of
the table was a talking board. He’d seen
them in the shop windows of both the local
toy store and occult bazaar. One of his
neighbors had confiscated a talking board
like this from his teenage son and burned
it in their backyard. The stench of
burning plastic took a week to dissipate
fully.

“I’m sure you’re all familiar with the
idea of the Ouija but we are playing no
child’s game this evening!” Mrs Host
began. “The latest edition of Magicka
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Geometricka” she held up a thick booklet
with an intricate symbol on the front,
“describes a ritual to summon spirits of
clairvoyance from the void!” Roger had
known a Claire Voyance once in finishing
school, and his mind wandered for a few
moments. Mrs Host finished talking and
looked at him. The others were all staring
at him as well, searchingly.

“Err, yes that’s all fine”
“Wonderful! Then shall we begin?”
Agatha squeezed his hand and the 3

people to either side of him reached out to
place one hand on the board’s planchette.
The three to his right reached out their
right hands, the three to his left reached
out their left, so that his hands were both
still gripped by those directly to either
side of him. The man sitting across from
him had a stack of stationary and a
bulbous fountain pen at the ready.

Mrs. Host read from the Geometricka
for many minutes. The others became
restless as nothing paranormal seemed to
occur. She read on until she reached the
end of her incantation, and then began it
again. Roger allowed his mind to wander,
wishing for his comfortable chair and
warm bed. He thought of the half-finished
novel which sat on his bedside table. He
considered how much he must truly love
his wife to accompany her to events like
these. The room was warm and the lights
were dim, and so he dozed off.

His wife gently shook him awake some
time later, beaming.

“That was wonderful! Just
transcendent!” She said and the others
nodded.

“Uh, yes. And for me as well!” Roger
replied.

The guests began getting up and
chatting with one another as they moved
towards the sitting room. The scribe
approached Roger and handed him the note
pad.

“I’m sure you’re very interested in
holding on to this!”

“I’m sure that I am, thank you” he
said with a congenial chuckle.

There were only two lines on the
page, a date, and an address.

Roger followed the hooded man
through the crumbling foyer and a series
of sagging, crooked corridors. There was a
long ebony coffin against the far wall of
one of these corridors, which Roger found
to be a bit on the nose. The hooded man
opened it, revealing a set of stairs behind
it. It was narrow and roger felt the jagged
stone walls against his arms as he
descended.

He heard chanting and the darkness
started dissolving as torches burst into
flame at the bottom of the stairs. There
was an altar flanked by more people in
hoods. The hoods smelled, Roger wondered
how often they did the laundry, and the
torches were clearly meant to discourage
mosquitos. At least this cultish basement
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would be insect free.
The big hooded man shoved past Roger

to stand behind the altar, and motioned
that Roger should move forward into the
circle of figures. It was a bit late to
hesitate now. At least it was something to
do. The chanting crescendoed into its final
bars and then stopped as the man behind
the altar raised his right fist. He belted
out some nonsense words. The circle
repeated said nonsense. Then he pointed to
Roger and said “Aedra”. The circle kneeled
and repeated “Aedra, Aedra, Aedra” over
and over again. The two syllables felt
like a pull and release, the air
contracting and expanding with every word.
Roger felt his sense of equilibrium
slipping away. The push and pull, push and
pull only intensified until he was flung
like a rag doll to the floor.

“Rise now Aedra, take this body which
we provide, and claim this world to remake
in your image!”

Roger remained on the floor, trying
to think of something to do or say. He
didnt really feel like an ancient God
inhabiting human flesh but if that’s what
all these people were here to see than he
could at least give it a go.

“Errr, Rise Aedra?” Repeated the man.
Roger got up slowly, holding his arms

out in front of him like a ballerina.
People around him gasped and stepped back.
He surveyed them, making a full 360
degree turn before returning his gaze to
the hooded man.

“It is I, Ayedera!” Roger said,
stumbling a bit over the unfamiliar word.

“What is it that you command high
lord Aedra. We are your servants, the
unholy mass of Ethune, the gathering of
sixes and nines. You’re coming was foretold
and we have done our best to prepare.”

“Lord Aedra requires-” what would be
a good thing to ask for, roger pondered.
World domination was right out, no need to
inconvenience everyone else in such a way.

“Lord Aedra requires tea!” Roger
decided, and then added, “for his ancient
throat is parched from the millennia of
disuse!” Quite good, he thought. Some of
his new minions disappeared upstairs to
comply. The hooded man and the rest of the
followers seemed content to wait until the
tea was prepared.

“Acolyte, tell me” Roger said
addressing the hooded man, “how have you
prepared for my arrival?”

After many hours Roger left the
strange house

“I will go out and survey this world,
I shall return when the time is right”
he’d declared. At home Agatha was curious
about his trip, having been present when
he’d unconsciously recited the address.

“Oh just a club of some sort. We had
tea.”

“You had tea? What sort of club?”
“Oh you know, uh, kitchenwares.”
“Kitchenwares?”
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“Yes, told them I wasn’t interested
but they insisted I stay for tea.”

“You’re lying”
“What?”
“A kitchenware sellers group is

advertising through the spirits of undead
clairvoyants are they?”

“Well, you know coincidence is -“
“Coincidence?” She stared at him for

awhile, then waved a hand dismissively and
left the room.

Roger sighed and slumped in his chair.
He heard Agatha making a phone call in
the next room.

“Yes he’s back... You won’t believe...
Kitchenware sellers... Yes...”

Over the next month or so Roger
succeeded in convincing the hooded man to
spread the word of Aedra’s rebirth to
every corner of the Earth. The group must
become missionaries, he would only regain
his full power as they brought more sheep
into his flock. No one seemed enthusiastic
about this, but the alternative was to deny
their entire process and question his
godhood. They weren’t ready to shun their
own religion so soon, and they went.

Roger returned to his comfortable
routines, to spending time with his wife,
and to avoiding mr and mrs Host at all
costs. He made no attempt to disclose or
explore the super strength, heat vision, or
ability to fly that had begun to develop
shortly after those events. He appreciated
a simple life.
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Jack and his friends were obsessed by
the paranormal from a young age, so it
followed that when they became old enough
to drive themselves around and use credit
cards without a parent present, they started
hunting for ghosts. Their group of five
spent every day together the summer of
2008. Jack was the youngest, despite being
in the same grade as the others. His best
friend Mark was the unofficial leader of
the group, since he had the best house and
came up with the most fun plans. Robby
tagged along most days, he liked getting
high and not much else. Marie was a prodigy,
at 16 she had planned out her whole career
through law school, a number of high
profile firms, and a retirement home in
rural Maine. Jack had made a significant
effort to improve his grades to follow her.
Liza was a talented musician who spent a lot
of their days together programming songs
into her tablet, not speaking with the rest
of them for hours.

Liza was also their audio expert, she

tried to capture ghosts on “tape” anytime
they were on a hunt. Mark did most of the
talking, or “negotiating” as he called it”.
Robby considered himself a medium and was
always packing some tarot cards, a spirit
board, and some candles to really set the
mood. Marie was the debunker, while
everyone else jumped to conclusions she
would hunt down the rational explanation.
Despite her skepticism, she wanted to find a
real ghost more than any of them. Jack
considered himself the resident researcher,
he spent a lot of time looking into the
locations they visited and studying the
histories of ghost hunting and the occult.
The rest of the group considered him the
driver since he had the biggest car, a puke
green minivan that they lovingly called the
Vomit Comet. Accordingly they called
themselves the Comet Crew.

The local haunted house was on a hill
just outside the town. It was oriented in
such a way that it glowered down on the
buildings below with its many broken eyes.
Kids would go up their on dares all the
time. One group of high school students had
gotten obscenely drunk one evening and
forced a freshman to wander through it
until he brought back some souvenirs. After
a few hours when the boy hadn’t returned
they called the police. They found him in
one of the upstairs basements with one leg
impaled on a wrought iron spike from the
fireplace. He had tripped and fallen on it,
then screamed until he passed out. He lived,
but lost the leg. Attempts were made to
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block access to the old place with a chain
link fence around its perimeter, but not
even a week passed before officers found
large sections removed by wire cutters. The
place was a magnet for young, idiotic, thrill
seekers.

The Comet Crew had started trying to
make a name for themselves in less extreme
climes, offering their services to local shop
managers, hotel owners, and parents who
believed their kids might be possessed by
“video game demons” or “soda ghouls”. No one
took them too seriously, but in the same way
a neighbor might throw a bone to the
neighborhood kid’s lawn service once a
month, people indulged them. Their biggest
case yet was that of the "Food-Town
Phantom". The night manager reported seeing
products flying off of shelves as if by some
invisible force, doors banging open and
closed, the loading bay lift activating
itself and dropping boxes in the warehouse.

Of course, none of that was remotely
true. Their report which contained none of
the alledged signs of haunting led to a more
legitimate investigation whereing the true
culprit was apprehended. The night manager
had just been stealing from the store and
then lying about it. They ended up in the
local newspaper for that one, Jack’s mom had
it framed in their living room.

The hill house was always there
though, mocking them. It seemed to Jack like
the final boss in a video game, the place
they needed to conquer. He dreamed
frequently about the place. In the dream he

stole his dad’s bolt cutters from the garage
and walked the path up to the chain link
fence. He snipped away a portion easily and
crawled through. He’d never seen the front
door in person, but in his dreams it seemed
to curve up far above his head with a
doorknob that took both hands to turn. The
foyer would be falling apart, covered in
cobwebs and peeling wallpaper. Every scrap
of metal in the place seemed razor sharp,
and beckoned him like cinderella to the
spinning wheel. He always woke up just
before he could reach any of them.

Mark was the one to bring it up first.
It was their first week off school, they
were camped out below a bridge crossing an
irrigation ditch, smoking and getting just
buzzed enough to feel like rebellious
miscreants. Robby had just finished a long
and mostly uninteresting story about some
family outing where he’d been high but
“like, no one could tell man!”.

“Guys I think I know what I want to do
this week” he began. “Yesterday my brother
went up to the hill house with some of his
idiot buddies, one of them said he found a
skeleton hanging in the attic and he won’t
shut the fuck up about it”

“I’m so goddamn sick of people going up
to that place and then acting like they’ve
had some magical experience” Marie added.
“Being a gullible moron who likes
trespassing doesn’t make you an interesting
person.”

“We gotta bust that place for good”
Mark replied. “We could spend the night
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there, pull out all of the stops on our
investigation, and put it all on youtube.”

“I bet the police could actually get
behind that” Jack said, “It might stop kids
from sneaking in there all the goddamn
time.”

“Sure, but let’s approach them
afterwards, I don’t want them sending some
cop up there to supervise us. They could
contaminate the experiment, also it would be
fucking lame!” said Mark.

The rest agreed, and began to plan for
a night when they could all sneak out
without being missed by their families.
Driving was out of the question, Jack’s
parents would hear the Vomit Comet leaving.
They would have to walk. Most of their
equipment could be loaded in backpacks and
duffels, which would be a total pain in the
ass to carry but doable. They set a meeting
place, their neighborhood park, and parted
ways.

The day of, Jack decided it would be
smart to get in a good nap. He told his
parents he would be trying to concentrate
on summer reading, locked himself in his
room, and dozed off. He dreamt about the
haunted house, but he wasn’t alone. Marie
was waiting for him inside. She beckoned him
with a finger and he followed her through
room after room and up the house’s rotting
stairs. He found her waiting a room with
her back to him. The moonlight made her
glow. He reached out his hand to caress her
back, and her body dissolved into a mist.

Something was breathing on the back of his
neck. He woke up.

“Last time Jack, dinner!” His dad was
knocking on his door.

“Ya, sorry, I’ll be down in a sec!”

Jack made it out of his house and to
the park without incident that night. His
window opened onto a lower level of roof
from which he could safely jump to the
ground. A decorative screen meant to support
a climbing vine plant would allow him to
return without anyone knowing he was gone.
Marie and Mark were already there waiting,
Liza arrived not long after, and Robby
staggered into view almost twenty minutes
after that. The trip up to the house felt
good, they joked and laughed about the
supposed haunts that awaited them.

“I hear one of the closets has a dead
body swinging from a noose inside!” said
Robby.

“My brother told me there are
bloodstains that spell out satanic messages
and don’t wash off!” said Mark.

“Satanic zombies huh? So that’s one of
the ways they punish people in hell, stick
‘em in some shitty house to spook teenagers
for all eternity!” said Marie.

When they reached the perimeter fence
it wasn’t hard to find an existing hole they
could all squeeze in through. In contrast to
Jack’s warped perception of it, the front
door appeared ordinary, the door knob could
be operated by one hand. It was locked. This
presented no real barrier to entry as every
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window along the ground floor had been
smashed out by teens with rocks and major
league dreams since before Jack was born.

They boosted one another up and
through into the house’s great room. Jack’s
attention was captured by a piano, which sat
diagonal to the floor on broken legs. Many
of the keys had been pulled out by
generations of trespassers, like mad dentists
pulling teeth. He imagined the music that
must have filled this room once, when it was
beautiful and alive. Aside from the carcass
of the piano the room looked much like it
did in his dreams. There was a fireplace
against the exterior wall, some rotting
furniture with floral upholstery, wooden
floors that had been ripped up in places
exposing concrete subfloor beneath, and
windows into a garden grown wild with weeds.

“We’ve got a lot to cover” Mark said,
“there’s another floor above this one, an
attic above that, and a basement below us.
Where do we start?” he deferred to Marie.

“Here’s as good a place as any, then the
basement I think” she said. “I want to get a
good luck at the guts of this building, at
the appliances that might be down there”

“They could be causing some of the
haunting phenomena” Liza agreed.

Marie began setting up her camera on a
homemade PVC steadi-cam rig. Liza prepped a
directional mic and an ambient mic to
capture as much of the audio environment as
possible.

Jack took a flashlight and ventured
into the adjoining room, a sitting room

surrounded by shelves of old books. They
seemed mostly undisturbed. He swept the
beam of his light over the spines,
identifying books of history, reference, and
medicine. He stopped when he heard Mark’s
voice from the other room.

“Test, test, test. 1, 2, 3. Test. Red
leather...”

He turned back to the door with his
flashlight slack in his right hand. He was
looking at the opening in the wall and in
his peripheral he could just make out the
far corner of the room. Someone was
standing there. He didn’t move, he felt the
room around him breathing against his skin.
The thing in the corner was still as well.
He needed to lift the light, to point it into
the corner. There was a threshold here, and
he strained to gather the will to cross it.

“Let’s get going” he heard Mark say.
Jack swung his light up and the

darkness in the corner slid away. So did the
thing, but in the beam he caught the barest
edge of it as it disappeared.

In the great room Marie pointed the
camera at Mark standing next to the front
door.

“This is the hill house, the location
with the most claims of paranormal activity
south of the bible belt. We’re here tonight
to shed light on this old place, and to put
some of these dubious claims to bed. People
get hurt trying to get in here, so we’re
bringing it to you. All of it!”

Jack rejoined his friends, staying
beyond the camera’s line of sight. Mark
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sounded like a news anchor as he recited the
bloody ghost-filled reputation of the house
with an air of detachment and confidence.
Liza kept the directional mic pointed at him
while she swept the ambient around with her
other hand.

With the introduction finished they
started moving from room to room. There was
a routine to it. Marie would sweep the room
with her camera, Liza would attempt to
document any strange noises. Mark produced
a small digital thermometer and used it to
find any cold spots in the room. If the floor
was comfortable in any particular room,
Robby would sit down and with a pack of
tarot cards and attempt to “channel” any
spirits that may be available for a quick
chat. They would conclude their time in each
room with a quick spiel from Mark and then
moved on.

An hour in they were still on the
building’s first floor, and any fear Jack had
felt was rapidly fading into boredom. He was
becoming desperate to make himself useful
and whispered to Liza that he was going to
scout around the second floor. The stairs
were perilous, the handrail was broken away
and many of the steps had been destroyed.
The remaining steps felt like they could
give at any moment under his weight. He
conjured the image of Marie ascending the
stairs in front of him and felt a burning
jealousy for Mark, the sole occupant of the
limelight.

At the top of the stairs he found a
number of high-ceilinged rooms. Their uses

were difficult to discern as any furniture
had been ransacked or hurled through the
windows years ago. In one room he found
gouges in the wooden floor that could have
been left by a metal bed frame. In another
he located the wrought iron spike that had
impaled the freshman not so long ago. Blood
stained the floor around it. The yellowed
curtains around the window billowed in and
out, the wind whistled through the cracked
glass. He felt himself begin to drift and in
the corner of his eye, he saw a figure. The
same figure. It was just a silhouette against
the wall, crooked and still. Every inch of
his body tingled with an electric current,
his skin vibrated, he was drenched in his
own sweat. His eyes were rusted in their
sockets from an eternity of staring at only
the things which make their presence known.
It felt as the his head would burst from the
squealing as he wrestled with his own sight.

The figure came into focus, only for a
second. A bent thing that no reasoning could
ever resolve into a natural human form. It
hovered between this house and an otherness
which he was glimpsing now for the first
time but did not comprehend. He fell to his
knees and wretched bile onto the blood
stained ground. The iron spike was inches
from his face. He stayed there on the floor,
feeling completely alone but knowing it was
far from true. Something beyond and behind
the house was gripping him, feeling him. He
continued to vomit until he lay dry heaving
on the floor.
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Robby and Liza were sitting in the
basement with a spread of Tarot cards
between them when Jack found them.

“I need to leave now, I’m sick”. He was
pale, his arms wrapped around his shivering
body. Liza sprang up and wrapped a coat
around him.

“You look sick, holy shit. We can finish
here another time, we need to get you out.”
Robby, who must have been too high to take
any of this seriously remained on the floor.

“We need to find Mark and Maria, I
thought they’d headed upstairs to start
documenting that area. I’m surprised you
didn’t run into them.”

Jack leaned on her and she half-
carried him back up two flights of stairs.
She left him leaning against a length of
wall just past the landing and went
searching room by room. Jack felt himself
slipping in and out of awareness. It wasn’t
dissimilar, he thought, from overdrinking.
In fact, he didn’t think anyone would believe
that alcohol didn’t have something to do
with it if they found out he and his friends
had snuck out to the old abandoned building
late at night. Liza wasn’t back yet, but Jack
thought he heard something. The wall his
head was pressed against was thumping
rhythmically. His fingers brushed something
that didn’t feel like plaster or drywall, and
he pushed on it. The wall gave way and he
tumbled to the ground. Behind the wall was
a small space with a circular window in the
wall. It was full of moonlight. Marie was
laying on the ground, naked. Mark was
fucking her.

Jack’s sleep grew more restless every
night. His parents took turns staying home
from work to nurse him and though the
vomiting had stopped, the fever was
stubborn. It was a good thing, his parents
reminded one another, that he wasn’t missing
any school. Liza stopped by every day to
check up on him, to show him new music to
read him the latest news. Mark came by the
day after it all happened. They didn’t speak.
Mark sat in a chair next to Jack’s bed, Jack
tried to sit up but couldn’t bring himself
to.

After a long uneasy silence Mark said,
“I’m sorry” and left.

Marie sent a get well card. Robby sent
a batch of cookies that Jack didn’t dare
touch.

His dreams were haunted by the thing
in the house. It was sharp and clear in his
head now, everything else was out of focus.
There was a double image in his mind’s eye
that he couldn’t seem to rectify no matter
how hard he tried. He would wake sweating
only to fall back into his fitful nightmare-
sleep. On the third morning he woke to find
that there were two windows in his bedroom
wall where there had only ever been one. He
tried to pull the two back together, to
consolidate the vision in his mind, but the
effort caused him headaches like clawed
fingers raking through his brain.

He gave up.

A week after their investigation of the
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hill house Marie went to visit Jack. She
biked slowly across their neighborhood,
avoiding any route that may put her within
sight of the horrible structure. More than
once she was nearly forced off of the road
by fire trucks speeding in the opposite
direction. When she reached Jack’s home, she
noticed that the garden trellis was broken,
one half hanging from the roof below his
room. There was no reply when she rang the
doorbell, and she chastised herself for not
calling ahead. She swung herself up onto the
remaining frame of the trellis and found
that his window wasn’t just unlocked, but
partially open. Maybe they thought fresh
air would be good for his recovery. She
climbed in to find his bed empty and made.
She smelled something strange, sour. The
source was a plastic can of gasoline, empty,
discarded hastily under the bed.

Outside, a car rounded the corner, and
the garage door began sliding open. Marie
placed the can back where it had been and
exited through the window. This time when
she rang the doorbell Jack’s mother
answered.

“You’ve come at the perfect time! Jack
is feeling significantly better this
morning”. Her smile was wide, it reached her
eyes despite the bags under them. Jack
appeared behind her, avoidig Marie's eyes
when he spoke.

“Marie, I’m so glad you came by!”
Marie just nodded. Jack’s mom ushered

her into living room.
“Well don’t be shy Jack, tell your

friend where we found you this morning!”
“I, uh. Well I felt better this morning,

and I felt terrible for forcing everyone to
take care of me and, uh, I was at the store
to get some things to make breakfast for my
parents” his eyes were down still.

“Oh isn’t he sweet!” his mother cried.
Marie nodded.
Jack’s mother was elated at her boy’s

recovery and bought into that story. She
must have overlooked the mud clumped on
Jack’s shoes, the burnt edges of his
sweatshirt, and the blisters on his hands.
“The grocer called us and we came right
over and, well I’m just so happy he’s better.
We’re gonna give it a day just to be safe and
then we’ll let him out to play!”

“Thanks for stopping by” Jack said,
looking up for the first time. She saw
something dying in his eyes. It was time for
her to go.

True to his mother’s word, Jack came
back the next day. With each week they saw
him less and less, and when school resumed
he stayed away for good. They knew
something had happened that had left him
scarred in that house. Marie and Mark had a
clear enough idea, but they thought there
had to be something more. They wished they
could return, to finish the investigation
they’d started. There was nothing left to
investigate but ashes.

33 34






