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BARREN
 The drone of wheels on asphalt was 
hypnotizing. It saturated everything. After 
seven hours on the road the sounds of the radio 
faded into the background. Conversation came in 
short bursts or not at all. Any sound seemed to 
drown in the hot air.
 The small caravan of cars turned off of 
the highway and onto a winding gravel road. Bits 
of rock kicked up by the wheels pinged off the 
car’s undersides. In the lead car, a beat up jeep 
with no seatbelts and a faulty gas gauge, Nicole 
woke up.
 “We’re almost there, the cabin is just at 
the end of this road” said Tommy, the driver/
owner of the beat up jeep. 
 There were two other passengers, a woman 

to Nicole’s right, Olivia, and a man on her left, 
Olivia’s brother Ian. Nicole had taken the middle 
seat between them as part of a half-hearted joke 
that they couldn’t behave themselves on long 
trips. In reality she was just the smallest of the 
three. Tommy’s passenger seat was reserved for 
a cooler of snacks and drinks that had “Tommy’s 
Treasure Chest” scrawled on the side in sharpie. 
That was his one condition for driving them all 
this way.
 The cabin came into view, and Nicole was 
surprised to see that it was mostly corrugated 
sheet metal on the outside. She’d expected wood. 
They got out and began to unload the jeep as two 
more cars pulled in behind them.
 The cabin was built as one large open space 
around an enormous chimney and fire pit, which 
was the only source of heat. A rickety metal 
staircase led to a loft with an assortment of 
beds and couches. The far wall of the cabin was 
mostly glass, and through it Nicole could see 
the creek which wound behind the cabin. Past 
that was dense forest.
 She followed Tommy around on a tour that 
eventually led to the roof. The metal stair 
continued up past the loft to a skylight which, 
when opened, was large enough for them to climb 
through. The landing was small, maybe four feet 
to a side. A rusty coffee can full of cigarette 
butts occupied one corner. Nicole took the 
opportunity to light up.
 “Thanks for coming out here. It’s great to 
see everyone together” said Tommy.
 “Thank you for being such a gracious host” 
replied Nicole, flicking ash off her cigarette.
 “It’s just that-”, Tommy began, thinking 
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“A child a-callin’ its father’s name on 
the top o’ Sentinel Hill... a kind of 

force that doesn’t belong in our part of 
space. We have no business calling in 

such things from outside, and only very 
wicked people and very wicked cults ever 
try to. There was some of it in Wilbur 

Whateley himself... enough to make a devil 
and a precocious monster of him.” - H.P. 

Lovecraft, the Dunwich Horror
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 Nicole reached down and felt the bag of 
mushrooms in her pocket. They didn’t seem like 
such a bad idea now that she was here. She stubbed 
out the remains of her cigarette and flicked the 
butt into the old can.
 The drinking that day started while the 
sun was still up. They had pooled together a 
significant amount of money for alcohol before 
the trip, and someone’s of-age cousin had cleaned 
out a small liquor store on their behalf.
 She made herself comfortable on the deck 
behind the cabin overlooking the lake. The fresh 
air calmed her. It was chilly but not cold. She 
smelled trees and decaying leaves.
 Through the glass she could watch as her 
friends played a complex drinking game she was 
unfamiliar with. She didn’t feel like joining in. 
When she had been Nick, she’d had a role. Nicole 
was a stranger.
 As people were eliminated from the game 
they were playing inside they made their way 
onto the deck. Tommy sat beside her, and rested 
his arm on the back of her chair.
 “How’s school going? How’s Austin?” Asked 
Kate who’d sat across the table from the two of 
them. Kate had stayed in the small town where 
they had all grown up together. Her father had 
left when her younger brother was born, and 
she’d taken up the slack in raising him. Rather 
than abandon her mother, she took art classes 
online and had gained a significant following 
for her work.
 “Great actually!” Nicole said, leaning 
forward and resting her elbows on the table to 
escape Tommy’s arm. “I’m mostly just getting the 
core stuff out of the way right now. How’s Jay?“ 

carefully about what he would say next. “I know 
things have been weird between you and Lisa. I 
almost thought you wouldn’t come if she was. I’m 
glad you did though.”
 “Just don’t leave the two of us alone at 
any point and I’ll be ok”
 “When did you start smoking?”
 “When I started needing something else to 
do while I was drinking.”
 “The shit you say is so cringey, I’ll be 
downstairs Nick. I mean Nicole!.” He stared at 
her apologetically.
 “It’s fine.”
 He ducked back down into the main cabin. 
She didn’t feel fine. She had expected to be 
misgendered by her old friends, she thought that 
forgiving them ahead of time would make it hurt 
less. It didn’t.
 She thought back to a morning two days 
earlier, laying in her dorm room. She was 
accompanied by her on again off again hookup, 
who was currently rummaging for something in 
his pant’s pocket.
 “These will be perfect for you” he said, 
finding it and handing it to her.
 “You’ll be out there in the wilderness-”
 “No one says wilderness Cay” Nicole 
interjected.
 “It’ll be perfect. I’m jealous!”
 “Don’t be. Knowing my friends the whole 
thing will be a dramatic mess. They haven’t seen 
me since I started transitioning.”
 Cay kissed her and then got dressed to 
leave.
 “Try to have fun Nicky. And don’t fucking 
smoke!”
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out into the creek like a single tooth in a 
hillbilly grin. It didn’t look safe to walk on. 
She walked out onto it anyway. The breeze blew 
sparks from the end of her cigarette; she could 
see them reflected in the glassy water of the 
creek below. She could still hear the sounds of 
conversation from behind her, but only faintly 
over the sound of the wind through the trees.
 The stars above her were undiluted by the 
light pollution she’d grown used to. Staring at 
them made her feel small, but also safe and 
concealed. In the vastness she wasn’t worth 
noticing. She sat and pulled the bag of mushrooms 
from her pocket. She would just eat one at first 
too be safe. Then she shrugged and ate three 
before sliding the bag back into her pocket. 
Fuck it.
 Her phone began buzzing against her thigh. 
She was surprised, Tommy had said there wouldn’t 
be reception out here. The cabin had wifi but she 
hadn’t bothered connecting yet. It was a phone 
call from her mom.
 “Hey hon! Just checking in to see if y’all 
made it out to the place!”
 “Yes mom, I would have texted you but I 
didn’t have signal. Well until now I guess”
 “How is it seeing your friends after being 
away?”
 “Well it’s a little hard-”
 “You’ll never be a real girl you know.”
 “Wait what?” Her mother’s voice sounded 
like it was coming from a cassette tape being 
stretched, becoming low and distorted.
 “You’ve got the biggest cock I’ve ever seen”
 The phone began to squirm in her hand and 
she felt insect legs brushing against her ear. 

Jay was Kate’s kid brother.
 “He’s a little shit but he’s managing to 
pass everything and stay out of trouble. He’ll be 
starting high school next year, and then maybe 
he’ll find someone else to bother!” Nicole knew 
she didn’t mean it. “How’s the transition going?” 
It was blunt, no dodging the issue.
 “Ok I guess. People in Austin are pretty 
open-minded, so I haven’t run into any trouble 
there.”
 “That’s great!” Kate replied, bobbing her 
head up and down encouragingly. 
 “I just have to remember to take the pill 
everyday. If I forget I feel like, ugh, you know?” 
she made a pained face for emphasis.
 Kate laughed politely and continued to nod. 
Nicole tried to think of something else to offer.
 “I’ve got a boyfriend now. Well sort of.”
 “Oh! But I thought” Kate turned to look 
through the glass where Lisa and a few others 
were still playing cards. “Nevermind.”
 Nicole took a long drink and felt Tommy’s 
arm around her waist now. Alex came out next 
and plunked a full shot glass in front of her, 
sloshing mystery liquor over the sides.
 “This is your penalty for not playing!” 
he slurred. Alex had gone to the same school 
as Tommy. Nicole was pretty sure they were 
roommates.
 “I’m not drinking that” Alex shrugged and 
downed the shot himself. Tommy had moved his 
hand further up her back. She stood.
 “I’m going to be right back”.
 She followed the switchback path that led 
from the cabin to the water below, hoping that 
no one would follow her. A wooden pier jutted 
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away. His seemed ready to flee. She kept the 
bucket clutched in front of her. The stairs 
creaked as Tommy descended from the loft, rubbing 
sleep from the eye that wasn’t swollen shut and 
bruised.
 “You should see the other guy” Nicole said, 
looking up at Alex and grinning. He winced.
 “So you remember punching Tommy then?”
 “No, I was only joking. Did I really?”
 “You punch like a girl” Tommy muttered.
 “Fuck you.”
 “See, this is why people find you so 
punchable” said Alex.
 “Is that why I punched you in the face?” 
Nicole asked.
 Tommy shook his head no.
 “What’s the last thing you remember from 
last night?”
 “I went down to the pier.” she reached 
a hand down to feel her pant’s pocket. It was 
empty. “I must have fallen asleep or something 
and slept-walk back”.
 “Nicole you were gone for over an hour, 
we went looking for you but you weren’t at the 
pier. We were about to get everyone out here 
with flashlights and shit to find you, when you 
just showed up back on the porch.”
 She looked from Tommy to Alex for 
confirmation. He nodded.
 “You were foaming at the mouth, mumbling 
nonsense at us.”
 “I thought it was an elaborate prank to be 
honest” Alex added.
 “That’s when I noticed the bag hanging out 
of you pocket. When we saw the mushrooms we 
figured you had been poisoned. Ian tried telling 

She screamed and released it, hearing it thump 
off of the wood and splash into the creek below.
 She suddenly felt as though she might fall 
off of the Earth. She laid on her back, stretching 
her arms out to grip the sides of the pier. The 
earth tilted in an attempt to shake her off of it. 
She stared out into the vastness, and something 
there stared back. It stared through her into a 
galaxy of firing synapses and found something 
deep within. The two connected. Nicole shut her 
eyes but it didn’t stop, the stars penetrated her 
eyelids like pins. 
 An instant later the brightness of stars 
was replaced by the light of just one. The inside 
of her mouth tasted rotten. She was laying on 
a couch wrapped in a blanket. The air smelled 
heavily of bacon but it only barely covered the 
smells of cigarettes and weed. She opened her 
eyes and could see Kate asleep on the other couch. 
Alex was standing shirtless in the kitchen over 
a frying pan.
 Her arms had been tucked in tightly against 
her sides and she struggled to pull them free. 
Her hands were stained a dark brown up to the 
wrists, as if she had been varnishing wood. She 
saw the same brown stains on her shirt. She had 
the sudden urge to vomit and rolled off of the 
couch, knocking over a bucket someone had placed 
on the floor for her convenience. She held it 
to her mouth and closed her eyes as the nausea 
passed. When she opened them she saw Alex had 
abandoned the bacon and was now sitting on the 
couch above her.
 “Rough night huh?” he said, chuckling 
uncomfortably. The way he sat was odd. His legs 
were pulled together and his body was turned 
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trying to wipe them away. When that failed she 
stepped into the shower and let the water run 
over her with her eyes closed, focusing only on 
her breathing. 
 In the white noise of the water she felt 
isolated, floating in her own darkness. Thoughts 
came like flashes of light. Thoughts of Cay who 
had given her the mushrooms in the first place. 
Did he know they were toxic? Was it only poison 
because she’d eaten too many? Thoughts of her 
parents who had worried about her going on this 
trip in the first place. What if she had fallen 
into the creek and been swept away? Thoughts 
of her own body which she had always felt so 
trapped in. Was it just her in there?
 She opened her eyes to see the last of 
the stains disappear from her body. The water 
circling the drain faded from pink to clear.
 When she returned from the trip, Cay was 
horrified at the story she told him. He ate 
three of the mushrooms from the same bag to 
prove a point and a day later he was still alive 
and well. For awhile she attributed the whole 
incident to having mixed drugs and alcohol. She 
let herself forget about it. 
 Six months after the events of the trip 
she and Cay were laying on the couch watching 
a documentary. Cay was only half awake when 
he saw Nicole sit straight up like something 
had stung her. She grabbed for the remote and 
wound the show back frame by frame. She played 
the show forward and then wound it back again. 
Cay watched as the archaeologists unearthed the 
same tablet and then buried it, unearthed it, and 
buried it. The tablets were carved with crude 
images, but he could see that they were women. 

you to make yourself throw up but you weren’t 
listening to us, you just stood there muttering. 
And then, well we’re not proud of this but it was 
necessary, then the three of us, Alex Ian and I, 
forced you to throw up.”
 “When we went to grab you you started 
flailing around at us” said Alex, “and you got 
our poor Thomas a good one right in the eye. 
We managed to get you down eventually and Ian 
stuck his fingers down your throat, which is ok 
because he’s in med school right, and you started 
vomiting. After a few minutes you calmed down 
and we brought you inside.”
 It was like hearing a story about a complete 
stranger. Did mushrooms do this to everyone?
 “Thanks I guess. And I guess I’m sorry for 
the shiner” she said. Tommy waved it off.
 “You didn’t die at least, that would’ve 
looked bad.”
 “I need to take a shower, are there towels?” 
Tommy fetched her one and she locked herself in 
the bathroom. She began to breathe more heavily 
and fought against the oncoming anxiety. She 
forced the air deep into her lungs and coughed 
into the sink. She rested her face against the 
sink for a moment, enjoying the cold porcelain 
against her skin. When she looked into the 
mirror she saw her teeth and mouth were stained 
the same brown color as her hands and shirt.
 As she undressed she saw that the brown 
stains continued beneath her shirt and onto her 
stomach. It looked like someone inept at finger 
painting had tried to draw a person but had been 
sidetracked with a number of spirals and curves 
across her body, emanating from her navel. She 
panicked, rubbing at the marks with the towel, 



Spirals and curves chiseled in stone. He caught 
fragments of what the narrator said with each 
playback.
 “Fertility”
 “Divine Inspiration”
 “Star children”
 The next year the same group made the trip 
out to the cabin without Nicole, who had declined 
the invitation. While out exploring near the cabin 
they found an old worn down shack, the purpose 
of which the could only speculate on. The inside 
of the shack was empty but the walls looked 
like an avante-garde finger painting gallery. 
An amorphous grotesque thing was painted on 
the ceiling silhouetted in a field of dots. It 
hung down like hundreds of tiny stalactites, 
having dried while dripping onto the floor. The 
far wall depicted the profile of a woman with 
a distended pregnant belly, and inside it was 
something that, out of context, could never have 
been mistaken for the child. They never spoke 
of this to Nicole or one another again.
 Several years later Nicole adopted a child, 
as she had no womb of her own.
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 He would lock up the hall and take them all 
across the street to Dairy Queen. The older kids 
bought the younger kids ice cream and assured 
AJ that he didn’t really need to wait around 
for their parents, they were just running a 
little late that’s all. AJ would drive off in his 
refurbished VW bug.
 Ali had copied a key to the Parish hall a 
few months earlier and used it to let them back 
in. Rather than return to the room above they 
went down to the storage basement. They rolled 
up the carpets covering the concrete floor to 
reveal sigils drawn in white paint. At first 
they’d drawn these in chalk but then they had to 
redraw them every week.
 Toni, though younger than many of the 
kids, acted as high priestess. She would bring 
whatever literature she found most appropriate 
for the occasion and directed the others in 
setting up whatever ritual she’d picked out. 
They lit candles and burned incense and crushed 
alchemical ingredients into powders, pastes, and 
potions.
 Katherine, who’s father directed the choir, 
was an excellent seamstress. She would acquire 
scraps of material from the local fabric store 
and sew them together into patchwork robes. 
Sometimes they wore the robes. Sometimes they 
didn’t.
 Even if the ritual didn’t call for it, 
Toni was fond of feigning blood tributes with a 
ceremonial dagger she’d bought in an occult shop. 
The blade had not been sharp at its purchase but 
she’d spent days honing it against her parent’s 
knife sharpener after they went to bed. The 
fake blood came from a movie magic kit she’d 

 The youth group at St John’s was the 
highlight of Toni’s week. She and her older 
sister Ali went every Wednesday night to the 
room above the parish hall which was stuffed 
with squishy couches and always just a little 
too warm. The youth pastor, AJ, would show them 
videos and documentaries. He would read to them, 
sometimes from the Bible, but mostly from the 
works of contemporaries like rob bell. AJ was 21, 
went to the local community college and prided 
himself on being “not your grandad’s preacher”. 
AJ was cool. AJ was the only one not aware that 
the whole thing was a cover up for the Devil 
Club.

THE 
DEVIL CLUB
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gotten at a book fair.
 They read from many books: LaVey’s satanic 
bible, the necronomicon (Toni had purchased a 
handwritten manuscript online from someone in 
Norway, inked in goat’s blood, bound in human 
flesh and all that), and Crowley’s book of the 
law were among her favorites. 
 Jacob, whose parents donated flowers to 
the church every Sunday, had become proficient 
in reading the Bible backwards. Not just word by 
word backwards either. He spent weeks recording 
verses forward and then playing them in reverse, 
mimicking the alien syllables until he could 
recite them. Jacob hoped to one day teach the 
group reverse psalms, so that they might recite 
them as a group by call and response. 
 Martha served as an acolyte twice every 
Sunday morning. She wore a long white robe, 
lit and extinguished candles, and rang a bell to 
add emphasis to the priest’s words as she read 
the rites. She was also an amateur taxidermist. 
No taxidermist could clean bones and reassemble 
them for the glory of long dead eldritch Gods 
like she could. She assembled these as tributes 
amongst the sigils on the floor. She called them 
her “found object art” as she never killed these 
animals herself.
 Avery was obsessed with music and always 
provided the soundtrack to their evenings. Some 
nights they listened to belketre and bathory. 
Other nights they listened to Rachmaninov and 
Wagner (“everyone’s favorite dog composer” he 
would joke). The music would always come from 
cassettes. He had somehow managed to acquire 
a library of old tapes, although their origins 
weren’t that mysterious considering he had access 

to both eBay and his dad’s wallet.
 Though they never saw a demon appear 
in their circle, or a skull become animate and 
address them by name, they always felt something. 
When they joined hands and spoke together they 
felt strong. They created unbreakable spiritual 
bonds between one another they same way they 
played with superglue.
 Contrary to what anyone would have 
thought had they caught them at it, they weren’t 
worshipping the devil. They weren’t worshipping 
God either. To most of those who spent so much 
of their time upstairs, failure to do the latter 
guaranteed the former. The group delighted in 
the grey area of ambiguous belief.
 When Ali left for college so did at least 
half of the other kids in the group. Toni found 
it hard to keep up regular meetings by herself. 
In a year most of the remaining kids, including 
her, would leave for college as well. Toni and 
Ali began planning for one final ritual that 
would send the Devil Club out in style.
 Ali and the other college freshman 
coordinated a weekend to visit home. That Friday 
night Toni and Ali said they were going to stay 
over with Martha. Martha said she was staying 
over with Toni and Ali. Jacob said he was staying 
over with Avery, and so on. That night, none of 
them stayed over with any of the others, though 
they left home that afternoon and returned the 
following morning to their respective homes.
 Early Sunday morning AJ went to unlock 
the church parish hall, and was setting up tables 
when he smelled something odd. He followed his 
nose to the basement door which was hanging 
open. The inside of the door was charred black. 
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When the clergy began to arrive they found AJ 
seated at a table, covered in soot. They called 
the police.
 The police report stated that the fire had 
killed five people, each of whom had been lashed 
with chains shoulder to shoulder around the 
concrete bearing column in the basement. Dental 
records were obtained but ultimately redundant 
as the IDs of the five victims were found in a 
gallon sized ziploc bag taped to the outside of 
the basement door. Three of the victims were 
identified as known sex offenders. Allegations 
of sexual misconduct were directed towards the 
other two when their identities were released 
on public television. 
 The following year Toni moved away to 
college as planned. The Devil Club kept in touch 
but were never able to get everyone together at 
the same time and place after that. She went to a 
few black masses around her college town, out of 
habit more than anything else. She never found 
the same passion though. It just wasn’t the same.
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 In college I was friends with a guy named 
Cameron. We lived in the same dorm on the same 
floor; he was in chemical engineering and I 
was in Computer Science. A few months into our 
freshman year he went through a pretty rough 
break up and spent weeks shut up in his dorm 
room. Then his roommate said Cam had disappeared 
altogether.
 One night, about a week after the 
disappearance, I got out of bed to take a piss. 
It was late and no one was around in the halls 
as I walked to the bathroom. On my way back I 
saw Cameron, walking out of his dorm room with 
a duffle bag over his shoulder. I asked where 
he’d been and he told me he was dropping out and 
heading home. There was a 24-hour diner across 
the street from the dorm, and I offered to buy 

him a coffee before he left.
 The place was almost completely empty. 
The only other patron sat alone surrounded by 
notes with her head down on the table. The only 
waitress on duty hadn’t bothered to wake her up. 
Cam slid into the booth across from me, and we 
sat in silence while we waited for coffee. I told 
him that he’d been missed around the hall.
 “It’s been a weird week” he responded. He 
took a moment to gather his thoughts, and then 
launched into the tale.
 The last day before Cam disappeared was 
a Friday. He had gone down to the dining hall 
just before they closed to ensure he wouldn’t be 
bothered, and sat as “out-of-the-way” as possible. 
He should have found it more suspicious then 
that a girl joined him at his table anyway.
 While he described her to me his eyes glazed 
over. I’ll spare you the details but Cam was 
attracted in a pretty major way. She introduced 
herself as Lilac. Lilac was easy to talk to and 
they spoke until the dining hall closed down and 
kicked them out. Before they parted she asked 
if he was free the following day. She and some 
friends were going camping for the weekend and 
they had room for one more. You and I may both 
find this prohibitively strange, but hindsight’s 
twenty-twenty and Cam was already falling head 
over heels for this stranger.
 He didn’t pay close attention to where they 
were going. They only drove for an hour or so 
but the middle-of-nowhere is never far from 
Austin, Texas. Their destination was a piece of 
property tucked into the hills north of the 
city. There were a few houses, a scattering of 
cabins, and a few mobile homes arranged around 
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a large pavilion. The entire place was bustling 
with people: some were college kids like himself, 
others looked much older.
 He asked Lilac where they were, but rather 
than answer him she began walking towards one 
of the cabins. He saw no option but to follow. 
The front door opened into a small living 
room that reminded him of his grandmother’s: 
there were stacks of books pushed up against 
every inch of wall, some very squishy couches, 
and no television. The room was adjoined by a 
messy kitchen and a hallway that led off to the 
bedrooms. Lilac pulled him into one of these and 
sprawled out on the twin sized bed.
 Cam stared at the walls which were covered 
in posters clipped from magazines almost a decade 
old. There were a few polaroids as well, he could 
identify Lilac in some of them.
 “I thought we’d be camping” he said, not 
moving from the doorway.
 “Well this is sort of like camping! I mean 
we’re out here in the wilderness, anything can 
happen!”. She made “hubba hubba” eyebrows at 
him.
 “Do you live here?”
 “I visit.”
 “But now you live in Austin?”
 “I spend a lot of time there.”
 Lilac pushed herself off of the bed and 
pouted, wrapping her arms around him. She smelled 
like flowers. Probably lilacs. He submitted to 
her as she pulled him into the room, and swung 
the door shut behind him. They were dozing off in 
the bed when Cam heard a loudspeaker broadcast 
a message across the camp.
 “Welcome home children! The father will 

be in the pavilion to greet you all in just one 
hour! Please be prompt! By his hands we are 
healed.”
 “By his hands we are healed” Lilac echoed.
 “Aw fuck” thought Cam, realising he’d been 
fished into a cult for the weekend. 
 The message ran on a loop as Cam excused 
himself to the bathroom. With the door shut 
behind him he pulled out his phone to send an SOS 
text to some of our friends. He typed and retyped 
the message, but couldn’t find a way to put it 
that didn’t make him seem like a complete idiot. 
He weighed four years of relentless mockery at 
our hands against spending the weekend with a 
possibly dangerous group of zealots. The latter 
was more appealing, at least it would make a 
better story. Before leaving he flushed the 
empty toilet and washed his hands just in case 
Lilac was listening.
 The entire community gathered in the 
central pavilion and Cam estimated that there 
must have been at least two hundred of them. 
They were lined up in a serpentine pattern 
leading to a raised stage at the front with an 
oversized wooden chair in the center. The people 
around them in line were all smiling. Some 
smiled genuinely, others smiled only when they 
could see someone looking in their direction. Cam 
saw two other men who looked as uncomfortable 
as he was. The women they were with had the 
same blissful expression that Lilac had as they 
inched closer to the front.
 In the chair sat a man with greying hair, 
a long beard, and a stomach that hung over his 
slacks. He was audibly wheezing. Cam thought of 
children lined up in the mall to meet Santa Claus 
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or the Easter Bunny. He couldn’t decide which 
figure the man was a more demented caricature 
of. 
 When it was their turn, Lilac stepped 
forward and clasped the man’s hands in hers. He 
moved his head as if to whisper something to her, 
and she leaned down and kissed him on the lips. 
It lasted a little too long. Cam felt the urge to 
run his sleeve over his mouth. Lilac motioned 
for him to come forward and he, too, clasped the 
man’s hands. His smile was warm and welcoming 
and for a moment Cam’s repulsion evaporated. 
Then Lilac pulled him away to find a seat on the 
floor.
 “That’s the father. He’s just so-” she 
searched for the proper word, waving her arms.
 “Fatherly?” he offered.
 Cam began to relax as they sat and watched 
the line dwindle and disperse. A woman stood 
beside the father holding a microphone, and 
when she spoke he recognized her voice from the 
loudspeaker. 
 “Welcome children, your father and I are 
so proud to see you all!” She was smiling and 
even when she spoke the corners of her mouth 
never left their elevated position. “We welcome 
our newcomers and hope that you find a place 
among our father’s flock!” There was applause 
and Lilac squeezed his arm. The woman handed 
the mic to the father who remained seated.
 Cam had to strain to hear the man clearly. 
He spoke at a low volume and his voice was 
hoarse from what must have been a lifetime of 
smoking. The crowd was completely silent. No one 
moved, no one whispered. Cam felt as though he’d 
fallen into some sort of waking dream where, 

though you can see words swimming in front of 
you, you cannot tell what they say. The father 
went on croaking and wheezing without pause and 
the crowd hung on each jagged syllable.
 Cam began to smell something awful. He 
turned and saw a girl who couldn’t have been 
older than seven or eight sitting a few feet 
away. She was pissing herself. Her eyes never 
left the father.
 “To miss even a second of the father 
speaking would be a grave disappointment” Lilac 
whispered to him as if it were obvious. The 
father stopped nearly an hour after he’d begun 
and motioned to the woman beside him. She took 
the mic from him saying,
 “That’s it for now children, please do not 
neglect your duties and we shall see you all back 
here for dinner. By his hands, we are healed!”
 “By his hands we are healed!” the crowd 
responded.
 People began getting up to leave. Cam saw 
the woman lean down and the father whisper 
something in her ear. The woman stepped down 
from the stage and walked right up to Lilac. 
Neither of them was smiling as widely as before.
 “Mother Dumaunt” Lilac said, addressing 
the woman.
 “The father would like to see you privately.”
 Lilac nodded and walked away without 
hesitation.
 “I don’t believe we’ve met” the mother said, 
turning to Cam.
 “It’s Cameron. My friends call me Cam 
though.”
 “Welcome Cam, we are so thrilled to have 
new faces in the flock. You ought to wait for 



Lilac in her room, I think. She’ll be along 
shortly.”
 Cam waited for her to return. He passed 
the time at first by mentally cataloguing all of 
the bizarre decorations in Lilac’s room. Then he 
found a book from the stack in the living space 
and began to skimm it half-heartedly. The sun 
began to set and Mother Dumaunt announced via 
loudspeaker that it was dinnertime. Cam could see 
the pavilion from Lilac’s window and he watched 
to see if she had rejoined the group. She hadn’t.
 Another hour passed and there was a knock 
on Lilac’s door. He kept silent, hoping that 
whoever it was would go away.
 “Cameron please open the door”. It was 
Mother Dumaunt. He obliged. 
 “The father has requested your presence” 
she said, and then began walking back down the 
hall. He followed her out, across the camp which 
was dark except for the lights in the cabins 
and trailers, and to the front door of another 
cabin. It was far larger than the one he had just 
occupied. She knocked, and waited.
 The door opened slowly. He could see the 
father standing just inside propped up on a 
walker.
 “Cameron. Mother.” he croaked. “Please.” He 
gestured for them to enter. The collections of 
crosses and saints that hung on every wall of 
the house were only the second worst thing about 
it after the smells of rotting food and animal 
feces. Cameron gagged but the father didn’t seem 
to notice. He shuffled his way into the sitting 
room. One corner had an old tube television, and 
across from it was a bed that could have been an 
elaborate gurney. 

 On the floor lay Lilac, naked and unconscious. 
There were bruises on her arms and neck, blood 
trickling from her nose, and an abrasion on her 
cheek. 
 “He can get a little over zealous sometimes. 
Gets carried away you understand” mother Dumaunt 
said as though nothing could be more mundane.
 The father stepped over Lilac as though 
she were a bunch in the rug and stopped at a 
vanity table next to the bed/gurney. He lowered 
his head and snorted up a line of something from 
a tray perched on top of it. Then the father 
nodded to mother Dumaunt and she left the way 
they’d come in.
 At this point Cameron paused from 
recounting his tale.
 “What do you know about cults? Did you ever 
here of the People’s Temple, or the Children of 
God?”
 “I know that you shouldn’t drink the kool-
aid” I said, trying to lighten the grim mood that 
had settled between us.
 “Flavor-aid.”
 “What?”
 “Sorry, It doesn’t matter. They all go bad 
eventually. I used to spend a lot of time reading 
about them, but being there is different. I felt 
like it all had to be one big joke. I stood there 
watching that old fuck reup his high over the 
body of someone he’d just beaten unconscious. I 
wondered how he could’ve managed it. She must 
have tried to endure without putting up a fight. 
Who would think to fight back against God? I felt 
like every would-be time traveler who swore 
they would have killed Hitler, given the chance. 
I thought about the hundreds of good people 
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 “Oh God, you didn’t” I said feeling a chill 
flow from my spine to my fingertips. “Oh fuck 
oh fuck oh-”
 “Just kidding” he said, and winked at me. 
 I stared at my mug while Cam got up, put 
a five on the table, slung his duffle over his 
shoulder, and left. 

whose lives were wasted because of egomaniacs 
like him. He went to the kitchen to get himself 
something to drink, and when he came back I 
stabbed that son-of-a-bitch to death with his 
own letter opener.”
 We were silent for a long time. He stared 
at me trying to gauge any sort of reaction. I 
felt no desire to speak.
 When the father had stopped breathing 
Mother Dumaunt returned, having never really 
left in the first place. She was calm, happy 
even.
 “It was his time” she said shrugging, 
adopting a false expression of sadness for a 
moment.
 “I told you this one would work” said 
Lilac, standing up and peeling the blood off of 
her face, “I finally found the right man for the 
job.”
 “You sure know how to pick ‘em.”
 “That night I hitchhiked to Johnson City 
and hid out there for a few days” Cam finished. 
“I wanted to see if the murder would be reported, 
or if Lilac would turn me into the police. I 
still haven’t heard anything, but there’s a good 
chance someone will eventually come snooping 
around here. So I’m leaving. Maybe I’ll find a 
few more cult leaders to kill. Maybe it’s what 
I’m really good at”
 “Why tell me? Why do you think I won’t go 
to the cops?”
 “You know it’s funny. That old man must’ve 
been planning something big up there with all 
the cyanide he had in that cabin. It was easy to 
swipe some on my way out. Anyway, I really hope 
you enjoyed your coffee.”
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