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  Devils


  Randy Chandler

  


  And God hath chosen the weak things of the world, to confound the mighty things, And vile things of the world, and things which are despised, hath God chosen, and things which are not, to bring to nought things that are. That no flesh should rejoice in his presence.

  

  Corinthians 18–31, Geneva Bible


  

  



  The damned room. Where it all happened. Where it’s still happening. The room that isn’t really a room, but what exactly it is, Jeze just doesn’t know. That room. Four walls or six or more, owing to the fertile darkness, volume of blood spilled and temper of the times. A living room, the beating heart of a phantom house. The damned room that haunts Jeze’s waking life and gives her nightmares actual teeth and claws.


  “Why does that place scare you so much?” Jeze’s shrink always wants to know. Never satisfied with first answers, he prods for unsacred revelations.


  Her answer is always the same: “Because when I die I’ll be stuck haunting that place. Forever.”


  “In a sense, you’re stuck there now, aren’t you?”


  Clever bastard. “Clever bastard,” she says. Sometimes words come to her from back there in that room, back where the tree of death grows on roots exposed and sickly white like naked bodies. Where roots are naked bodies.


  “Well, aren’t you?” His teeth are white as maggots. His eyes dead as roadkill.


  “No I’m not. It’s for dead souls, not for me. Not yet.”


  “Talk about your creatures. What was it you called them?”


  “Too dangerous. They don’t like being probed.”


  “You’re protecting me from them, then?”


  She shrugs. “If you like.”


  “But you called them something. Descriptive.”


  “Check your notes. I’m sure it’s there.”


  “Ah. Here it is.”


  “You’re such a putz.”


  “‘Dark guardians’ you called them. But you never made clear what they guard.”


  “Because I can never be sure. If they’re keeping me in check or keeping others out. I don’t know what else they want with me. What they might have planned.”


  “I can help you figure that out. If you let me.”


  Saying nothing, she avoids looking into the doctor’s dead eyes.


  He goes on: “Or … you can keep your life and your career on hold, sit and spin, and get absolutely nowhere.”


  She feels herself going now, slipping off into shadow, gooseflesh aquiver, sliding into the desperation of self-mockery: Be still my trip-hammer heart.


  
    * * * *
  


  Even before you got there, you knew it was going to be bad. But by then it was too late to turn back. So there you went, the almost-famous filmmaker/documentarian in hot pursuit of the bloody slice-of-darkside-life that would win essential funding and eventual respect of critics and art-house audiences everywhere. Working title: Blood Cult.


  Tyler had warned you about these creepy people. The Lost City Luciferians. He told you you’d be nuts to go unescorted with them to a secret location to film their forbidden ceremony. But of course you had to do it. Just you and your handheld movie camera getting right up in reality’s face. Rolling. Balls-out tits-atilt rolling, shooting for all you were worth. All the marbles. The whole shooting match and shebang. Shoot cliches and kill them dead.


  When they put the bag over your head, you turned the camera on yourself and became part of the story. It was only later, when you were in the room, that you realized you were the story.


  You had no inkling then that what you were looking for was God. But the moment you entered the room you knew you had stumbled undoubtedly into the realm of the Devil.


  
    * * * *
  


  “Call me Ishmael.” That was what the cadaverous cocksucker actually said, and you framed his horse face in warty close-up, while behind you, others were making preparations, laying out steel edges and ancient crucibles. You didn’t stay on his emaciated face long. The massive black tree in the center of the room drew itself into the viewfinder. A tree you could only think of as Biblical. It towered over the room, its soaring upper black branches forming a cathedral-like ceiling for the otherwise ceiling-less room.


  Though you couldn’t see them, you had the sudden unmistakable impression that catlike creatures had draped themselves over favored branches and were waiting to make great springing leaps down onto these pitiful humans who had little idea of the deep evil they were toying with. You weren’t equipped to see them either but you caught their dreadful scent and it nearly sickened you.


  No, these things were not feline. There was nothing natural about these creatures.


  An insistent thought insinuated itself: demon tree.


  Then a porcine man wearing thick sideburns and a white jumpsuit showed up and assumed a ceremonious position with his back to the tree.


  Fat Elvis, you thought and laughed inwardly. You zoomed in on his face and froze there as Fat Elvis curled his lips and began to chant in lisping southern-fried Latin. Ishmael appeared at his side and slipped a knife in his hammy fingers. “Thank you,” said Fat Elvis, “very much.”


  Now a skinny woman with a smoked-leather face and big hair teased into hedgehog spikes glossy with a slick hairspray sheen sauntered in from stage right, dragging along a small white pregnant dog in a pink tutu on a jeweled leash.


  Fat Elvis smiled at the woman (or maybe at the preggers little dog) and took command of the leash. Skinny Minny scowled and exited with an uneasy backward look at the gleaming knife.


  The air grew thick and oily, and you could feel those lurking creatures wanting to rip and rend the darkish air to get at the juicy blood-packed meat sacks (the pitiful humans) for a grand feast at the foot of their evil tree.


  
    * * * *
  


  “I seriously considered changing my name to Noira Dark and leaving the continent. Did I already tell you that, Doc? So those things would lose my spoor? You know: my scent, my trail, my droppings? Jeze Bellefleur becomes Noira Dark in the blink of an eye. You laugh but I did. Consider it. Not that it would’ve done any good. They were already on me like flies on shit, pardon my fucking French. No? Then white on rice. Black on boots. Any way you fucking slice it, I was stuck with those wicked bad things. If I’m making light it’s only because it’s all so dark and deadly serious. There’s really no way to make light of cutting unborn babies out of a mother’s belly—even if the mother is only a mongrel bitch. That sort of thing makes the demons hungry and pretty much guarantees that they’ll be up your ass indefinitely. Or at least until the cows come home. Uh-oh, news flash: the cows aren’t coming home because they’re all in the slaughterhouse.”


  
    * * * *
  


  You didn’t dare dream of turning away. You kept the camera’s unbiased eye on the action and watched in sick fascination as Fat Elvis lifted the mutt by the scruff of its neck and sliced its belly open and six bloody little squirming sacs came sliding out and went splat on the ground at the foot of the tree. Malnourished Ishmael began speaking in tongues, his voice growing louder and louder until he clamped his teeth, clammed up and convulsed.


  He foamed at the mouth and fell over like a hundred-pound bag of shit.


  Zooming close-up of the canine abortions, moving within blood-slimed sacs.


  Wide out to get fat boy’s bloody white jumpsuit and expressionless face. You were trembling so hard you were afraid you’d ruin the shot.


  And then the real horrorshow began.


  
    * * * *
  


  Doctor Dead Eyes doesn’t know it but you are shooting your therapy sessions. Cute little nanny cam hidden inside a teddy bear with a pink bow round its neck, sitting next to the few get-well cards and the plastic vase of flowers (no glass allowed on the psych ward). These therapy scenes might make a good companion piece to the unedited snuff footage in your safety deposit box, or a decent DVD extra feature if you end up releasing the hardcore shock-the-monkeys movie.


  “And even though you knew the cultists were into sacrifice,” he says, petting his beloved beard, “you went anyway. For the sake of your art. In a sense, you were making a personal sacrifice for your art.”


  “Well yeah. That’s why I went. Because they were serious about blood sacrifice. Animal, not human, but my plan was to get good footage of an animal blooding and then push them to reveal how close they might be to actually doing a human. I was convinced that’s the way they were heading. Why mess around with sacrifice if you aren’t willing to go whole hog. Or whole human. Right?”


  
    * * * *
  


  The membranous air rippled and the walls shifted, expanded. She swung the camera slowly left, purposely counting walls as she made a 360 sweep. Five walls now, each corner forming the point of an implied pentagram. And Skinny Minny Shiny Spikes was on her knees, shoveling the aborted pups one by one into her bloody maw, chewing them until their little bones crunched, then sucking off their juices, and finally spitting out the mutilated remains. She wiped blood from her mouth with the back of her hand like a seasoned drunkard, then licked her fingertips with her grotesquely smacking gob.


  The tree’s exposed roots writhed, or seemed to, for roots that big don’t writhe—unless they’re not really roots.


  This was the moment when filmmaker/documentarian Jeze Bellefleur lost whatever psychic protection her role as detached photographer afforded her, the moment when fear became palpable, a thing gnawing at her insides and turning her mind cold with brain shivers. But she kept shooting, daunted though she was. Vulnerable to the max and scared shitless.


  “God help us,” she whispered. “Please God.”


  A subterranean whisper: Feed the tree.


  Then something unseen ripped Skinny Minny’s head off her shoulders. Red rain gusted against the camera lens, then quickly diminished to a thin drizzle.


  Jeze’s impulse was to wipe clean the lens but she let it ride. Let things run. Run down.


  Fat Elvis looked like he’d just dropped a load in his pants, and his jowls jiggled as his jaw dropped toward his chest. All shook up and looking to book. Exit, stage right.


  From somewhere outside the room that wasn’t a room, Ishmael cried, “O Lord!”


  
    * * * *
  


  “If I was Catholic, I would’ve joined a convent as soon as I figured out that the devils had followed me out of that room. I did spend a lot of time hiding out in random churches before I had to come here.”


  “And how did you figure out that they had followed you?”


  “A talking dog told me. Black German Shepherd, fucking Nazi-looking mutt with spiked collar. Don’t get your panties in a twist and go thinking Son of Sam’s talking-dog bullshit. Those devils can slip into animals and they seem partial to big dogs. That’s just the way it is. I don’t make the rules or make this shit up.”


  “And what did the dog say?”


  “He said, ‘We are with you.’”


  “That’s all?”


  “No. I said, ‘Are you shitting me?’ More to myself than to the dog. And the son of a bitch answered: ‘When we shit your soul you will have no doubt of it.’”


  As the devils frosted her face with their breath, a Biblical line snaked through Jeze’s head: By the envy of the Devil, death came into the world. Fat Elvis had tripped over a root and was now on his knees, beseeching the Lord to save him, please Jesus, but she didn’t see how the Devil could possibly envy the likes of this blubbering tub-of-guts with comical muttonchops and greasy hair.


  
    * * * *
  


  You have to be morally degraded to make a good nonfiction film. A good film document digs deep, pushes people—the subjects and audience—to the edge and then further to get at the terror throbbing at the center of every living thing. Like the time you were seventeen and shot your old man with your first real movie camera. Your first shot at a real doc. Docu-Dad. You sat him in a raggedy-ass folding lawn chair in front of the bleak cinderblock garage and made him do the one thing he never wanted to do. You made him talk about what he did in the war, particularly at a place the grunts called Devil’s Valley. Before it was over, you’d reduced him to a trembling heap of bony meat and you had some fine gut-wrenching footage, a piece of unvarnished oral history of the Vietnam war, what he did to those fucking gooks and what they did to his buddies, to him. There’s nothing better than war to bring out your inner demons. That was the hardcore truth of it. And you dug it out of the old man with the rusty knife of your ambition. How could he go on living after that clusterfuck of a war? “Well,” he said, “sometimes you can feel God’s presence by His absence.” When it was done, you were so hyped that you went to your room and fingered yourself until you came like crazy, your delirious cries given cover by hard-rocking death metal banging out of your stereo.


  To make a good documentary film, you have to be a coldhearted bitch. You develop a nose for that eternal terror at the center of things, at the very heart of life, and you’ll go to any extreme to expose it and nail it to the wall, same as a hunter hangs the heads of his kills on his wall.


  
    * * * *
  


  Fat Elvis got off his knees and shed his jumpsuit. His flesh was fish-belly white with warty hairs sprouting in odd places. His dick was the color and size of a boiled shrimp. He muttered prayer-like inanities until he took the first bite of his own flesh, canines and incisors ripping out a big bloody chunk. Then he hummed unmusically as he proceeded to partake of more of the fatty flesh on his right arm, forearm first, then the flabby upper arm, wincing with pain that must’ve been beyond excruciating, but he went right on feasting on himself, and Jeze knew that he had a devil inside him, driving him to do it. Devil in the driver’s seat, burning up the road. His humming rose in pitch as he exposed bone, and it became shrill and unnerving as he gnawed his ulna. When he passed out from blood loss or shock or from overeating or all three, Jeze danced around his body, shooting the carnage from every angle, hoping that the devils would be pleased that she was taking such care in filming their savage handiwork. Then Fat Elvis stopped breathing with a final snorting death rattle. And she thought she glimpsed him hauling dead ass up Ghost Road.


  Then she shot Skinny Minny’s headless body. Quick photographic study. (Her head had simply disappeared, as if swallowed up by one of the disembodied demons.) Her neck resembled the stump of an unfortunate young tree, and Jeze wondered if trees had souls of a sort. Skinny Minny’s pitiful remains made her wonder if humans could actually have anything as sublime and potentially exalted as a soul.


  But then something happened that sent spectral fingers slipping into the bottomless depth of Jeze’s terror: The gore and goo inside Skinny’s neck stump began to move and squish like thick strawberry jam and Jeze realized that one of the devils was fucking the stump.


  Before she could flee, they started on her. They didn’t stop until they’d fucked her half dead.


  
    * * * *
  


  “Have you given any more thought to what these things you call devils, demons and dark guardians might actually be? What they represent?”


  She gives him a cold stare. Then: “They don’t represent anything, unless you want to see them as representatives of Satan. I think they were there—are here—on their own damned dime. Whether they’re fallen angels or demons created out of the fires of hell, I can’t say. But sometimes I do think fondly of them as my Bad Angels, my evil guardians. And when they have their way with me, I come so hard I go back to that room with the demon tree and they’re doing me again like they did the first time. I told you about that, right?”


  “Yes, you did. In explicit detail.”


  “Talking about it like that makes it more real. When it actually happens it’s so freaking bizarre it’s unreal. But trust me, it’s real. They fuck me in orifices I didn’t even know I had and then when they’re done with their sick fun, they leave me bleeding from most of them and yet wanting more. It’s not your standard love/hate deal. It’s more like a love/fear thing. They scare the shit out of me but I can’t stop wanting them to fuck the shit out of me. That’s why I know I need help. I know I’m sick. Sick in my soul. My only hope is that I sink so deep into sin and degradation that I find a low road to God. That could happen, right? A salvation road could open up in front of me? Jesus never turned his back on whores. No fucking way. He liked to hang out with them. These bad boys put the evil in devil. But Jesus can save me if I can get his attention, right? Huh. I just had an insight, Doc. The only time I’m not scared out of my mind is when they’re ravaging me or when they’re slaughtering someone right in front of my eyes. It’s the in-between times that terrify me and make me want to jump out of my skin. All that wicked anticipation, and I’m walking around with a mean hair-trigger and a come-button hard-on. It’s enough to make a girl sex crazy with fear and wild for a devils gangbang.”


  “Have you considered talking with a clergyman?”


  “Been there, done that. Big mistake. I still feel bad about what happened to that priest. The devils bent him over the altar and fucked him sideways and inside-out, literally tore him apart. Then they painted the big golden crucifix with the holy man’s blood and shit. And me not even Catholic. Poor bastard. He’s probably still in Purgatory, going, ‘Jesus Christ, what the hell just happened?’”


  She looks hard at him and sees that his dead eyes are already rotting. “I think we’re done, Doc. You can discharge me. Today. Right now.”


  “You really think you’re ready for that?” He tries to look concerned.


  “We’ve gone as far as we can. There’s no danger of your helping me. If you could, they would’ve already turned you into deviled ham. They will not be exorcized. No way. Not until Jesus comes. But talking to you has helped. I know what I need to do now.”


  “What?” Now he is genuinely interested, dead eyes reanimated.


  “What I should’ve been doing all along. Whoring. And documenting the varieties of carnal sin. Turning tricks for slick dicks in my own flicks. In other words, I’ll be killing time, the in-between times, while waiting for the devils to do me. Or for Jesus to save me, whichever comes first.”


  Doctor Dumbfounded drops his jaw.


  Jeze laughs. “Hell, it’s the perfect way to finance my film.”


  She leaves the hospital feeling only a tad disappointed that the devils didn’t destroy her shrink. It would’ve made good teddy-bear cam footage but it also would’ve plopped her in the middle of a murder investigation and she has neither time nor energy for that sort of shit. She sees her future laid out before her, shining darkly, and deliciously terrifying.


  
    * * * *
  


  Fuck Pad Confessions. This is what she decides to call her new film project. Jeze Bellefleur will transform herself with the surefootedness of a seasoned shape-shifter into Jezebel the whore for the sake of her art and her salvation. By giving herself body and soul to the devils of perdition, she will become a living flesh-and-blood prayer for redemption in Christ the Savior. But first, she must talk to whores. Interview them on camera and get them to reveal their tricks of the trade, as well as their wounded souls, for certainly you couldn’t peddle your ass, your cunt, your moneymaker without doing everlasting damage to your soul.


  And Jezebel’s Bad Angels seem drawn to damaged goods and human debris.


  She landed a low-rent Southside apartment, had a mirror installed on the ceiling over a brass bed she’d found on Craigslist, and researched the subject of prostitution in books she ordered from Amazon. Berlin of the 1920s, the Weimar Sin City, captured her imagination. She lost herself in Berlin’s pantheon of tricked-out tramps and backstreet sex goddesses. The Boot Girls, Half-silks, Bone-shakers, Grasshoppers. Five O’clock Ladies, Dominas, Table Ladies, Phone Girls, and most interesting of all, the Woodchucks: physically repulsive hookers with deformities or missing limbs. She read up on all manner of perversions, sex magick (with intense emphasis on bodily fluids and mirror magic) and sexpot orgies of oddball occult orders. She more than warmed to her subject; she flushed with hormonal heat. When at last she felt ready to begin, she painted a pentagram on the carpet under the bed, dangled a crucifix from a gold chain around her neck and went out to lure her first street whore back to the fuck pad.


  Magda was a short Mexican with tinkling bracelets, big dark eyes, bad skin and petite breasts. She was relieved that all she had to do was talk for the camera. Her accent was thick but her English was passable, and she knew how to tell a good tale. She relaxed as she talked, giving graphic details of how she played to the twisted lusts of flaming fetishists and serviced her most perverse johns, but then she went off on a mad tangent about the Chupacabra that had tried to kill her outside of Matamoros. She said the legendary goat-man beast had been after her for years and that it had killed her baby sister instead. She sometimes thought it was still stalking her here in the States. She worked herself into a state of fear and Jezebel sensed that Magda’s terror aroused the devils to a fine frenzy.


  Leaving the camera on the tripod rolling, Jezebel grabbed the handheld and started shooting with it too. She knew something was about to happen, something so bad it would be good. Or so good it would be horrible.


  Magda was sitting on the side of the bed, legs crossed and showcasing nylons lined with ragged runs, smoking a cigarette and swinging her foot vigorously enough to create friction between her thighs. Jezebel did a languid zoom on her legs, then panned upward slowly, seductively to the small woman’s lips sucking on the white filter and then venting smoke through her upturned nose and half-pursed lips. This was good. This was hot. Devils’ breath turned the room sultry. Jezebel was getting wet. She was almost panting. Things were about to blow. Explode into demonic chaos.


  A tear rolled down Magda’s cheek. She no doubt knew now she was in the presence of something more powerful, far more evil, than her dreaded Chupacabra.


  Jezebel had a sudden moment of weakness, of conscience, and thought she should warn the woman away, should shout Run! But then Magda whispered, “Diablo,” and Jezebel just said, “Yes, God help you.”


  A fat tear tumbled from Magda’s other eye, dropped and slid down her meager cleavage and disappeared into the cup of her lacy black bra. She shot a worried glance at the mirror above the bed, then she crushed out her cigarette in the plastic ashtray, crossed herself and whispered a prayer in Spanish, something about the Mother of God. A rosary appeared in her hand. As she began to feverishly finger the prayer beads, she all at once flung herself backward onto the bed. But Jezebel knew better, knew the devils had flung the sad little whore backward. Invisible talons sliced away Magda’s scanty clothes.


  Two sad-eyed angels, one tattooed in deep primary colors on each thigh, offered no protection against the demonic assault that was about to rip her out of this world and into a hell not of her own making, but of evil otherworldly making. Jezebel saw it coming, knew how it would end, just as her ancient namesake must’ve seen in advance the bad end her worship of Baal would bring down on her cursed head.


  The devils were not going to stop with Magda.


  Magda seemed to levitate three feet above the bed. She called out for Jesus to save her: “Jesus me ahorra! ” To absolutely no avail. They wrenched her legs apart and snapped her in two like a chicken wishbone. The left leg detached itself from the pelvis, bone bursting through skin, and a cloudburst of blood showered the bed, the walls and the floor. The broken whore screamed just before her body slammed face-first into the wall. Her skull cracked with the sound of a cork popping out of a bottle of cheap-ass champagne.


  That the devils hadn’t taken time to gangbang Magda boded ill for Jezebel, that much she knew for sure. The dead hooker was nothing but an appetizer, a token offering as prelude to the meatier main course. What could Jezebel do but keep shooting? Shoot she did. The blood-spattered bed, the discarded leg, the mangled one-legged corpse of the poor chica who should’ve stayed in Ol’ Meh-hee-co and married her bumpkin boyfriend Hor-hay. Where the hell was Hey-soos when you needed Him?


  “Hey-soos Cristo!” Jezebel shouted. “Where the hell were you, huh? I mean, what the fuck? Does the blood of this little lamb mean nothing to you? This wasn’t supposed to happen. Sure she was a whore but her soul was innocent. More or less.”


  She heard the devils’ laughter. It sounded like hollow bones dragging on broken pavement at the end of the world.


  “Fuck me,” she said with bitter resignation. “Fuck me Jesus.”


  
    * * * *
  


  She understood that things had to fall into place. That her place was here in the room that wasn’t a room, that the tree that was more than a tree needed blood. The soil barely binding the tree’s exposed roots to the earth had already been salted with more blood than a battlefield but it needed hers. The demon tree was greedy for her spilled blood, needed it as a bud needs spring rain to blossom. She could feel its dark lust for her. Its sap was up. The air was charged with demonic electricity. The tree had a wicked woody for her.


  She saw it clearly now. The former Jeze Bellefleur had earned herself a burial slot here at the foot of the tree. Her blood, flesh and soul were required to replenish what grew here, to bring forth what was yet to come. She had hooked up with the wrong fucking freaks, the Lost City Luciferians, incurred a deep spiritual debt and now the Big Cheese himself was calling in her markers. Lucifer of legend was always up for making a deal, but she didn’t have anything to offer that he didn’t already possess. She was already in his pocket. Up his ass. Wherever he wanted her. Her plan of becoming a whore for Jesus so that He might save her would by virtue of no virtue come to naught.


  The devils threw her down so hard her eyeballs clicked like loaded dice. She hit the ground near the bed’s brass feet in that other room. She caught a distorted glimpse of them in the mirror over the bed. There were three of the ugly fuckers. More hideous than any famed artist had ever imagined or portrayed them, these devils.


  Hideous enough to blind you, bitch? whispered a scabrous voice.


  She turned her head for fear that her eyes would shrivel and die if she looked too long at them. Her eyes came to rest on the tree. Glyphs and strange characters appeared in the trunk’s black bark and glowed red with the hellfire dancing a mad caper within the heart of the tree. By some stray sliver of satanic magic she deciphered the flaming symbols:


  Eternal death for the damned


  Now they were fully visible and she wished she could go blind. Homuncular creatures with apelike arms, dragging knuckles and knobby heads, their vulpine faces were fixed with razor-toothed grins and scarlet eyes.


  The devils diddled her, teased her terror to new heights, their stunted cockroach wings aflutter and their crooked cocks swelling in proportion to the terror inside her, which is to say, to enormous size. The heads of their phalluses became deadly prongs, and she knew there was no way her body could survive what they obviously had in mind to do to her this time.


  Just before they opened her up to an orgy of mortifying torment, one of the horny homunculi mocked her faith with a lisping line from the Gospel: “Ye cannot drink the cup of the Lord, and the cup of the devils.”


  
    * * * *
  


  She remembers how she came to be buried here, one of countless larva-white corpses.


  Human grub worms. Bodies entangled with the denuded roots of the demon tree. Tree roots pulsing in every undead orifice. Corpses impervious to decay, the sleeping dead hopelessly awaiting the call of the archangel’s trumpet.


  She remembers the unholy trinity of devils’ dicks plunging so deep they pulverized her heart and broke her soul.


  She remembers Lucifer’s beautiful eyes behind shimmering slits, watching her from within the tree. She recalls the way the Devil Himself passed through the tree trunk as Jesus was said to have passed through walls after the resurrection.


  She remembers how extraordinarily handsome and angelic Lucifer was as he stood over her and signed the fiery air in malevolent benediction. How he reached down to remove the little golden cross from her neck and the way it softened and rolled into a golden ball between his long hot fingers. Then he parted her cheeks and pushed it up her ass.


  She remembers with wrenching clarity what he said: “You will not need this trinket. The Miracle Man will not come here to the upper reaches of Hell.” His voice was so smooth and sonorously seductive that her undead ears had echoing orgasms. But what he wrote with a fire-dripping finger is a tattoo on the raw skin of her soul.


  She has eternity to ponder his fire-writing: We are all creatures of a cruel Creator.


  


  


  Threshold


  Fred Venturini

  


  Alexis asked me about my favorite movie, and I told her I didn’t confine myself to favorites. She had a sweet-smelling mixed drink with a slice of lime slotted onto the rim of the glass. I noticed her body before her beauty, the way her sweater clung to every curve, the way her jeans underlined her hips. She could be a painting called perfect, her bright hair like a meteor shower, each strand a pure blond vapor trail.


  Mason chatted up Christine, Alexis’s friend. Christine was almost her equal—almost. I’m sure Mason thought otherwise, and found Christine just as perfect and enchanting as I found Alexis. He was my best friend, brave around women. Humorous but harsh, he reserved his few acts of kindness for his close friends and small family.


  “What are your secrets?” Alexis asked me. I told her it was a trick question because the minute you utter one word, they aren’t secrets anymore. Secrets have deeper roots and more weight. They offer a feeling of owning something that no one else can ever have. She touched my hand, just grazing it with her own.


  They invited us to their place so we could talk in a more casual atmosphere. Mason winked at me on the way out, following his Doberman dick. I didn’t resist, and Alexis’s hand found mine on the way to the car. Her fingers slinked away as we separated. I would’ve married her right there and then, but we’ll always be connected.


  Always.


  They took us to the basement at Christine’s house out in the country, surrounded by farm fields and woods. The upstairs was dark, and felt small, but the basement was spacious, a garden of glass and steel that grew and twisted everywhere—speakers dangled from shiny metal stands, the plasma TV was flanked by hip-high candle stands. The candles had wax tears and black wicks. They were not decoration.


  The coffee table was glass, a single pane perched on top of steel legs directly in front of us. We sat on a black leather couch that curved around the corner of the room. The walls weren’t bright enough to be white, not quite dark enough to be gray. They seemed dirty in a way that was pleasing to the eye.


  The doors on the east wall, however, weren’t pleasing. Unusually high, the doors stopped just before the ceiling. The texture of the paint was different over the doors—the same color, but rough and pocked, like stone. Dysfunctionally wide, as if I were gazing at a reflection of the doors through a funhouse mirror that stretched them to look fat. Fanning those slabs open would be a tough task, even with handles or knobs, which they lacked. No way to open those doors, at least not by hand.


  I held Alexis’s hand while Mason and Christine flirted further down the couch.


  She avoided every question I asked, always turning the lens of conversation on me. I felt interrogated, but it was like peeling off layers of mental clothing, each question more intimate and invasive, each answer making me more barren. In our exotic conversation, I talked about my mother’s drug problem, and my failed relationships. I told her I was earning my engineering degree and told her I thought she was the most interesting woman I’ve ever met—I said this without knowing a thing about her, except for that smile, and knowing that smile was quite enough.


  “I think you’d make a nice choice,” Alexis whispered. “What do you think Christine?” she said louder. “Do you like what you see, or do we need to go out and get some other guys?”


  She said it as a joke, and Mason chuckled it away. But it was her look, a look of hunger that wasn’t sexual, but primal, that set me off. My stomach dropped and I felt my erection start to wilt. She rubbed my thigh and then kissed me on the neck, but I eased her away and stood.


  “Let’s be gentlemen and grab some drinks,” I said. Mason looked annoyed, but I curled my finger at him with a “get your ass over here” intensity. “You girls want a beer?” I asked, but they shook their heads.


  Alexis was still smiling, her choice made. I imagined her mouth watering.


  Upstairs, the only light was from the stove clock and the fridge when I opened it.


  “You sense something totally wrong down there?” I asked. “I feel like I was hypnotized or something, and I just snapped out of it. How do you feel?”


  He looked tipsy, but I didn’t think he’d had that much to drink. “It’s called beer and a boner,” he said. “And that leads to bangin’ and bustin’ a nut. Then, the boltin’ part. You don’t bolt before the bangin’ part, for God’s sakes.”


  “Something is wrong,” I said. “Did you see those doors? You ever see anything like that in your life?”


  “Probably a painted cellar wall or some shit,” he said, cracking open a beer. “Don’t sweat it.”


  “We should leave.”


  He paused at this and sipped his beer. “You really think something’s up?”


  I nodded.


  “You’ve rarely led me wrong with your brain forecasts.” Another sip. “I’ll make it quick. I mean, quicker than usual. At least for me—I’ll have this chick upstairs riding space mountain before you can have your girl’s shoes untied. It doesn’t get any easier than this, they’re like wounded gazelles down there, and guess who’s the lion?”


  He guzzled, crumbled the can, belched at me, and smiled.


  “Just enjoy your damn self. Let the lion eat the meat and you can be the pussycat that licks the wounds. Hell, that girl of yours down there is hot in all caps and two t’s. I’d be licking anything she offered up.”


  He headed downstairs, not caring if I followed or not.


  “What if they’re just bait,” I said, freezing Mason mid-step. “What if some big game safari-hunters are lookin’ for some lion?”


  He looked at me from the stairwell. “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard.” He just kept walking and I followed.


  We settled back into our conversations. Alexis didn’t ease the mood or transition softly into the passion. She cuddled up into my neck, then tossed her leg over my thigh, straddling me.


  “Did you miss me?” she asked. “Upstairs is forever away.”


  Her breath teased my ear, and she caressed my cheek leaving a tattoo of warmth when the hand was gone.


  “Do you want to know my secrets?” she whispered.


  Her pubic bone pressed against my leg. My erection returned, stripping my gears of conversation bare.


  “Be back in a jiffy,” Mason said. I looked up and he was standing, holding Christine’s hand. “We’re going to go exchange some secrets.” Another devilish wink.


  I glanced at the doors and they were open, but just a crack, creating a sliver of darkness where I could slide my fingers inside and part them, if I insisted on opening them.


  I wanted to warn him, but by the time I could break my gaze from the doors, Mason had already left.


  “What do you want more than anything?” Alexis asked, grinding into me. She wanted me to ask about her secrets. She wanted me to say that I wanted her.


  So I didn’t. I yanked her against me and kissed her neck. I put my hands up her shirt and enjoyed her skin, her smooth back. My fingers glided underneath the cups of her bra. I palmed her breasts, kissed her, then stopped. Kissed her, then stopped, an intravenous drip of passion. The impression was to tease, but we both knew I was stalling.


  “Tell me you want me,” she said. I ignored her.


  “Ask me, I want you to know,” she said. “My dirtiest, darkest secrets.”


  “Shut up,” I told her, trying to sound passionate. “Shut up and kiss me.”


  “I’ll do anything you want,” she said. “Slide your fingers inside of me, and part me, if you want. Any dirty, filthy thing you want. You tight little boy. You tight, tight little boy. You take it so nice. Don’t you?”


  A kiss on my lips, cold, with tongue.


  “Tight little boy.”


  And she stopped grinding against me, just letting the words sink in—the words my fourth grade teacher, Mr. Kraemer, whispered to me as he raped me in the boiler room, a secret I didn’t spill during her flirty interrogation.


  My breath came in bursts, unsteady, black spots dotting my vision, my erection gone, my hands loose, my desire dead. She held me now, anchoring me. Even if I tried, I lacked the strength and focus to buck her. The image of Mr. Kraemer’s rape settled in my mind’s eye. I tried to shake those leathery hands from my mind, the way they felt against my barren hips, the way a droplet of his sweat fell onto my lower back. The depth and pleasure in his grunts, his announcement that yes, I was indeed tight. A tight, tight little boy—but only her whispers could rescue me.


  “Ask me about God,” she said, the smile gone. “Ask me about the truth of this place. About the pale faces with small mouths that eat worlds.”


  Then Mason came down the stairs, his entire face rouge with sorrow. His brow was tight like the lower part of his jaw—almost cramped, distorting his face into that of a crying toddler, his eyes narrowed into slits, the corners of his mouth jutting down.


  Christine followed him, smiling, wearing a black robe. The door was open further still.


  “Secrets,” he said between sobs. “Terrible ones. What touches us now? We are poisoned by secrets.”


  He fell to his knees by the coffee table. He raised his hands overhead, fists clenched, and brought them down on the glass table, shattering the tempered pane into thick, jagged slices.


  “Secrets!”


  He screamed this time, a throat-shredding yelp of anguish. I wanted to save him, but Alexis bore the weight of secrets, and I couldn’t move.


  Mason chose a piece of glass the shape of an equilateral triangle, almost perfect against the chaos. One jutting tooth of glass prevented the perfection. He took it in two hands and drove a pointed edge into the soft center of his throat.


  I heard a muted pop, and the blood followed.


  He brought the shard of glass into his throat again. He didn’t just puncture, he jammed in from different angles, then pulled the glass against his naked throat, saw-like, with the last of his breath and power. His long sobs crackled and popped, like a straw sucking air at the bottom of a milkshake. Naked flesh flapped against his neck, like a loose tarp in the back of a pickup. The jets of blood soaked the carpet, spots like rotted raspberries growing more plump as he thrashed and bled. Droplets spackled the door, and it opened further.


  Alexis grabbed me by the hair and forced my gaze to the door.


  “Now they tell the secrets,” she said. The doors eased open, the darkness now beginning to gape—an expanding, black faultline straining to slip and swallow.


  Mason should have been dead by now, but he continued to thrash and stab, waiting at the doorway for enough room to enter. He stepped into the darkness, and it appeared as if he should fall, and fall forever, but he found footing and stood, dropping the glass soundlessly into the nothing, his blood-soaked shirt looking like a crimson bib, his destroyed neck hanging in threads.


  Then, the men with white faces came. Wearing cloaks of nothing that concealed any further features, I could only see their faces and hands. Their white hands grabbed and pulled at Mason, hungry for his ears and hair and blood. The faces had no expressions, no noses, only small, circular mouths, the twitching mouth of a fish needing air. No eyes, just dents with bruised skin where eyes should be, as if no eyes could bear the terrible void that could’ve swallowed darkness itself.


  Three of the white men wrapped around Mason. One of the white hands grasped for loose pieces of flesh on his neck, found one, then pulled, peeling it away, ripping his polo shirt along with his skin. They unzipped him, skinning him alive, and his only expression was pure relief, pure joy. He stared at me, smiling with his almost skinless face, and winked.


  I could feel my pulse in the capillaries of my nose, my whole body throbbing. I found myself standing and then running, only realizing the girls were gone as I bounded up the stairs, then out the front door and through the smacking gravel of the driveway. I ran through the fields, the soft earth sucking at my shoes. I ran until I sensed that I was alone, then stopped. Spent, I almost fell to my knees. Instead, I just bent over, catching breath in whooping sucks, the fall night translating each exhalation into a wave of mist, the moonlight muted by clouds. I looked back. Against all my will, I looked behind me.


  The house was gone—there was no home, no driveway. Mason’s Firebird was gone as well. All I saw was an empty lot.


  Then, she whispered to me.


  “Secrets,” Alexis said, and I was not surprised. She’d chosen me.


  “Brave them.” I whirled about, dizzying myself, and there she was, each feature of her perfect face highlighted by light of its own. She wore a black robe and I did not fight her when she took my hand. I gave her my neck to kiss. She did, and eased her lips to my ear—listening couldn’t hurt, right? The house was gone. The doors were gone.


  Answers. Secrets. Most minds work in mechanical ways, groping for handles, logical things to latch onto, easy ways to open, to solve, to—


  “I have secrets to tell you,” she whispered.


  “Yes,” I say to her. She spoke in ancient tongues as clear to me as every contour of her face, and sealed her secrets with a kiss on my cheek.


  The doors with no handles hold the secret-tellers with pale faces. Those small mouths held white tongues that whispered all the ways things are. She was more gentle than they would ever be, sparing enough of me to make a decision.


  I am imbued the truth of God and gods, of her eternal mission to save blank souls. I keep asking and I look around me, and she’s gone.


  Cradling madness, I cry. Then I look to the sky out of habit and ask again.


  


  


  This Is My Body


  Lawrence Conquest

  


  Though they had never before met face to face, Michael had somehow known that the canteen chef was going to be fat. Peter Oakhill’s stunted body seemed almost as wide as it was tall, with vast acreages of blubber ill-concealed behind food-spattered white cotton overalls. His bushy beard and heavy brow combined to make him seem like some biological throwback to an earlier age. God save us from the curse of the Cro-Magnon cook, thought Michael, idly wishing for the umpteenth time that he was back in the familiar confines of his office. Or better yet, home, drowsing deep in the comforting fug of herbally induced dreams. Christ, but he could do with a toke right now.


  “Do you know what my Mum always said to me when I was a boy?” Michael asked, effortlessly adopting the patronising tone carefully instilled in him from three years of rigorous middle management training, “She said: ‘Think of all the starving children in Africa.’”


  Peter Oakhill raised his eyebrows in a semaphore of soundless befuddlement.


  “Oh, I guess it’s a politically incorrect thing to say, these days, but the meaning was clear enough to me then. Finish your food. Appreciate what you’ve got. Don’t waste it. Well, Mr. Oakhill,” Michael spread his arms wide, encompassing their surroundings, “ this is waste.”


  The pair of them were standing behind the canteen serving counter, a waist-high gleaming metal surface studded with sunken pits of gently steaming food. From each compartment arose the metal handles of either ladle or tongs, the serried ranks of silver stems standing to lazy attention like rows of inebriated soldiers. Michael reached out a hand to the nearest and withdrew a ladleful of baked beans, the semi-congealed goo protesting with an audible squelch that reminded him of the sound of a boot being withdrawn from muddy ground.


  “The time is now 7:50 PM,” he continued, “and the canteen closes in ten minutes time, and yet here we still have masses of unsold food. What exactly are you planning to do with it all Mr. Oakhill—eat it yourself?”


  Oakhill sighed theatrically, making no attempt to hide his contempt for his supposed superior. “Your predecessor was quite happy with how I run my canteen Mr. Roach. There’s no need for you to start sticking your oar in now, just because you’re new here.”


  “It’s my job to ensure that this company continues to make a profit Mr. Oakhill, and I can’t very well do that with your canteen wasting all this food. My predecessor may have overlooked your shortcomings, but I can assure you that I will not.” Michael dropped the ladle of beans back into its compartment with barely veiled disgust, spatters of tomato sauce peppering the counter like a soft rain of blood. “And another thing, do you have to use the most expensive brands? Most of the people who eat here wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between this stuff and economy brand anyway.”


  “Economy?” Oakhill bristled, visibly offended. “This may only be a works canteen to you Mr. Roach, but I do have my pride.”


  “Well I’m afraid this company can’t afford your pride, Mr. Oakhill. So either you start saving some money, or I start looking for a new Head Cook. The choice is yours. Good day.”


  Michael Roach picked up his battered suitcase and left the Buckland Studios canteen, eyes wide for the next corner to cut.


  
    * * * *
  


  “That’s a stroke of stone cold genius Steve. I’m absolutely sure he’ll love it. Yeah, that’s a date, mate—I’ll meet you at 10. Ciao.”


  Michael hit the disconnect button and leaned back in his padded office chair. He stared idly at the crack that meandered across the ceiling and wondered if it was such a good idea after all. Personally he thought it all sounded rather tacky, but then he supposed an element of smut was to be expected at these events. Pity it had to be Japanese though, he’d have preferred a decent curry. Indian or Thai, he didn’t mind.


  Thoughts of food now utmost in his mind, Michael called up the latest profit and loss spreadsheets on his PC and sighed. Once again, the staff canteen was deep in the red, ordering way more produce than they could possibly sell. What the hell was Oakhill playing at?


  Michael checked his watch, reached for his phone, and dialled the canteen extension. After several rings the connection was picked up, and a voice Michael could only presume was human answered with a barely intelligible grunt.


  “Oakhill, is that you? This is Michael Roach from Accounts. Listen, I’ve just seen the latest costs from the canteen and I am not happy about them. At all. I need you to come up to my office to discuss this before you leave work tonight.”


  A grunt that could have passed for either affirmation or denial echoed back down the line.


  “Oakhill, did you hear what I just said?”


  A sudden click and the disconnected phone buzzed in Michael’s ear like a wasp trapped in a killing jar.


  
    * * * *
  


  For some reason Michael’s friends—if he could dignify the gaggle of fellow business school graduates and underachieving hangers-on who got blazingly drunk with him every week in such glowing terms—seemed to think that working in television must be a terribly glamorous business. Whilst it suited his ego to play along with this charade at times, the truth was far more prosaic. Buckland Studios, in common with many similar independent companies, was facing a decidedly hostile marketplace, and it was for precisely that reason that he had found employment there. His friends thought that he rubbed shoulders with glamorous actresses and creative geniuses on a daily basis, but high cost drama was out and cheap phone-in shows were in. Quiz shows, cookery guides, shopping channel auctions, mildly erotic chatlines—in each case the costs were minimal, but the returns could be considerable, especially if the presenters could successfully convince those couch potatoes who bathed in the late-night cathode rays to pick up their phones and dial the premium numbers displayed on the screen.


  Or at least they would be profitable if idiots like Oakhill didn’t continue to spend money like it grew on trees. Hadn’t he even heard of the ‘credit crunch’? That glorified cook had been deliberately trying to undermine him, thinking that just because he’d been working here for years that he was untouchable. Well, more fool him.


  Michael checked his watch again. The canteen would normally be closed to paying customers by now, but the staff took a little longer to finish clearing up for the night. If he was quick he could confront Oakhill with the evidence of his own overspends.


  That would wipe the smile off of his greasy fat face.


  
    * * * *
  


  By the time Michael had left his office the studios were practically deserted, with only the occasional dead-eyed technician and slack-jawed presenter crossing his path like spirits of the restless dead. The main doors to the canteen were already locked, but Michael had taken the precaution of signing out the relevant keys from Security, and let himself in without bothering to knock. Oakhill may have hung up on him earlier, but he was damned if he was going to give him the opportunity to slip away without explaining himself.


  “Oakhill?” His voice, intended to be issued in a strident tone of authority, suddenly became timid in the prevailing air of silence.


  The main canteen lights were out, but the soft blue glow that emanated from the wall-mounted bug-killing electric rings washed about the deserted space like a faint cerulean mist.
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