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	Nothing about the situation was normal and mostly it seemed wrong, but a little chunk of it felt very, very right.

	“Look,” Henrietta said from where she stood at the end of her bed, holding two decidedly uncool pajama tops, “it’s not that weird. Seriously.”

	“They only invited you because your tits grew and your acne cleared up,” Mary said and then pushed her large, ovular glasses higher on the bridge of her nose.

	Henrietta threw both tops over her shoulder, back toward the closet, and spied hard at her best friend since kindergarten. “Don’t you think I know that?”

	Mary stiffened. “What?” Often enough over the years she’d had to rescue her friend from herself.

	“I am aware of how popularity works, okay? I’m not stupid, but the second hottest guy in school has now taken me on three very public dates and kissed me in front of the entire cheerleading squad. I know why it pisses you off. I got hot, I’m sorry you didn’t, but for the first time in my life people give a shit that I’m alive.”

	Mary folded her arms across her chest, covering Kurt Cobain’s face on her t-shirt. “I always gave a shit.”

	Henrietta began digging into her dresser, her butt pointed at Mary. “Ugh, you know what I mean. Remember in fifth grade when Mrs. Bender paired you up with Denise Berry and we made all these plans on how you were going to show her that we were cool and that she was going to be your second best friend and we’d get to go to the parties?”

	“I was ten!”

	“So was I, but now I’m eighteen and I bet you a million bucks Bruce is going to ask me to homecoming this weekend.”

	Mary squinted. “You didn’t have sex with him, did you?”

	Henrietta spun and stood upright. “No!” she shouted and then looked to the Alanis Morrisette poster on the back of her bedroom door that led to the hallway and eventually to somewhere her mother might hear. She lowered her voice. “No, I haven’t…but I will if he asks. I’m on the pill.”

	“That’s not the point,” Mary said.

	Mary’s older sister got pregnant at sixteen a few years earlier and Mary’s mother wasn’t taking any chances of a repeat performance, so Mary went on the pill. Henrietta had tried to use Mary as an excuse with her mother to do the mature thing and go on the pill, too, but her mother said no way. Then, six months earlier, when Henrietta’s dermatologist suggested the hormone shift accompanying taking birth control often worked to clear up acne—simply an unintended benefit—her mother acquiesced. The acne left, the breasts blossomed, and now cool people liked her.

	“What is the point? I should save my flower for marriage?” Henrietta took on a mocking, whiny tone.

	“Maybe.”

	“Grow up. It’s just sex.”

	“Right. And you’re suddenly an expert. Right.”

	Henrietta turned back to her dresser to dig for a skimpy t-shirt she could wear as a pajama shirt. “Right.” She lifted out a couple from the bottom and decided they’d be equally short and cute if the group got to the point of hanging out by candlelight, telling ghost stories, or whatever the cool kids did when they went out to cabins in the woods. “You know, I asked Bobby if you could come.”

	Mary’s jaw dropped. “You did?” she hissed.

	“Yeah, but Bobby said he’d have to see. We’re taking Ted’s dad’s Jeep and Mitch’s truck, but only if Mitch can get off work. If he can’t, then—”

	The Garfield telephone on the corner of Henrietta’s baby pink desk began to ring, silencing her explanation. Both she and Mary turned eyes toward the door, waiting to hear if a shout would come. One, two, three seconds passed.

	“Henrietta! Phone!” Henrietta’s mother shouted.

	Henrietta picked up and said into the mouthpiece, “Got it. You can hang up now.” Again, she waited: one, two, three, four, five seconds and finally she heard the click of her mother hanging up. “Hello?” she said to the caller.

	“Hey, beautiful,” Bruce said. A drumbeat accompanied by an electric guitar filled the background before Stevie Nicks’ voice joined in. 

	“Oh, hey,” Henrietta said as she blushed and turned her back to Mary, once again.

	“Were you thinking about me?” Bruce said.

	“Maybe,” Henrietta said.

	“Naked?” Bruce said.

	Henrietta tittered in a way that forced Mary to roll her eyes back so far she could almost see her brain. “I’m out of here,” she said and did not wait for a response. She knew better.

	“You’re so silly,” Henrietta said.

	Mary made a barf sound and kicked from the bed. 

	“I know. I know. Do you think Mary still wants to come?” Bruce said.

	Henrietta glanced over her shoulder. Mary was stuffing her backpack, readying to leave. “Yeah. So wants to bad.”

	“Good, because we gotta get her to drive. Mitch has to work and Ted’s sister crashed the Jeep, so Mary’s gotta get her mom’s van,” Bruce said.

	“I don’t know if she’ll be able to…” Henrietta trailed.

	“Oh. I had a thing I was gonna ask you at the cabin, but if we can’t go…” Bruce trailed then—two could play that game.

	“Can’t you ask me now?” Henrietta reached out and grabbed Mary by the hook loop of her backpack as she opened the door to leave.

	“I want it to be special,” Bruce said, his tone going all pouty. 

	“Okay. I’ll ask,” Henrietta said. Mary had turned and looked at her curiously. “I’ll call you back.”

	“Yeah, sure. I’m at Kelly’s. It’s in the phonebook,” Bruce said and then hung up.

	“Oh, okay. Bye,” Henrietta said to a dead line.

	“What?” Mary said.

	“Good news. They all want you to come.” Henrietta let go of Mary’s bag as she cradled the receiver onto the base.

	Mary’s eyes bugged hugely behind the magnifying lenses of her glasses and an excited, open-mouthed smile carved her face like a jack-o-lantern. 

	“But you gotta drive your van.”

	The happy expression disappeared like smoke in a windstorm. “Figures.”

	“What?”

	Mary huffed. “They want to use my van.”

	“So! It’s an in. You think Drew Barrymore ever becomes famous if her parents weren’t already famous?”

	“What?”

	Henrietta’s entire expression seemed to stretch in excitement. “Everybody needs an in! In everything! You drive them, then they’ll get to know you and see how cool you are.”

	“But I’m not cool!”

	Henrietta lifted the telephone by its base. “Just call your mom. It’s not like you have anything else to do.”
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	Bruce dropped the telephone receiver onto Kelly’s bare stomach, right over the tattooed ring of thorns circling her bellybutton. Fleetwood Mac was on the stereo and a smoldering roach was in the golden glass ashtray next to her.

	“She gonna drive us?” Kelly asked.

	“Yeah, Mary ain’t as dumb as Henrietta, but Henrietta will make her.”

	Bruce reached over and fiddled with the stud piercing through Kelly’s left nipple. 

	“She better, it’s this weekend or bust,” Kelly said and then bit the tip of her index finger with an eyetooth sharp enough to impress a vampire. A crimson bubble bloomed.

	“I know. I can’t believe it turned out to be her,” Bruce said and then licked his lips.

	Kelly smeared blood around her left nipple and Bruce bent forward to suck it clean. “There’s no doubt. You saw the pictures,” she said and then wiped blood around her right nipple.

	Bruce let go of the left and leaned far enough to take the bloody right nipple into his mouth and sucked while his tongue fiddled the hardened nub.

	“Henrietta is the next Mother Lamassu,” Kelly said and then dripped blood into her thatch of pubic hair and then down into the cleft of her womanhood.

	Bruce climbed around Kelly on the bed and pushed apart her thighs.

	“Mother Lamassu will rise and take her rightful throne once…again,” Kelly said, trailing into a short moan—now and then, Bruce’s tongue got lucky. The telephone began to ring and Kelly picked it up. “Oh, hello, Henrietta. Bruce just stepped out,” she inhaled a short, sharp breath, “for a second. Is Mary game?”
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	Mary’s mother pulled her aside while Henrietta waited in the van. “You need to watch out for her. I’m not blind and neither are you,” she said. 

	Mary had explained everything concerning the weekend, truthfully. She’d already spilled about school over the past weeks, and the advancement in Henrietta’s social status. They’d shared a moment poking fun at big boobs and dumb jocks, but never quite got to the point of mocking Henrietta.

	“You’re smarter than she is, and I like to think I raised you to be a little less desperate.”

	“I know, Mom,” Mary said and shouldered her loaded backpack.

	“Who knows, maybe this will all be good for you two.”

	Mary’s eyebrows reached for her hairline. “Really?”

	“Not likely, but be safe. Don’t do anything wild and don’t let any of them get the keys to my van.” Mary’s mother gave her a sideways hug. “Try to have a good time.”

	“I’ll try,” Mary said and started off across the lawn to the big, blank, panel van. 

	Mary and her mother had been volunteering with the city’s homeless population long enough and regularly enough to facilitate owning a van to transport food, clothes, blankets, and medical supplies one night a week—three nights a week during the winter. There were only five seats, but Mary had borrowed the old beanbag chairs from the basement and a half-dozen wool blankets so everyone could sit comfortably.

	Mary tossed her backpack behind the second row and then climbed into driver’s seat. Henrietta had her CD Walkman hooked-up to the stereo via dummy tape. One thing that worked between the cool kids, nerds, nobodies, just about everybody in the senior class, they listened to the same kind of music, so at least there’d be no strain on that point. She had Jewel’s Pieces of You loaded and set to the song they’d listened to about a million times since Henrietta bought the album.

	The key slipped into the ignition and as Mary turned it over, Henrietta hit play. At about the six second mark, Mary and Henrietta sang, in unison, “People living their lives for you on TV…” and continued through the remainder of the song, twice, before Henrietta directed Mary to Bruce’s address.

	Bobby, Denise, and Kelly leaned against the back bumper of Bruce’s dad’s police department Suburban. Bobby shouted, “Yo, Bruce, your girlfriend’s here!”

	Henrietta puffed up her chest and grinned, waving out her open window. “Hey, guys!” She then kicked open her door and climbed out.

	Bruce bolted out of his garage with a case of Budweiser cans on a flat and a 60oz jug of whiskey on top. “Open the door,” he said, low but loudly.

	Like clowns under the big top, the foursome seemed to dive into the van, as if they’d worked out the landings and logistics beforehand. Henrietta glanced in through the open shotgun door and apologized with her eyes before shutting it and following the others into the back.

	“All right then,” Mary said and clenched her lips hard against her teeth as she pulled from the curb.

	Quickly, the voices rose and the sound of cracked beer cans filled the van. Smoke from cigarettes wafted up from the back to the only open windows. Jewel was now onto the album’s title track.

	“Hey, put on that dreams last so long one,” Denise said through a smoky exhale.

	“Kind of busy driving,” Mary said.

	“You know where Ted lives?” Bobby said, lifting gaudy Oakley sunglasses to make eye contact with Mary’s reflection.

	“Over by the little league diamonds?”

	“Yeah,” Bobby said.

	“Hey, put on that song,” Denise said again.

	Mary reached across the dash for the portable CD player and inadvertently tugged the wheel a little, bumping a curb and skipping the disc before knocking the player onto the floor. She righted the van with a tight, ten and two grip. Kelly climbed over the second row of seats and then plunked down in the front with Mary.

	“How come you never hung out with us before, Mary?” Kelly asked, putting extra emphasis on the name.

	Mary furrowed her brows, but kept her eyes on the road. “Is that a joke?”

	Kelly clicked her tongue three times and then reached into a woven hemp purse. She withdrew a baggy of pot with a couple joints already rolled, white white floating amongst the green green. She pressed the dash lighter and once it popped, lit the joint she’d slipped between her lips.

	“Is that weed?” Mary whispered.

	“Chill out, Mary.” Kelly took a deep drag and held it long enough that it barked out of her, slipping like breaths at the bottom of a pool. “You didn’t answer.”

	“What?” Mary said, easing up on the gas, keeping it five below the speed limit, just in case.

	“How come you never hung out with us before?” Kelly said and then turned in her seat. “Somebody, hit this.” She held out the joint.

	Bobby popped up and lunged forward, over the second row of seating. He snatched the joint, but before he pushed back, he said, “You know where Ted lives?”

	“Jesus, she knows,” Kelly said.

	“It’s cool, just checking,” Bobby said and then slithered in reverse, almost losing his tank top in the process.

	“So, how come?” Kelly said and picked up the CD player, skipped ahead a few songs to the one Denise wanted to hear—everyone had that album, everyone know the track list by heart.

	Denise hooted at the opening chords of You Were Meant for Me.

	Mary took a right and the little league diamonds came into view. Two teams of three-footers were in the dugouts and the managers stood with an umpire by home plate. One house on the street had a crumpled Jeep Wrangler out front on two blocks and two wheels. Black garbage bag plastic filled in the passenger side windows.

	“You never asked me to,” Mary said, finally.

	“Does that surprise you?” Kelly said.

	Mary squeezed tight and pulled to the curb outside Ted’s place. “No,” she said.

	“Maybe you are as smart as you have the teachers thinking,” Kelly said.

	“Maybe I am.”

	“Hey, honk the horn!” Bruce called out from where he lay on a beanbag chair, Henrietta’s legs and ass nestled into his lap.

	“He’s coming,” Kelly said. 

	And he was, but slowly. His backpack clanked with liquor bottles and he carted a cooler big enough to hold about one hundred beer and soda cans with a sprinkling of ice. The door slid open just in time.

	“I smell cheeba,” Ted said. “Cheeba cheeba.”

	Bobby was back over the seat, he’d pulled open the sliding door. He no longer had the joint. Ted slid the cooler along the floor and then unshouldered his pack. He set it gently on the vinyl and cotton of the middle row and then pushed Bobby backward so he could sit down and swing the door closed.

	Mary didn’t wait and hit the gas.

	“Hey!” Ted said, sliding sideways.

	“Don’t be a spaz,” Kelly said and fished into her purse for her pack of Marlboros.

	“How about you don’t be a bitch,” Mary said under her breath.

	“Mary, Mary, Mary, I’m beginning to like you,” Kelly said and started flipping through the book of CDs from the floor between the seats.
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	The ocean beneath them hadn’t stilled in days. The fog ate the coast and they’d played a game of high consequences and low luck. The collision of rock through the woven reeds and sticky mud was incredible. Men were thrown overboard, some were crushed below deck when protrusions jutted up from beneath. 

	Six survivors stumbled onto the shore of a new world. These Babylonian Monks—dressed in ratty robes and leather sandals, donning shiny bald heads—had begun the journey six weeks prior. They numbered thirty-nine when they’d began that night beneath the last final moon of the year, before storming the temple and taking back a fraction of what the Persian marauders had stolen from them. The interlopers had destroyed most of the altars and ritualistic icons, but hadn’t known about the powers lurking deep beneath the floor.

	Five monks died in the silent assault, but they’d taken twenty-one Persians at knifepoint, slitting throats until none remained standing in their way. They recaptured what belonged to them. Like thieves, eight stout men took the handles of a platform that had been maneuvered beneath the stone altar and effigy. The altar was simple, but the sculpture of Lamassu was brilliant: forgiving cheeks with a sharp nose, a veil of drooping rubies and emeralds, the body of a lioness, the wings of a hawk, and the legs of an ox. Had the Persians found her, they would’ve stripped some of her beauty, but they’d never understand her power. None had seen her move or heard her speak, but none doubted Lamassu’s power and connection to the gods.

	At the boat launch, an ambush awaited them, strong and bullheaded men with great swords and an even greater willingness to die. Fire and arrows blazed across the quiet night sky until the monks could take advantage of the home turf and sideswipe the mindless warriors who’d come expecting thoughtless hand-to-hand combat. 

	By the time Lamassu and her altar were on the ship, only thirteen monks remained. 

	The journey took longer than expected and did not end as planned. Lamassu would protect them as they traversed over the edge of the Earth, but would not let them fall, holding them to her bosom until Marduk could regain his rightful place upon the throne. 

	Many, many days passed and no sign of the edge presented itself. The fog hit them and then the shore. Nine survivors set foot on the strange land of tall trees and strange dark-haired, dark-eyed people who observed them from a distance.

	They trudged through the dense forests, carting the heavy altar and the statue, as well as the scrolls describing their journey. Three more died after two days of motion. Lamassu was not protecting them because they hadn’t kept her safe; they understood that now. Five days from shore, only four monks remained and being unfamiliar with the local game and flora, the monks resorted to cannibalism. They settled in and held their station around the altar and the statue, going mad with guilt and suspicion beneath steady rains and cold nights of the unforgiving new world. 

	A full moon overhead, the youngest and strongest monk plucked a sign from the air and killed his brethren. He drained the blood of his victims over the statue and altar, bathing Lamassu in the lifeblood of good men. Lamassu did not wake when the monk begged and kissed feet. Not when he prayed. Not when he sang. Not when he lit fires and burned symbols upon his flesh.

	That final monk lived three weeks, eyes in the tree watching him, before paranoia forced his hand to the long ignored scrolls. Once he’d written of Lamassu and what he’d done to elicit her hand, he decreed himself god and smashed the gems from Lamassu’s mask and back. He ingested them one-by-one and then in a fit of guilt, carved opened his guts to feed himself to the deity so that she might feast and rise again.

	Come the light of day, men and women charged from the trees to destroy the statue with thrown rocks and tossed boulders. They buried the altar with the bones of the dead monks. For centuries to come, the land remained barren and nervous tribes passed down stories of the outlanders in robes with a stone devil. They decreed the site a poisonous and damned place. 

	It wasn’t until 1909 that anyone sought that land for purpose; not until 1911 did anyone hear the whispers of the monks and give sacrifice to Lamassu.
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	“How far is it?” Mary asked. 

	Kelly had gone to the back to smoke and drink with the others and Ted had come up front to pick the music and make ill-advised passes at Mary.

	“Another twenty miles, I think,” Ted said and then turned up the volume on Bush’s Glycerine. On the journey back from the volume knob, his hand found Mary’s thigh.

	“Any port in a storm, huh?”

	Ted grinned at her. His eyes were pink as a dog’s tongue. Mary pushed his hand away and glanced down to the gas gauge. Nobody told her the cabin was this far into the sticks and the van was a bit of a guzzler if she didn’t watch her speed.

	“Is there a gas station around here?” she said.

	“I don’t know,” Ted said, and then, as if he hadn’t really been listening, added, “Be good to stretch our legs when we get there, you wanna take a walk with me?”

	Mary rolled her eyes and then looked into the rear view mirror. Henrietta was on Bruce’s lap, her head leaned against his shoulder, a can of beer in her hand. Bruce was tapping along to the tunes, nodding in that way that befitted rock music. Denise lay flat on the floor, her shirt rolled up to her bra, cigarette on the go in her right hand. Bobby leaned over Denise with a black gel pen, drawing a series of flowers with big droopy petals. Kelly was watching into the rear view, as if studying Mary.

	“Is there a gas station around here?” Mary said.

	“Yeah, just watch the road,” Kelly said, so low Mary almost had to read her lips.

	“How much further?” Mary said.

	“A ways,” Kelly said and then put the straw from a Minute Maid juice box to her lips.

	Mary let her eyes fall from the rear view and almost immediately they fell onto a shabby little gas station not far ahead to their right. For the last thirty minutes, the world had been mostly rolling hills and forest. They’d passed maybe three cars since crossing the last highway intersection. In the blue blue sky, a series of vultures took wide circles, as if dead things were everywhere and the world was their buffet table. 

	Mary hit the turn signal and then eased off the gas to press the brakes. 

	“Hide the doobs and down your brews!” Ted said.

	All but Kelly and Mary laughed. Mary took it easy pulling in, giving everyone a few extra seconds in case the person manning the till got nosey and decided to call the cops if they spotted a beer can. By the time she was next to the pump, the cans were all secreted against walls to keep them from being seen or kicked over, and the joints were butted out. Everyone paraded from the van but Mary. Henrietta slipped out the side door and then leaned in through the shotgun window.

	“You’re mad, aren’t you?” she said.

	Mary seemed to chew her response options before letting her friend feel okay about all the popular attention. “I think Ted’s horny.”

	Henrietta made a face.

	“Yeah. He put his hand on my leg and then asked me to go for a walk with him once we get to the cabin.”

	“No way.”

	“Yes way.”

	Henrietta leaned in, conspiratorially. “I think they only hang around Ted because his parents don’t care about age laws and will buy him all the booze for parties and stuff.”

	“Oh, I thought maybe if I touched his dink I’d get a homecoming date.”

	Henrietta pushed back and pouted out her lip.

	“I’m joking.”

	Henrietta shrugged. “Maybe he’s not so bad. You could let him kiss you, I don’t know…it’s pretty fun.”

	Mary’s jaw dropped and her brows furrowed. “I’ve kissed before.”

	“I know…but it’s different with tongues and stuff.”

	“Why would I wanna kiss any of them?”

	Henrietta tilted her head in the exact way her mother did whenever she thought she was stating the obvious. “It’s not a big deal. Loosen up. Please.”

	Mary faced the windshield and stared out at the big grey road going seemingly nowhere. “Who’s paying for gas?”

	“I’ll pay you back. I have ten bucks on me. I’ll take some from the pig once we get home,” Henrietta said. The pig was a piggy bank she’d been using since the third grade, though back then she filled it with change until it burst, nowadays she emptied it every two months, into her bank account. For college. “I promise.”

	“I know,” Mary said, sighing as she pushed open the door and climbed out.

	The gas pump’s handle was surprisingly clean. Mary clicked it all the way open and listened to the fuel pump into the huge tank. She didn’t really care so much about the money. She’d been working at the fabric store since she was fourteen, even before JOANN bought it and changed everything around. For fun she only ever went to the movies, and her parents bought her clothes and had money set away for college already.

	“Maybe it is about time to loosen up,” Mary said as she looked through the big windows of the gas station. Inside the others were goofing around, tossing chip bags and chocolate bars. The old man with the soda bottle glasses behind the till was stoic and appeared to be totally okay with his customers acting like idiots, probably so long as they bought anything. “Might be his only customers all day.”

	The pump handle clicked and the readout said she owed $38.82 for thirty-two gallons—a little pricier than in the city, but not too bad. She triggered the handle all the way up to an even number and then shook off the nozzle before pulling it out. When she turned, Kelly was right there.

	“Oh. Hey,” Mary said and reached around Kelly to put the nozzle away.

	Kelly didn’t move. “Bruce and Bobby are going to pay for the gas.”

	“Oh, that’s not—”

	“Already done,” Kelly said.

	Mary looked over her shoulder to the guys at the till, dishing out bills to the old man. “I was going to get snacks, too.” She took a step sideways.

	Kelly matched it. “We got you snacks.” She lifted two bags of trashy food.

	Henrietta opened the door and a bell jingled. The others followed her across the lot.

	“Okay,” Mary said, suddenly uneasy, though not sure why.

	Everyone piled in and Kelly sent Ted to the back so she could navigate from shotgun. Mary hit the road. Those in the back were loud and laughing. Bush on the stereo was loud and rocking. Mary and Kelly were silent for twenty-three more minutes until the asphalt disappeared and they were suddenly rolling on gravel.

	“Geez, how’d you get to have a cabin way out here?” Mary said, forgetting her trepidation at the wonder of it all.

	The road slimmed and the trees began to feel ominously close, like hands reaching out from beneath the bed after watching a scary movie. Mary had to slow to 30MPH.

	“Why would they want something close? Not like getting away then, is it?”

	“Guess not,” Mary said.

	“Slow down, it’s just up here on your left.” Kelly pointed to what seemed like trees and trees alone, but a single-lane dirt path opened and the trees spread out.

	“Huh, cool,” Mary said. 

	Ahead was a sturdy looking plank bridge over a high and slow river. The bridge had to be fifty feet, at least. The boards clanked beneath them as they bumped across. The forest thickened once again and Mary kept on slow rolling the path.

	The passengers in the back all sat up. Ted and Denise climbed into the second row. Bobby draped his arms around Denise’s neck, while Bruce and Henrietta clustered in next to him. All eyes were on the world beyond the windshield. Thick maples and fir trees mingled and created a gloomy canopy over the path that felt like twilight had come early.

	Very suddenly, the darkness evaporated and sunlight beamed down onto the little old cottage ahead. Moss grew on the roof, rotting through a good many shingles. The windows were smoky with dust. The walkway was of blown over knee-high grass. The paint accents around the door and windows were flaking, once white, but gone almost yellow in the elements. In the small yard was one gnarly old tree. It looked somehow both alive and dead, as if it were taking a nap, saving its energy to grow leaves some other year. The trunk was thick and appeared firm. A tire dangled from a fuzzy length of rope. A few feet away was a gray picnic table. Beyond that was a woodshed and a rusty chopping ax forgotten and leaned against the wall next to the door.

	“We’re here,” Kelly said.

	“We drove all this way, for that?” Mary said.

	The CD reached its conclusion. Silence within the van reigned while the engine purred gently before Kelly began laughing and drowned it all away.

	“You’ll hardly believe it’s the same place on the inside,” she said and then reached over and rubbed Mary’s knee in a way that harbored a polar opposite effect to Ted touching her.

	Mary eased off the brake and pulled a half-circle in front of the cottage so the rear door matched up to the entry and they had less distance to travel when unloading.
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	“There’s a barbeque pit out back, if that’s what you’re wondering,” Kelly said.

	Henrietta had packed a cooler with burger patties, hot dogs, and cans of soda. She stood in the living room next to a blackened fireplace and an ancient coffee table, watching three dark brown beetles scuttle along the floor. On the walls were old-timey paintings, the sort that typically appeared in interstate motels and grandmothers’ guest rooms above rock hard beds. Two featured boats at sea and the third was of a forest and a little girl on a tree swing—wood rather than tire. There was also a big taxidermy fish with glass marble eyes. 

	“And no fridge?” Henrietta said.

	Kelly stepped by Henrietta and pulled away a cheap and discolored rug to reveal a trapdoor with a gray ring handle. She pulled it open and flicked the light switch on the door’s frame. It illuminated a stubby basement with a wooden floor.

	“Hand it in to me, but maybe take out something for supper so we don’t have to climb back down here in half an hour,” Kelly said as she lowered herself down the steep staircase. When she reached her hands straight up from the bottom step, they were still above the main floor.

	Trying to be quick about it, Henrietta grabbed a ten-pack of Oscar Mayer dogs and a twelve-pack of buns. She also lifted out the bag of single serving condiment packages her family always gathered and saved from the ghosts of takeouts past. Henrietta hadn’t wanted to bring the little packets, but her mother made her.

	“Okay, coming down,” she said and tipped the closed cooler into the hole for Kelly to grab. There was a great thump below, and within a handful of seconds, Kelly was on her way up the steps.

	“Hey, babe,” Bruce said.

	Henrietta turned—and fast enough to miss Kelly turning as well. “Yeah?” Henrietta said and started over to Bruce.

	“You have extra batteries for the Walkman?” he said.

	“Uh, Mary might. She and her mom give out batteries to homeless people sometimes,” Henrietta said and was turning once again, heading back toward the door.

	“Cool. Ted says he can hook that tape adapter into the back of the record player,” Bruce said.

	Kelly flung closed the trap door and the second Henrietta was outside, Bruce caressed the curve of Kelly’s ass over her loose-fitting jeans. 

	“You seem to be having a lot of fun, fucking around with the vessel,” Kelly said.

	Bruce folded his arms across his chest. “Hey now, this whole thing was your idea.”

	“Just don’t fuck her, okay?” Kelly said and walked away.
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	Despite being a little bit disgusted in herself, Mary was intrigued by the thought of a boy tongue kissing her, so when Ted popped his head into the closet-sized bedroom she’d been directed to and asked when they were going on their walk, she said, “Right now.”

	“Really?” He straightened his spine and made one of those expressions, like someone finding a buck in an old coat pocket.

	“Yeah, but you better not try anything.”

	His right hand went to his chest and his expression opened wide enough to park a Mack truck. “Moi? Try anything? Well, I never.”

	“Right.” Mary stepped around Ted, who didn’t make it easy, and out through the living room where Henrietta stood looking dumbfounded, holding a big blue ice cooler. “I’m going for a walk,” she said before exiting.

	Ted wagged his eyebrows at Henrietta as he followed Mary outside. As if having second thoughts, Mary was already over by the tree with the tire swing.

	“Wait up,” Ted said and jogged.

	“No!” Mary said and then began jogging herself, suddenly nervous and giddy.

	Behind the tree, a slim path wound amongst some reeds blown into a comb over beneath a series of low hanging hardwood limbs. The canopy above draped shadows upon the path and had it not been for Ted’s increasing pace, Mary would’ve stopped. Instead, she rounded a shrub and nearly stepped off the bank and into the lazy river.

	“Holy!” Ted said. 

	Mary had to grab his shirt as he blew by where she’d skirted the shrub. She tipped back and her sneakers slipped out from under her. Her heels connected with Ted’s ankles and he slipped as she did. The landing was soft, but Mary instantly panicked as Ted leaned his face toward her. Mary went solid and cold, her lips became like the lips of a gash from a knife wound. Ted’s boiling slug of a tongue pushed in and it was so soft against Mary’s tongue—unexpectedly lovely—that the ice at her core melted and her mouth invited more.

	After a few seconds, he leaned back, still lying on her, and said, “You’re not a bad kisser for a try hard.” 

	Mary pushed at his chest and he rolled off her. “Get out of here.” She spun to her hands and knees and was about to push up, but stopped. 

	Ted sat on his feet and put a hand on Mary’s lower back, letting it slide down until it caught in the waistband of her blues jean shorts. “You know what else my tongue can do?”

	Mary wiggled. “Get off. Look.” 

	She leaned further, ass in the air, resting on her elbows to free her hands. She dug fingers into the dirt and lifted the strange old pistol. Rusty with a rotten grip, the thing looked anything but dangerous, but cool as hell.

	“Hey, yeah, that’s great,” Ted said. Mary’s t-shirt drooped and he slipped a hand up inside to cup a breast, over her bra. “I know something cooler.”

	Mary rolled away and popped clumsily to her feet. “I don’t want—just chill out, okay?” she said, inadvertently waving the old pistol at him.

	“What the hell?” Ted said, looking honestly hurt.

	“Just cool it.” Mary had her eyes pinned to the pistol and turned to the river. She bent at the knees and leaned into the cool water to clean off the relic.

	“We gonna keep going or are we going back?” Ted said.

	She wasn’t sure if he meant keep walking or he meant trying for more bases, either way, she wanted to show Henrietta the pistol. “I want to check this out inside.”

	Ted huffed. “Fine. I need a beer anyway.”

	Mary listened to his feet trail away as she dug into the grooves with her fingernails and rubbed at the caked mud. She hadn’t noticed how long she’d been at it until her hands grew cold and the first signs of dishpan wrinkling had occurred. With the pistol cleaned up, she followed Ted’s route. By the time she got to the tree, she could hear Reel 2 Real’s I like to Move it coming from the crackly record player speakers inside the cottage. Meaning Ted got things hooked up, and for some reason, they’d put on a dance mix album.
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	The barbeque pit outback was eight charred cinderblocks, a grilling rack, and a rusty wheel rim from a 1932 Farmall tractor, buried deep enough so that only an inch of the lip remained aboveground. Evening was upon them and Bobby took the lead with a can of mixed gasoline he’d found in the small shed. He poured some on a clumsy pile of branches and chunks of bark.

	“I give you fire!” he shouted and tossed a burning wad of newspaper into the barbeque pit. The gasoline flumes caught and burst outward. “Son of a!” Bobby fell back and landed hard on his ass, his eyebrows singed.

	“Moron,” Kelly said. She sat cross-legged by the back door, a joint between two fingers of her right hand. “Now you have to wait to cook anything.”

	“What, why?” Bobby said, looking around to the others.

	“Everything’ll taste like gas,” Denise said. She had a beer resting under a palm against her knee where she sat on a ribbon lawn chair.

	“Bull,” Bobby said and pushed to his feet.

	Henrietta lay on the picnic table and Bruce sat at a good angle to make out, which they’d been at for the last five minutes. The beer cooler also housed the wieners and buns, along with the sack of condiments, and was set between Henrietta’s knees. Bobby grabbed the wiener pack and tore it open with his teeth.

	With a chunk of plastic still in his mouth, Bobby said, “Where the hell you putting that?”

	Ted had come back a few minutes earlier and immediately left sight, heading into the bush behind the cabin. He returned from that trek with a hollowed out and ant-infested log about as tall as he was. 

	“It’s for the fire.” Ted seemed proud, unnoticing of the bugs crawling up his arms.

	“This fire?” Bobby said.

	“What other fire?” Ted said.

	“It’s too big!” Denise said.

	Ted slammed it to the ground, sending dirt, bark, and ants off like shrapnel. The impact broke the chunk into several pieces and Ted finally seemed to notice all the frantic insect life.

	“We can feed it in in pieces.” Ted wiped at his arms and made for the beer cooler. “Your friend’s a tease,” he said then to Henrietta.

	Henrietta and Bruce stopped kissing. 

	“What did you do?” Henrietta said.

	“Yeah, what’d you do?” Bruce said, grinning.

	“Not nearly enough,” Ted said. “She should be begging me. The entire male species is out of her league.”

	Henrietta blushed. “Once you get to know her bet—”

	“What? She’ll un-dog?” Ted said and cracked a Budweiser. 

	Denise woofed, Bruce and Bobby laughed, and Kelly said nothing. Mary stopped dead a foot from the back door and immediately turned away, making for anywhere but out there.

	A few dogs went onto the racks and Bobby doubled up on the ketchup and mustard to cover the slight chemical residue. Mary came out after a while with a can of Coke and a bag of Utz sour cream and onion chips. Her cheeks were dry, but puffy. She’d almost completely forgotten about the relic she’d found, leaving it on the fireplace mantle next to a few dusty photographs in frames and a leather bound book on the subject of ancient Babylon.

	“Where you been hiding?” Kelly said.

	“I wasn’t hiding,” Mary said and shovelled a handful of chips into her mouth so as to avoid speaking and maybe letting on that she’d heard them and it had made her cry.

	“Anybody bring bug spray?” Denise said as she placed the remainder of the dogs onto the rack.

	“Drink more. Flies won’t bite if you’re drunk,” Bruce said, his hand was casually up Henrietta’s shirt, but in a much more skilled and welcome way than what Ted had tried.

	“That’s so not true,” Ted said.

	“Okay, well, you don’t notice them if you’re drunk,” Bruce said.

	“I guess that means we all have to get drunk,” Ted said, eyeing Mary hard as he brushed bun flour from his hands and reached for the cooler. He pulled out a 40 oz. bottle of Old Crow Reserve bourbon. “Who wants the second swig?” He twisted the cap, clicking away the safety seal. 

	“That’d be me,” Bruce said. “Right out of this here shot glass.” He lifted Henrietta’s shirt to display her navel. 

	Henrietta giggled, but did not move to pull her shirt down. Ted took his mouthful and then leaned the bottle over Henrietta. Mary’s discomfort at seeing the liquor pour down the sides of her friend’s stomach surfaced on her expression. Bruce slurped it away and licked up the trails while Henrietta squirmed and giggled.

	Ted took another mouthful and then handed it off to Bobby. It began making rounds to all but Mary. Ted kept his focus locked on her.

	“Why aren’t you drinking?” he said.

	“I don’t like hard liquor,” Mary said, disliking that she was quickly becoming the center of attention.

	“What about beer?” Denise said.

	“You can drink a beer?” Henrietta said, almost pouting. Her face had gone the color of strawberry ice cream and her shirt was wet from body shots. “Just a beer?”

	“There’s light beer, inside,” Kelly said.

	Mary relaxed. Maybe it was like the Ted thing, not all bad. If it were only kissing with him, it would’ve been kind of good, might’ve gotten really good.

	“Fine,” Mary said and stepped toward the back door.

	“I’ll get it. I have to pee anyway,” Kelly said.

	Mary watched her go. A few seconds later, the music stopped and then the scratchy vinyl rip of a needle finding a record announced a change before Fleetwood Mac’s Second Hand News strummed to life. 

	“Here, sippy sippy,” Bruce said.

	The bottle went to Henrietta’s lips and she took half a mouthful, swallowed, and made a gagging motion without really gagging. “I don’t want no more of that unless it’s with soda,” she said.

	Coke cans came out, and Ted showed them all how to mix a drink without a cup by taking in a couple slugs and then refilling the can with liquor. The smell of that stuff made Mary queasy.

	“Here,” Kelly said, holding out a can of Coors Light.

	“Thanks,” Mary said and held it just below her chest.

	“Aren’t you going to drink it?” Kelly said and held eye contact until Mary faltered and lifted the can to her mouth.
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	Mary blinked at the brown brown floor as her face brushed and bounced against its rough and crumbly surface. Someone had her by the arm and was dragging her. She tried to speak, tried to ask what happened, but felt like she was drowning and every second her mouth was open, more water would pour in.

	“Put her on the couch,” a voice said, low, droning, slow as dying batteries in a boombox. “We don’t need her.”

	“But what if it doesn’t take with Henrietta?” another voice asked, deeper even, but similar otherwise.

	People moved around and someone thrust a big rectangular object into another person’s chest. 

	“Look at the picture.”

	“Man, it’s her. Look.”

	“So what’ll we do—?”

	“Shut up. She’s nothing. After tonight, Henrietta won’t be the same, but it won’t matter. We’ll all go home and prepare for the reign.”

	“Look at the picture.”

	Mary tried to decipher the speakers of these words, reconcile who owned which voice, but failed. Staying awake had become virtually impossible.

	Mary’s arm fell and a voice said, “Fine, let’s see.” 

	Five seconds later, the old book about ancient Babylon fell before her. 

	“Okay, okay.” 

	Mary forced her eyes open to squint, her glasses dirty and askew. On the nearest page was a woman in colorful wraps and a chain-link mask done in gold. On the page opposite was a beast with wings and hooves, donning the same jewelry. Both had the same face, both were identical to Henrietta.

	Slowly, though fast as she could go, Mary brought her head up an inch, in time to see a body disappear below the floor. She tried to scream and tried to move more, but couldn’t and flopped flat. A beetle scuttled toward her and prodded at her eyeglasses and then nose and then her wet lips. Its little feet barely registered in her as they traversed her teeth and tongue. Mary’s eyes drifted and she began slipping back into the darkness. 

	Until the beetle leapt from her tongue and latched onto her uvula. The sensation was jarring and beyond her control. Mary’s body convulsed once, twice, and on the third, a wash of vomit poured up her throat, sending the beetle away like Jonah from the whale. She convulsed again and an additional helping of vomit came up. She was suddenly more awake, though her body was like rubber.

	“Henrie,” she hissed and began crawling toward the trapdoor that led down through the main floor.
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	“Okay. Okay,” Ted said after he tossed the book to the floor, next to Mary’s face. 

	Kelly led the parade down through the trap door to the squat antechamber that hid the real basement. She pulled aside a steamer trunk and lifted a dusty rug to reveal another trapdoor—this one featuring four large O-bolts that matched up to two O-bolts, though these ones were a few feet away. A heavy chain sat at the foot of the stairs like an awaiting snake. They wouldn’t need that chain. According to the handwritten history—incidents added in continuation to the ancient scrolls left next to the altar and the human remains of dead monks—settling for the wrong vessel for Lamassu, or Mother Lamassu as the later entries called her, caused grievous disturbances.

	The trapdoor creaked and a damp, earthy smell wafted out from below on a cool breeze. Kelly flipped open the lid on the steamer trunk and retrieved a couple fat white candles. She handed them out and grabbed a couple more.

	“Take them, light them. There’s more down there, but it’s dark,” she said. She lit the first wick off a lighter, pocketed the lighter, and then lit the second wick off the first wick. A series of lighter flicks and flashes surrounded her. “Ready? Don’t drop her.” 

	Kelly led the way deeper, down the steep staircase into the real basement. The floor was hard packed dirt and the distant sound of trickling water rose from beneath a hollow altar.

	“Light the rest of the candles,” Kelly said and took a moment to withdraw a joint from the breast pocket of her shirt. “Place Henrietta upon the altar and remove her shirt and pants.” She gave a hard look at Bruce. “But leave on her underwear and bra.”

	As the Henrietta was readied, Kelly got busy with her candle flame. One wick at a time, the basement lit and revealed beams, vacant floor space, the altar, and a stone table. On the table were the rolled scrolls and a book bound in pale yellow leather featuring three symbols on the cover: fire, water, and voice. Kelly picked up the book and Bruce positioned the drugged and drunken Henrietta upon the altar while the others followed Kelly’s lead and finished lighting the gloomy room.

	“Silence, now,” Kelly said and then took a long pull from the joint before handing it off to Bruce. As she exhaled, she said, “Tetu kalla myback boota.”

	Sudden and incessant chirping rang out from the well below and behind the altar. The sounds drew closer and closer until they fell away and a single, victorious rat climbed topside and ran to Kelly. It stopped before her and fell to its ass, sitting upright as if posed in a dollhouse. Its great fore-claws began digging into its greasy pelt and the muscles around its neck, while the rear legs applied general pressure in the opposite direction.

	“Gross,” Denise whispered and Kelly shot her a stern look.

	The rat began emitting a constant, high-pitched squeal until the flesh and fur tore free and its head hung only by the vertebrae of its spine. Kelly bent, pressed a foot against its head, and then crunched it upward. She held the fat rat up and stepped toward the altar.

	“Tetu kalla mokma bypar toola!” she shouted and then began painting the trio of Babylonian symbols on Henrietta’s bare flesh. She tossed the rat into the well behind the altar and stretched out her arms. “Take my hands and say the words after I say them. Denise, Ted, you close the circle by taking Henrietta’s hands.”

	All did as told. Bruce grimaced at the sticky rat blood slicking the hold between his palm and Kelly’s palm.

	“There can be no more sounds and you all must focus,” Kelly said.

	“How come you’re talking like a textbook?” Bobby said, squinting. He had the joint between his lips and his hands were too busy to pass or ash.

	“Shut the hell up. How’s that? Better?” she said, then inhaled deeply and exhaled slowly. “Tetu kalla mokma bypar toola! Tetu kalla nokcar leno toola! Tetu kalla ralla hoo toola!”

	A vibration shook the earth beneath their feet and the rats chirped in horrible symphony—sounding as there were thousands of them.

	“Tetu kalla boota boota toola!”

	Henrietta rose two feet from the altar, floating, her arms, legs, and hair trailing beneath her.

	“Tetu kalla toola nokcar toola!”

	The blood painted on her abdomen began to sizzle and cook her skin with the tattoo of a demon several thousand years buried. The smoke wafted and smelled like burger fat over charcoal.

	“Tetu kalla myback bypar toola!”

	The vibration rattled the universe and the rats sang at a volume difficult to comprehend as Henrietta began to spin on air.

	“Tetu kalla mokma dogu toola!”

	The din and show were too much, and none noticed a drunken and drugged Mary fall down the steps, roll to her feet, and charge toward Kelly’s back in a way that almost seemed planned in its fluidity.

	“Tetu ickmo—!”

	Mary’s aim wandered, but she still made contact—with Ted rather than with Kelly. Ted stumbled forward, losing his grip and spun angrily. Instinct took over. He grabbed Mary beneath the armpits and hoisted her over his hip, using her momentum against her. 

	Mary’s rubbery form flew between Henrietta and the altar and down into the rat-infested well, snapping her neck along the way with an audible crunch.

	“Uh oh,” Bruce said.

	Henrietta dropped and the sizzle upon her flesh ceased. The vibration settled and the world had resumed normality…aside from the rats, they were livid and active. Burrowing and biting into Mary’s corpse. Feasting on the offering.

	“You stupid sonofabitch!” Kelly charged at Ted. This time he wasn’t ready and she wrapped her hands around his throat. “Do you know what you’ve done?” She shook and Ted wound back to punch, but Bobby caught his arm. “You couldn’t be more fucking useless. Even if you—!”

	“Who will saaay-aaave your soul?” Mary’s voice sang from the bottom of the well. “La, da, di, da, di, da, di, da, da.”

	Denise leaned over the black hole and accidentally knocked a candle down. The trailing flame disregarded the passing air and stayed bright. It lit the scene at the bottom and Denise gasped. Mary was bent all wrong and her eyes had gone electric green.

	“Hey, Denise,” Mary’s rubbery lips said.

	Denise screamed and bolted for the stairs. 

	Kelly understood then and said. “Take Henrietta upstairs, now!”

	Bobby and Bruce grabbed her while Ted ran ahead of them.

	“You weren’t thinking you’d leave me down here, were you?” Mary asked.

	The snapping sounds of her bones reshaping echoed through the basement and Kelly chased after Bruce and Bobby, though kept an eye on the altar. Mary’s head popped topside. Undead. Bloody. Unhuman.

	“Smelly Kelly, remember that?” Mary said and leapt.

	Kelly was on her fours, dog sprinting up the stairs. She barely reached the top—rolling once there and striking Denise’s legs, sending her onto her ass—as Mary was getting to the steps. She bolted the entire staircase in a single bound, but Ted had the trapdoor in hand and slammed it shut. Mary struck it, bouncing it open with a rattle bang thump. Bruce dove, putting his weight on the door, trying to from a seal.

	“Hey, that’s not nice, Bruce, I thought we’d become pals,” Mary said and swung an arm around the trapdoor frame, the portion she’d managed to push open anyway.

	Ted jumped onto Bruce’s back, legs around his hip like he was riding an especially high powered motorcycle, and Mary’s arm snapped, shooting her forearm up at a 90° angle before she banged up against the door with incredible force to free the limb and yank it back down.

	Kelly was already dragging the massive chain over to the O-bolts. “Get the padlocks from the trunk!”

	Bobby was stunned into inaction, watching the door thump up with about 365 pounds weighing it down, but Denise crawled over and located the bulky old locks. She grunted as she lifted them one at a time to toss onto the floor, closer to Kelly.

	“Let me come up. I wanna party with the cool kids,” Mary said, a smile all over her words.

	Kelly shuffled over to hook the first lock through the chain and then repeated herself before shouting to Denise, “Get the keys, they’re in there! We can’t be close, we can’t even listen. The wrong vessel can poison!”

	“What the fuck is going on?” Bruce said, bouncing beneath Ted as Mary popped her head against the underside of the door.

	“Mother Lamassu has been buried a long time and offering her the wrong body is…just, upstairs. Keep the music on. We have to figure this out.” Kelly accepted the keys from Denise and made for the ladder out of the phony basement level. 

	When Bruce and Ted got up, the trap door came open far enough to reveal Mary’s green green eyes. “Toodles,” she said and wiggled her fingers.
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	“So what does it mean, that Mary went down?” Denise said, nearly shouting to be heard over the record player.

	Kelly held the book, but wasn’t actually reading. “Means Mother Lamassu was offered a faulty vessel and that’s not good.”

	“So?” Denise said.

	“So we’ve offended her,” Kelly said.

	“Just toss Henrietta down and let it hop into the right vessel,” Bruce said.

	Henrietta was on the floor by the couch, unconscious. A puddle of drool had gathered beneath her face.

	Kelly still did not consult the book. “It doesn’t work that way. We’ve offended a deity.”

	“So what?” Ted said, fresh beer in his hand.

	“So we can’t let her get out. We’re going to see and hear things, but we can’t let her out,” Kelly said. 

	“That’s easy enough, just throw the keys outside, none of us—what?” Bobby said, but changed direction once Kelly began speaking again.

	“Mother Lamassu is master to creatures,” Kelly jabbed a finger at the book, “and the key will find its way to her. We have to hold it at all times.” She patted a pocket with her free hand.

	 “Why don’t we just leave?” Denise said.

	Kelly finally looked at the book then, and flipped a page. “I doubt we can…things happen outside and…I don’t think she’ll let us. Not right away.”

	Ted huffed and stomped to the door, swung it open, and then pointed. “I say we drive the van out and go tell the cops Mary fell down the well or whatever.”

	“And the rivers will run black with tar and the sky will run black with night and the luckless will run with terror when up is now longer up and down is no longer down,” Kelly said, reading the lines that had been quoted into print, originally from an ancient tablet found in Iraq, back in the 1901.

	“Oh, fuck off,” Ted said and stepped outside.

	Bobby looked at Bruce and then to Denise, and finally to Kelly. He shrugged and all but Kelly and Henrietta followed him as he followed Ted. Kelly fell back onto the couch and began flipping a book she’d gone through—the most interesting bits anyway—more than a dozen times.

	“Your friend really fucked us. You included, you might’ve been a god,” Kelly said and then nudged Henrietta with the toe of her leather slipper.

	A piano solo trailed and the hiss of the record continued onward. 

	“Smelly Kelly. Smelly Kelly,” Mary droned, slow and nasally. “Remember that, remember when Mrs. Johnston…”

	Kelly was on her feet, breaking for the record player.

	“…made you come out of the…”

	Kelly flipped a switch and then hit play on the CD in the portable player hotwired into the stereo to let Green Day’s Dookie drown out the mostly repressed memory bubbling up from the basement. For good measure, she hit the function button until the disc repeat icon lit next to the track time.
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	Ted began slamming the glovebox door as he realized he’d tossed Mary down the well with the van keys in her pocket—her backpack and sleeping bag and pillow were in the back of the van, as if she’d planned to sleep there instead of the room they’d set for her. 

	“Stupid bitch!” Ted said and slammed the glovebox door one final time, clicking the latch over the corner of an old map. 

	“Man, let’s just walk,” Bruce said. “It’ll take a little while, but shit, I saw her fall down that well and then I felt how hard she was slamming against the door. We need some help.”

	“Yeah, maybe we’ll get lucky and some salesman will be driving by and have one of those bag phones or something,” Denise said.

	Ted held his left hand out the passenger’s side door. “Somebody give me a smoke.”

	“That’s you.” Bobby nudged Denise.

	“Why me?” she said.

	“You brought a whole carton!” Bruce said. “I saw it.”

	Denise huffed through the slight part in her lips. “Fine.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a pack of Marlboros. “You better light it, too. I’ve seen you just chew the filter, you weirdo.”

	“Yeah, yeah,” he said. He’d chewed cigars golfing because he saw celebrities do it and found sometimes when he was drunk he wanted to chew something that smelled like tobacco, as silly as that was. “Give me a light.” Not that smoking at all was any kind of smart.

	Bruce flung out his hand and flicked a black Cricket lighter. Ted leaned into the flame.

	“You leaving Kelly?” Bobby said.

	Bruce pocketed his lighter. “Shit. No way I’ll get her out of here now. It’s all she’s talked about since Henrietta got hot.”

	“She’s not even hardly hot,” Denise said, upper lips curled.

	“I’d fuck her,” Bobby said and Denise turned and began punching him. “It’s a joke! Cool out!”

	“Let’s just go,” Ted said. “I’m guessing none of you has a flashlight?”

	“Might be one in the cottage,” Bruce said.

	“You want to go in and get it?” Ted said.

	“I ain’t,” Denise said, folding her arms over her chest.

	“Yeah, let’s just go,” Bobby said.

	Ted popped out of the van and closed the door. The interior light went out and incredible darkness of the night became all too apparent. 

	“Oh, hey,” Denise said and dug around in her purse. She located a steel tube, a little longer than a pen and with an aluminum bolt around the end. She turned the bolt and a red laser beam shot out. 

	“At least we can see where’s gravel and where’s not,” Bobby said.

	They walked in twos with Denise and Bobby in the lead. Even getting out to where the bush started to thicken seemed to take forever, and the longer they went, the more they noticed the oddity of the world around, even in the pitch blackness.

	“Where’s all the bugs?” Bobby said.

	“Where the hell’s the moon?” Bruce said.

	“What did that book say?” Denise said.

	“Forget the fucking book and get walking. The moon’s behind a cloud, the goddamned bugs’ll find us, and Mary’s locked in the basement. She can’t do anything.” Ted charged up and walked one step behind the red spot on the gray gravel and brown dirt.

	The others fell silent, but kept pace. The red spot hit a pile of leaves and Ted took a step sideways. Denise shined the beam around and directed them on a slight angle. Tree branches raked Ted’s shoulder and he made a startled noise as he jumped back toward the center of the path.

	“Hey, I can hear the river,” Bobby said.

	“See? Nothing’s going on out here, it’s just in the cabin,” Ted said.

	The gravel underfoot lessened steadily in favor of trampled grass and dirt. None were certain if the path always looked like that, but none said anything, and instead huddled in tighter, avoiding the brush walls surrounding them. The river grew loud, and louder yet. Ted stopped walking.

	“We missed the bridge,” he said. “You took us off the path!”

	Denise kept the laser pointed at the rushing river, but was facing blindly toward Ted’s voice. “I did not!”

	“Then where’s the bridge?” Ted shouted.

	“How should I know?” Denise shouted back.

	“Guys?” Bruce said, eyeing the laser light.

	“You’re kind of getting on my nerves here,” Bobby said and swung a hand out to grab onto Ted.

	“Get off me, you pussy whipped—!”

	“Guys!” Bruce said. “Look, the water’s smoking.”

	Denise waved the laser gently, cutting through the smoke that was indeed rising from the river. She settled her hand and the laser beam found a bubble. The bubble grew to the size of a golf ball, and then a hardball. When it had reached the size of a cantaloupe, it burst and flames lit upon the river. Shining brilliantly. It smelled like hot tar and the smoke seemed to rise only as high as their heads, lingering like clouds at a mountain’s peak.

	Bruce began gagging and backed up. His shoulders connected with tree limbs. “Ouch!” he said and the leaves around him ruffled like pompoms. 

	The fire drew bigger and leapt to the trees. Denise dropped the pointer and turned away. Bobby took her by the arm and they jogged. Bruce had his hand on his shoulder where something had scratched or pricked him, squinting against the flames spreading around him. 

	“This can’t be real,” Ted said. “In what kind of world does a river burn?”

	“Come on, you moron!” Bruce said and started running. The world was in full view around them—the trees, the path, the van, and the cottage—as the river of tar burned shades of crimson and ochre.
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	Kelly sat on the floor next to Henrietta, smoking a cigarette and imagining what might’ve been if things had gone right. She’d only recently moved off the thought that perhaps some of those ancient scrolls and the pages—in the book she’d dropped when Mary uttered those first possessed words from the bottom of the well, that other book—might have an answer as to how to deal with such a royal mistake as offering the wrong vessel. Beyond the Green Day, Kelly could hear Mary, singing, off-tune and painfully delighted. 

	“Happy thoughts,” Kelly said and stubbed the butt of her cigarette on the wooden floor. A beetle scurried out toward her hand. “Sorry, can’t trust you.” She slammed the back of her hand down on the thing and it smooshed outward in a yellowy-green blob.

	Henrietta blinked at Kelly before her eyes fluttered closed again. Soon enough she’d come to and Kelly would have to bullshit an excuse as to how her friend became possessed and why she was locked in a basement below the basement.

	Kelly sighed, there was nothing to do but wait and hope Lamassu sensed the proper vessel, or grew tired of games, or…something. It hit her quite suddenly, nobody had gotten it right before. The ancient scrolls and the journals, nobody had brought the correct vessel and managed to transfer Mother Lamassu into the living world. Why had she thought she’d be the one to do it successfully?

	“Why wouldn’t it be me?” she whispered

	The door opened and a draft of heat entered just before Bobby and Denise rushed inside the cottage. They were pale, but had sooty tar streaks over their faces and clothes.

	“It’s changed!” Denise said.

	Bruce stumbled in behind her, shoving her. He was greenish and holding his shoulder. “Baby, something got me,” he whined before tipping over the arm of the couch and falling to the floor.

	Kelly shot to her feet just as Ted burst in and slammed the door behind him. Kelly grabbed Bruce’s arm and attempted to pull it, but he wrenched away in pain.

	“Let me see,” she said, yanking.

	“It…it…hurts…so bad,” Bruce said as he yanked his hand away shakily.

	His shirt had a tiny hole at near the shoulder and Kelly fingered it wide enough that she could tear it open. A bright white hump with black black veins that jutted out in every direction from the source point had formed. She prodded at it with her fingers and Bruce jerked and squirmed.

	“Hold him,” Kelly said and shot to her feet. She took off down the narrow hallway toward the counter and four drawers that accounted for a kitchen space. “Come on, where’s—!” 

	She reefed a drawer out of its home, clanking mismatched silverware rained to the floor sounding something like a car crash. She yanked on the handle next to the first and the drawer tipped out, but remained seated in its cubby. Inside were a couple dozen sharp tools—or formally sharp tools. 

	“Dammit!” She slammed the drawer and many knives popped out. She looked around and then she thought of the bathroom and the little medicine cabinet behind the mirror.

	“Kelly, hurry!” Bruce wailed.

	The bathroom was down the hall with the bedrooms. It was fairly large, but dingy. The toilet was moldy and grimy. The sink much the same. The floor of the curtain-less shower stall had moss growing around the drainage hole. A single lightbulb dangled down from the ceiling above the sink. Kelly flung open the door and swiped a hand around the top row of three shelves behind the mirror. Earlier, she’d seen—

	“Got it,” she hissed and dropped the paper wrapper from the fresh razorblade as she spun on her heels and bolted back to the living room. She fell to her knees and leaned over Bruce. “Hold him tight,” she said to Ted and Bobby—one had his shoulder and the other had his hips.

	“Hurry,” Bruce said, too low to be heard over Green Day.

	The pinprick at the center of the swelling was her bull’s eye and Kelly slashed a corner into the tiny hole. Bruce squirmed harder and Bobby lost hold of his shoulder. The skin had hardened and the blade hadn’t cut.

	“Hold him!”

	Bobby put his full weight on Bruce’s good shoulder. Kelly rested her knees at the center of his back and aimed again. In a tomahawk arc, she brought the blade down and punctured the peak of the swelling. Muddy blood fired free in a geyser strong enough to paint the ceiling. 

	Grimacing, Kelly leaned her head away and pressed her hands down on either side of the cut. The wound sprayed a fresh gout and then stopped momentarily. Bruce screamed at the pain, his face going reddish purple and a vein throbbed a half-inch out of his forehead. Kelly put her weight behind her hands and an acorn fired out—narrowly missing her eye—followed by a tremendous flow of pearly green pus. That gunk was in her mouth and nose before she had a chance to turn away.

	Bruce moaned as Kelly gagged, spitting out what she could as she swiped at her cheeks and jaw. The stuff was thick and sticky, smelled like spoiled ham fused with semen. 

	The Green Day album ended and in the few seconds it took for the laser to travel back to the starting point at the center of the disc, Mary shouted, “Smells like teen syrup!” 

	The disc began to play again and nobody said anything until Denise, posted by the window, said, “Fire’s not getting any closer, at least.”

	Bruce was a sweaty mess on the throw rug. Bobby plucked the acorn up from the floor. Kelly snatched it from him and pitched it into the dead fireplace. It smashed, sparks trailing out like a fireworks display.

	“Fuck!” Kelly shouted and dropped to her ass, again right next to Henrietta.
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	Denise and Bobby lifted and dragged Henrietta to the room they’d designated for Mary. She was still out, but had begun blinking off and on with something approaching regularity. Kelly had one more dose to put her out again and the hope was to fix the errors come morning—if a morning would indeed ever come. 

	Moving Bruce came next, Denise and Bobby had to drag him into the room he shared with Kelly—though it also contained Henrietta’s bags. He was looking a little better and the absence of pain mixed with toking hard on one of Kelly’s joints had a grin playing at the right corner of his mouth. He wasn’t quite out of it, but he was woozy. 

	“An acorn? How the hell, huh?” he mumbled.

	Ted was in the living room. He’d changed the CD to Ill Communication by Beastie Boys, and the occasional tune-less interlude and wordless baseline gave Mary room to cry out obscenities and promises.

	“Teddy, baby, come slip me some tongue,” Mary said. “I’ll let you put your hand up my shirt. Hell, I’d let you fu—”

	A fresh drumbeat drowned out Mary anew.

	“How do we get the book?” Ted said and flopped onto the couch with a fresh can of beer—Coors Light this time, trying to keep his head about him.

	“Maybe you should go put the moves on her,” Kelly said. “You were trying to nail her earlier, remember? Before you threw her down the well. Way I see it, you’re basically married.”

	“Don’t blame me. This whole plan was your idea.”

	Kelly shook her head and scrunched her lips tight to her teeth. “The plan was perfect and would’ve worked if you weren’t such a screw up.”

	“You listen—” Ted began, but was interrupted.

	“Hey, we’re gonna lie down for a bit,” Denise said, leaning around a wall corner, looking into the living room from the hallway.

	“Whatever,” Kelly said.
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	Bruce took the joint much harder to his lungs than normal and his current reality ran in thirty-second blips of wondering how much time had passed and laughing at Beastie Boys lines. The hand running fingers through his hair was an especially nice addition.

	“Feels good,” he whispered. “When this is over, let’s be together…Kelly, I don’t want to…cabin no more.”

	His sight had gone fuzzy as his connection to the world, but he turned to look at her. She wasn’t above him, nobody was.

	“Kelly?”

	He immediately realized he was simply too high and had imagined her touch. This fact made him giggle childishly.

	“Hey?”

	The fingers began combing his hair anew and he jerked around, scanning everywhere his eyes could reach. He was alone, but something continued to play with his hair and gently scratch at his scalp.

	“Who’s there?” he hissed.

	The touch ceased and Bruce let his pink eyes attempt to dart around the room, trying for double speed, but barely keeping up average speed.

	“Come out.”

	Seconds passed. A ropey grinding sound slipped out next to his ear, like a leather belt pulled tight against a riding saddle. Bruce blinked at the brown brown vines that jutted from his shoulder and formed something like a hand. That hand toodled its fingers in a playful wave.

	“What the hell?”

	The hand shot out and wrapped around Bruce’s throat, sending him sideways off the bed. His head conked a bent nail rising from the floor and tore a hole in the flesh next to his eye. The pain was worse than the lack of oxygen and he reefed his body away as best he could. The nail had hooked and the skin tore in a jagged line all the way to the top of his ear.

	“Can’t…breathe!” he shouted, but it came out like a mouse plea, one from a critter three days stuck in a trap—useless against the heavy drums and guitars of Ill Communication.

	Without a clear thought, Bruce shifted his effort and attacked the demonic digits one at a time. They were only wood and, to his surprise, snapped away easily; this even in his stoned grip.

	“Help!” he shouted after his first good breath.

	The stereo was too loud. Bruce pushed to his knees and crawled toward the door. He cast a quick glance over his shoulder and the viney hand grown from his shoulder was wiggling its broken fingers as he tried to shake them away anew. Even high as Liberty’s flame, Bruce understood that he needed attention because that thing wasn’t through with him. He got to his feet and stumbled toward the door. He put his hand on the knob, turned, and pulled, filling his lungs full for a holler.

	He didn’t holler because he didn’t get the door open. His feet slid on his socks as he kicked for grip upon the rough wooden floor. Behind him, the hand had discarded the broken digits and had clamped onto the bedpost with fresh fingers.

	“Help!”

	Bruce’s hand slipped and his feet dragged along the floor, three fantastic slivers slipped into his flesh—these went well with the glistening trail of blood that followed every movement of his face. The vine jutting from his shoulder coiled tight and concluded the painful dance in a great, wet, stamping thump when Bruce fell and had to grab for his feet.

	“Ow! Ow!”

	Under the pot cloud, those slivers surfaced as the biggest issue. He sat cross-legged, trying to see the bottom of his foot. The woody arm let go of the bed and grabbed a little league trophy with a stone base from the dusty shelf. It cocked back like a right fielder trying for the runner coming home. The throw was perfect and it was fast. The heavy bottom nailed Bruce in the jaw and sent six teeth flying and his jaw askew. His mouth drooped and blood dripped down his chest. 

	“Elp!” he said, turning in time to see a hockey puck signed by the great Les Binkley come flying, nailing him in the left eye. The crack was immense. There was no way the others hadn’t at least heard that.

	The hand had snatched up a replica New York Mets batting helmet and swung with it like a boxing glove. Bruce grabbed at the arm, grunting, adrenaline fueled, and began snapping at the wrist of the bastardly thing. It shook, as if pained.

	Bruce mush-mouthed out a verbal taunt as the viney arm’s hand snapped off and landed on the floor. Agonized, high, but a little bit rejuvenated, Bruce pushed to his knees as the protruding wooden arm shook out from his shoulder. He’d go cut that thing off and then roast marshmallows over it as it burned. Damned right.

	He got to his feet and took one shuffling step, and then another, and another. The doorknob turned his grip and he pulled it open. One step into the hallway, and another.

	“Elp ee,” he mumbled, blood trailing his every move.

	He made eye contact with Ted and Ted mouthed something with three syllables. Bruce caught none of it. His feet rocketed out from beneath him as his pants tore at the shins. He screamed in wordless pain as the slivers he’d taken in his feet grew and grew, snapping bones and tearing flesh. The arm growing from his shoulder had repaired enough to curl a grip around his throat. Bruce flailed and Kelly came running. The door directly across the hall opened and Denise stumbled back against Bobby’s chest, hands to her temples, eyes spread far enough to shop the big and tall section.

	Ted was last to the scene, but held an orange and white Stihl chainsaw that he’d grabbed from the little shed by the tree with the swing. The door to the outside remained open behind him—the flames continued to lock them down at the cottage, but were no closer. Bruce’s eyes rolled, one filling with blood. The grip tightened and those eyes bulged from their sockets. On Ted’s sixth yank of the recoil rope, the little chainsaw buzzed. Ted pointed the rounded end down, forcing it into the arm currently choking Bruce to death. The saw teeth bit into the wood and sprayed goopy pink and yellow fluid in a tremendous shower that reached all the way to the kitchen.

	The arm let go and began pulling Bruce’s heavy frame as it attempted to crawl away. Ted was furious and hopped over Bruce and set the chainsaw back to the arm. Without the risk of cutting his friend, he could put all his weight down. The arm detached and instantly shrivelled.

	Ted spun on his heels. “You’re next,” he said and then frowned down at Bruce’s legs. The slivers that had torn him apart had become flimsy coils of bark, nothing more.

	Kelly bent to put a hand to Bruce’s chest. When she felt nothing, she moved up to his throat, ignoring the gore and demonic ooze. “He’s dead.”

	“O I ain!” Bruce’s reanimated corpse popped up into a sitting position. His face was rubbery and yellowy, the flow of blood had gone obsidian, his eyes where pearls in their sockets. “Et’s ring Ary ow uh uh asemen!” he flipped onto his hands and knees, grabbing for Kelly’s legs, scratching hardwood fingertips at her pockets.

	Ted levelled the chainsaw at Bruce’s spine. He forced the blade in and then began reefing upward. Kelly was trapped and a shower of Lamassu’s horrid syrup sprayed her like an open fire hydrant. The blade of the chainsaw did its thing and Ted groaned, using his knee to leverage his elbow. Then it happened. The two sides of Bruce split like a hotdog and Ted tumbled backward, smashing the chainsaw hard against the floor, breaking the chain and stalling the engine.

	Kelly screamed.

	Henrietta’s door opened and she stood dumbly, wiping at her eyes. “What happened?”
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	“That’s Bruce?” Henrietta said, expression huge and hurt, but also dopey from drugs. She looked around—Kelly had bolted to the shower stall that functioned on a gravity tank to wash away the putrid bath of Bruce’s second demise—only Mary was unaccounted for. “Where’s Mary? I need to talk to Mary.”

	“Mary’s…dead, too,” Denise said.

	The final track on the disc began to fade and Mary’s voice rose high and sad. “Henrietta, you gotta help me! They locked me in the basement!”

	Henrietta stepped back from Denise. Ted reached out for her and she spun away from his touch.

	“You don’t understand,” Ted said. “That’s not her anymore.”

	The album began again and Mary shouted over the flute that opened Ill Communication, “They drugged us! Don’t believe anything they say!”

	Ted reached out again and instinctively, Henrietta fired her foot into his groin. He toppled, cradling himself and moaning. Henrietta then broke for the living room and the trap door. Bobby gave chase, but had to sidestep Ted, giving Henrietta just enough time to hop down through the opening after pulling it wide.

	The light was still on and Mary’s face was her own, her eyes dull and natural. She held the trap door open with the top of her head and reached her arms into the sub-basement. 

	“You have to get me out,” Mary said, teary.

	“What have they done?” Henrietta said, on her knees, Mary’s hands tight in her own.

	“There’s rats down here…the key is in Kelly’s pants. Get it,” Mary said.

	Footfalls thumped down the ladder. “Henrietta, get away from her,” Bobby said.

	Denise was on her way too, but much more slowly. “Listen to him.”

	“You locked her with the rats? Why? Because she’s not cool enough?” Henrietta was indignant, bawling out the accusatory questions.

	“She’s a demon!” Denise said.

	Henrietta scrunched her face. “You’re all sick in the head!”

	“They drugged us,” Mary said and began whimpering, the trapdoor bouncing gently with her motions.

	“Don’t believe us? Take a look outside. She’s a demon and we’re stuck here until she lets us go,” Bobby said, talking to Henrietta, but with eyes fixed on Mary.

	“Play along,” Mary whispered, just loud enough for Henrietta to hear.

	Henrietta thought a moment and then cast aside Mary’s hands and backpedaled into an old high chair that was busy with cobwebs. “Demon?” she said, laying it on thick. “Demon?”

	Bobby stepped to her and helped her to her feet. “Come on, upstairs. Kelly says Mary will get into your head.” He guided her forward and took her hands.

	“We’ll figure this out,” Denise said and Henrietta started up the ladder.

	Bobby watched Mary an extra moment before turning to the ladder. He barely had his hands on it when she said, “Don’t leave me down here, I think I’m sick from the drugs you gave me.” Mary began coughing and gagging.

	Bobby paused on the bottom rung, watching her. “You’re not you,” he said.

	“Bob…bee…plea…sss,” she said between gags and then opened her mouth wide, began vomiting. 

	Bobby grimaced. “What the hell?” he hissed as a greasy black rat wriggled free from her mouth and plopped wetly on the floor.

	“Am I in your head yet, Bobby?” she said.

	Bobby charged up and once there, slammed the trapdoor behind him, though not before the rat managed to scurry ahead and go unnoticed at the rear of the unlit fireplace.
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	Kelly sat naked on the floor, a joint burning between two fingers, as she meditated. The tepid shower water had mostly air-dried, but a few droplets remained.

	Henrietta charged in through the door and stopped. “Oh, I…uh…” she trailed. “I thought you’d be done.”

	Denise followed Henrietta and stopped behind her, also rendered, not quite speechless, but close to it by Kelly’s nudity. 

	“You saw Mary. I bet she looked pretty good.” Kelly kept her eyes closed when she spoke.

	“I…she’s a demon, right?” Henrietta said, still trying to go along.

	“You believe that?” Kelly said.

	Bobby broke in next and stopped. “Oh, hey,” he said.

	“Out. Girl talk,” Denise said and pushed him outside and closed the door.

	“Okay, sure, I’ll be out here!” Bobby shouted through the closed door.

	“Do you believe Mary is a demon now?” Kelly said and finally opened her eyes. She took a long toke off the joint and held it for a five-count.

	“Yes,” Henrietta said. She was looking at the soggy laundry piled on the floor by the shower. “Yes…you drugged me.”

	“Had to,” Kelly said.

	Denise took a step back and began mentally logging all the potential weapons within reach. There wasn’t much, so she grabbed the plunger handle without lifting it free from next to the toilet. Something was better than nothing, always better.

	“Why?” Henrietta downcast her gaze and wrapped her arms around her sides.

	“When we arrived, I recognized your face,” Kelly said.

	“My face?” Henrietta said.

	“If the demon had gotten you, it would’ve been free to roam the Earth, enslave those who didn’t bow to her power,” Kelly said.

	“What?” Henrietta said, this with more oomph, less meekness, no games.

	“You are Lamassu’s reincarnated vessel. According to the—”

	Henrietta cut off Kelly, charging her with flying knees. Kelly lay flat, gasping beneath Henrietta. “You’re all crazy! I’m taking the keys and me and Mary are leave—”

	It was Denise’s turn to cut off words with violence. The stiff rubber of the plunger head nailed Henrietta in the side of the face and she teetered and then sprawled on the floor. A small gash had formed from a sharp ridge of the rubber. Denise hefted the plunger over her head and ancient toilet water sloshed free and dribbled down onto her scalp.

	“Uck!” she said as she swung hard in levered arc.

	Henrietta rolled sideways into the soggy laundry and then flung it at Denise. The goopy fluid from the undead Bruce splattered and stuck to Denise like baby shit to a diaper. She began whining and shaking, trying to free herself from the pants and shirt; somehow, they held a jellyfish grip and the disgust worked like a sting. The old keys for the padlocks dropped out of those pants and Henrietta dove for them.

	Kelly had regained herself and leapt onto Henrietta’s back. “You stupid slut!” She took handfuls of hair and began slamming Henrietta’s face on the floor. “You and that ugly bitch have ruined everything!”

	The beating was fierce and very little resistance came. For good measure, Denise kicked Henrietta in the top of the head after Kelly ceased pounding her face. Henrietta’s lights had dimmed, but not before her middle finger slipped into the pitted old keyring on the floor. Blood spread out and it was all she could taste and smell as she let her eyes fall closed and her mind to slip closer to unconsciousness.

	“Christ!” a voice carried through the wall from one of the bedrooms.

	There was no time to dwell on Henrietta. Kelly raced out of the bathroom, still naked, and Denise hurried to the shower. She ran the water with her clothes on first, brushing away any nastiness, before stripping down herself.

	Henrietta lay, in and out of wakefulness, indifferent to the music, the cries, the pattering water, or Mary’s whispers that she seemed to hear float up through the floor on a different wavelength from all other sounds.

	“Mary,” her lips said in a quiet breath. “Mare…eee.”
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	“Hey, can I sit?” Bobby said.

	Ted was stretched out on the only couch in the cabin. There were two chairs as well, but both were dried wicker and the pads were missing.

	“How about you fuck off,” Ted said without looking at Bobby.

	“Whatever you say,” Bobby said and stood in the middle of the living room, uncertain of what to do next. He went to the cooler and grabbed a Coors Light and one of the hotdog buns that hadn’t met a mate. He took a bite and then recalled the chips in his pack, which was in his room. “If anybody’s looking for me…” he trailed. Ted was such a moody tool, no sense finishing.

	Bobby munched the sweet, dry bun as he walked to his room. His pack was behind the door and he hipped the door closed to get to it. Denise had so much stuff. Enough for a couple weeks away instead of a couple nights. He pushed aside one of her bags and tipped the contents onto the floor.

	“Dammit,” he said. 

	He stuffed the remainder of the bun into his mouth, swallowed half, washed it down with beer, and then swallowed the sopping second half. He set the beer on the nightstand next to Denise’s hair straightener and carton of cigarettes. It gave him the idea to light up, so he pulled a butt from his pack and lit it before he got to straightening all the stuff he’d dumped.

	Beyond her packs and his pack was a grocery bag of candy—hanging out with Kelly meant they’d get the munchies—but he needed something with a little more substance. He shoveled away shirts and underwear and bikinis and pants.

	“Why?” he said to nobody.

	His pack was a long black Adidas duffle. He unzipped the top, but didn’t pull it open. Instead, he tipped it sideways to inspect the thread hole through one of the corners. 

	“Come on, what now?” 

	He flipped open the bag and immediately stumbled in reverse, tripping over a chair and landing on the lumpy old bed. There’d been eyes in the bag, mingled with his clothes and the loose potato chips. Bobby held his breath and listened.

	Whatever was in there was eating his chips. An image of the rat Mary had vomited came to mind, but the eyes on the thing in the bag were far too big to be a rat. Surely.

	The crunching continued and the empty bag slipped out of the open top of the duffle like a plucked daisy petal. A long black snout followed it. Then two beady—but huge—eyes. Then a greasy head. It was a rat, but was the size of well-fed raccoon. It spied Bobby as he spied it. The rat climbed out of the duffle bag and grabbed the grocery bag of sweets. It tore a hole with two very deft forepaws, its eyes never leaving Bobby, even when the mounds of candy started to tumble free.

	“Nasty,” Bobby said as he stood.

	The rat finally looked away, but Bobby didn’t. Greasy paws forced gummy worms, Jujubes, Nerds, Big Toes, Hot Lips, sour keys, gumdrops, and tree frogs between its fast-acting jaws. Bobby blinked, disbelieving. Blinked some more.

	“Can’t be.”

	With each swallow, the rat grew larger. It held its gaze tight on Bobby. Bobby was in the spotlight crossing the prison yard; would the thing catch him if he went for the door? Did he dare? The rat shoveled a pawful of candy worms into its horrible mouth and then shook all over. It was now the size of a Power Wheels Jeep.

	Bobby took a step toward the door.

	The rat hissed, and then scooped up the bag and poured what hadn’t spilled down its throat. The vibration that followed was strong enough to shake the old leftover junk on the dresser and shelves. 

	“What are you?” Bobby said and then scanned around him for a weapon. When he brought his eyes up, the rat stood less than a foot away, snarling its hideous, candy-coated teeth. “Christ!” He fell back onto the bed.

	The rat leapt and widened its incredible jaws. Bobby put his hands up, holding the mouth just beyond reach. Thick yellow saliva dripped from the rat’s maw, cascading over Bobby like a chocolate fountain. He screamed for help, but the salty yellow ooze filled his mouth and throat. He swallowed and immediately convulsed, vomiting a stream of beer foam, hotdog bun, and swallowed demon goop.

	It also loosened his grip.

	The rat bit down on Bobby’s right arm, just below the bicep at the same moment the door swung open and a naked Kelly stood there. The pain was incredible and Bobby lashed out, punching and kneeing until the rat rolled to the floor next to the bed, taking Bobby’s arm with it.

	Bobby jerked away from the pain and a hot ruby-bright geyser burst from his armhole and splashed Kelly in the face. She put her hands up, but the blood kept coming, soaking her and everything around her, leaving a perfect silhouette outline on the wall behind her.

	“Ugh!” she screamed.

	The rat recovered, had grown larger in fact, and bounced back onto Bobby after devouring the arm. Bobby dropped flat and stuck out his remaining arm. He had little left in him to defend himself.

	Kelly backed away until her ass hit the wall. Denise stepped by her and then ran through the blood and vomit, slipping a little, but keeping upright. 

	“Get off my Bobby!” she shouted.

	The rat turned upon hearing Denise, with Bobby’s other hand between its teeth. Denise stabbed the plunger. The rubber head fit over the rat’s face with a tight hold. The creature went frantic and popped off the bed in a panic, but Denise held tight, yanking against the fantastic suction. The rat squirmed and rolled, sending the musty little room into chaos.

	“You hurt my Bobby!”

	Ted finally came and stopped outside the door, one eye on the action and the other on Kelly’s naked form. “That a bear?” he said.

	Denise struggled in reverse, slowly, until she stumbled over one of her bags and tipped back, putting extra oomph on jerking the plunger away. The rat shivered all over and the grip failed—not of the plunger, but of the flesh and fur covering the rat’s face. It snapped its jaws, blackened muscles oozed viscous yellowy fluid in a steady drool.

	Denise screamed from the floor.

	Ted pushed up against the wall next to Kelly.

	Bobby popped upright, one arm and no hands. He draped himself over the rat and the rat spun, sweeping its tail out and sending Bobby in reverse, over the bed. 

	“Fuck you,” Bobby seethed a heartbeat before the rat spread its jaws and swallowed Bobby’s head. 

	“Dear god,” Denise said, sliding on her butt, toward the door.

	Bobby’s shoulders came next and the rat vibrated even as it continued to eat the huge serving of man meat. It grew and grew as more and more of Bobby disappeared into the thing’s gullet. Blood showered the room as if watering it with a sprinkler. Denise backed out, finally forfeiting her hold on the plunger.

	The rat finished Bobby and turned, still vibrating, still growing. It took one step, and then another, and another. The lightbulb broke as its spine pressed tight to the ceiling.

	“Come on,” Kelly said and grabbed onto Denise’s collar, pulling her away from the unfolding horrors.

	The rat began to turn, to conform to the shape of the room. Wood creaked within the walls and the hinges of the door pushed too far open and popped. The growth vibration finally ceased and the rat’s fur-less face pressed against the doorway, the back of its jaw against one side of the frame and twelve inches of its nose pressed against the other. It blinked at them, but could do nothing more than slobber into the hallway.

	“It’s got to be big as an elephant,” Ted said.

	“We need the book,” Kelly said, and then looked down at herself. “Dammit!” She stomped into the bathroom.

	Denise was still wet, but no longer had a change of clothes—and Bobby had been on her about packing too much.

	The bathroom door swung open with a bang. Kelly, still covered in blood, leaned out and shouted, “Where the hell’s Henrietta?”
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	Henrietta awoke at the rattling of glass bottles falling from the medicine cabinet into the sink. Something was going on in the room next-door. The music had ceased and Mary’s voice drifted up from beneath the floor, “Henrietta, save me and we’ll go home.”

	Henrietta looked at her hand and the keyring circling her finger. She could do this. She pushed to her knees and then feet, but needed to lean against the doorframe a moment to get her head together. Ted hurried by, and she slunk back. After three deep breaths, she glanced into the hallway. The attention was focused heavily on one of the other rooms and now was her chance. She skirted the doorway and shuffled along the hall until reaching in the living room, where she moved with her arms spread for balance like a tightrope walker. 

	She fell as she bent to reach for the trapdoor. The keys under her hand dug into her palm, but that was okay, good even. Those keys were her salvation. The door creaked loudly as she pushed it open.

	“Hurry, now, hurry,” Mary said.

	“I’m coming,” Henrietta said back, trying to figure the best way down the ladder when she felt like someone let loose a bag of marbles inside her head. She decided to go down so that she could rest her butt on each rung, as the ladder was on a slight angle. She got into position slipped her feet on the first rung. Immediately she felt backward and nearly fell, terrified—though the drop was only about five feet.

	“Where’s Henrietta?” Kelly shouted.

	At hearing her name, Henrietta dropped through the hole and sprawled out. Footfalls pounded above and Ted shouted, “Who killed the music?”

	Henrietta pushed to her knees. Mary’s face and hands seemed to float in the shadows beneath the true basement’s trapdoor. 

	“Hurry,” Mary said.

	Henrietta pushed onward, even as Kelly shouted at her from the top of the ladder. “She’s a demon, you dumb bitch!”

	“Help me, Henrietta,” Mary sobbed.

	Henrietta spied the matching locks. The first was only inches away, and she got lucky taking the 50/50 chance with which key would open it. The lock clicked and she pushed forward.

	“That’s it,” Mary said.

	“No!” Kelly said. She had Henrietta by the feet.

	Henrietta fell flat, and tried to squirm free while she reached for the lock. It was only inches from her grasp.

	“Stop it,” Kelly said and yanked Henrietta back another foot.

	Mary’s eyes flashed as she reached for Henrietta. Her fingers seemed to stretch, elongating until they took hold of Henrietta’s arm.

	Henrietta stopped fighting and looked at Mary. “Mary?” she whispered. “Where’s your glasses?”

	Mary looked at Henrietta and understood the jig was up. “Bummer,” she said and dug her demonic claws into Henrietta’s right arm.

	Kelly met no resistance beyond gravity this time and Henrietta slid toward the ladder. Above, Denise and Ted watched through the doorframe.

	“Mary?” Henrietta said.

	“Shut up, you snivelling slut. They brought you here for me to feed, but they’re idiots. Imagine a god being grateful to idiots and drunks and sluts and stoner bitches like Smelly Kelly,” Mary said, her face gone yellowy and her eyes lit Vegas Strip bright green.
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	“So how in the hell do we get the book?” Ted said. He’d replaced the batteries in the portable CD player and popped in Doggystyle by Snoop Doggy Dogg. “It’s locked down there with a demon, a real fucking demon. How do we get it?”

	“I don’t know!” Kelly shook all over. She was back on the floor meditating, as if seeking an answer, perhaps from the atmosphere. She’d put on a billowy tunic with shorts underneath.

	“What does she want? It, I mean,” Henrietta said. She had an open beer in her lap and had taken two strong puffs from one of Kelly’s joints to deal with the pain in her head.

	“It’s a she,” Denise said, absently. She’d had to borrow some of Henrietta’s clothes. “Lamassu. It’s why we’re all here.”

	“Shut up,” Kelly said, sneering.

	“Bobby’s dead because you had to screw around with shit you know nothing about,” Denise said.

	“What?” Henrietta looked from Denise to Kelly to Ted.

	“You were supposed to be the vessel to bring back this ancient deity. Simple as that. No big deal. Easy peasy lemon squeezy,” Ted said.

	“No, but…you said…” Henrietta trailed, facing Kelly.

	Kelly scrunched her upper lip. “Yeah, so. Think I’d let you fool around with my boyfriend if I didn’t have a good reason?”

	Henrietta’s eyes got large, then fell to her lap. Her fingertips trailed over the swollen scratch on her arm. “You broke up,” she said sheepishly.

	“As if he’d go for you unless I told him to,” Kelly said.

	Henrietta got up from the couch and started toward the bedrooms, but stopped at the edge of the hallway. “I’ve been uncool my whole life, but I’ve never been a cunt. Kelly, you’re nothing but a smelly cunt.”

	Just barely above the tunes came Mary’s voice, “Smelly Kelly! Smelly Kelly!”

	Kelly started to stand, but Ted said, “Sit down,” and for some reason, she listened to him.

	Denise was shaking her head, tears damp on her cheeks. “Me and Bobby only did all this because we were bored. Nobody believed it, we just wanted to party…and now he’s dead!”

	“Fuck you,” Kelly said and shot to her feet, then charged to her room.

	Denise puddled into herself and bawled.

	“Ugh,” Ted said. “I’ll be in the shed. Mary found that shitty old relic, maybe there’s a newer gun.” He pointed at the ancient pistol sat on the fireplace mantel. “Shoot that stupid bitch, get the book, reverse the,” he twirled his fingers above his head, “whatever, and go home.”

	Denise remained in place until she was sure she was alone. Next to the tin ashtray Kelly had been using were the keys to the padlocks. Denise did not care a lick about the others. She’d strike a deal, go home, and get to survive this whole mess, maybe the thing inside Mary even had the power to bring Bobby back. It was all worth a try.

	She took up the keys, opened the trapdoor, and started down the ladder.

	“Real’ sorry about the boy toy,” Mary said.

	Denise pulled the trapdoor closed above her.
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	Henrietta lay on her bed, bringing up fantasies of how she’d thought the weekend would go. She imagined her homecoming dress. She imagined wowing the crowds so much she was queen, right next to Bruce, who’d be king—no argument. She imagined the after party, and then a hotel room; by then they’d be perfect together. As she thought all of this, her hand brushed gently at the scratch on her arm. 

	It had gone puffy and dark, a few black trails stretched out like a maple leaf stem dipped in ink. She looked at the wound and prodded the edges. A squirt of yellowy pink fluid jumped out and landed on the floor.

	“Uck,” she said, and then sniffed it. It smelled a bit like rotting meat. “Ugh.”

	She let her arms fall to her sides and snapped her eyes closed tight. She tried to will away all the insanity. She held her breath to see if that helped.

	“It won’t work,” a voice said.

	Henrietta’s eyes opened. She blinked, thinking she’d imagined it.

	“I’m here…no matter what Kelly says, I loved you.”

	She sat up and looked around. “Who’s there?” she said to the empty room.

	“Just me, baby.”

	“Bruce?” she whispered.

	“That’s right, baby.”

	“Are you a ghost?”

	“Nah, I’m in the flesh.”

	It was then that Henrietta felt movement in her arm. Like several muscle twitches, bundled and sold in a bushel. She looked down at the wound.

	“Hey there, beautiful,” the wound said, functioning like a mouth. Goopy yellowy pink fluid mucked up the edges of the wound like sloppy lipstick. 

	“Bruce?”

	“That’s right.”

	“How’d…? What’re…?”

	“Kiss me.”

	Henrietta glanced around. She’d kissed her hand before, but never her forearm. “Really?”

	“Kiss me, I love you.”

	“Can you come back?”

	The wound puckered and smooched at the air. “Only if you kiss me.”

	She closed her eyes and saw all of Bruce, not just lips. She bent while simultaneously bringing her arm to her mouth. She prodded in with her tongue and something pinched it, began pulling. “Ouch!” she said as she yanked free.

	“Sorry, just excited,” the wound said.

	She wiped at her lips, smearing the foul looking and foul tasting gunk from her face. “Why are you in my arm?” she said, almost absently.

	“Don’t worry. I just couldn’t stay away. I’ve loved you since the moment I saw you.”

	Henrietta popped to her feet and ran for the door. “Denise? Ted? Denise?”

	“What are you doing?” the wound said.

	“Help! Somebody! Kelly!” Henrietta shouted as she hurried into the kitchen, uncertain of exactly what she planned to do. 

	“Hey, what’s with the excitement?” the wound said.

	She stopped and looked at her arm. “The first day of high school, Bruce called me pimple-zilla. You’re not Bruce.”

	The wound wriggled like the lips on a person weighing options. Then it stopped. The wound’s edges puckered and then spat a hug gob of molasses thick gunk into Henrietta’s face. “You are pimple-zilla.”

	“Denise! Ted! Somebody, help!” she screeched.

	“Shut the hell up!” Kelly said from her doorway.

	Henrietta spun and the wound spat again. The huge glob cut the atmosphere like a bullet and nailed Kelly in the eyes and forehead. She squealed and the wound spat again before it began barking and cackling. Kelly’s entire head wore a coat of demon ooze, thick as pea soup and stinking like a forgotten pack of cold cuts.

	“Uck!” Henrietta said and spun on her heels, keeping the wound pointed away from her face, and grabbing the tea towel that had been stuffed into one of the cupboard handles. 

	“Come on, baby. Give me a smooch!” the wound said.

	“Nasty,” Henrietta said and began wiping off her face.

	“I’m offended, now give me those lips. You’ve hardly been kissed enough and you’re going to die soon.”

	Henrietta tossed away the soggy towel and scanned the kitchen for something useful. The butcher’s knife was a bit extreme, so she started opening drawers. She stomped over the silverware and disregarded the drawer of old steak knives. She opened one, two, three before she saw the yellow cellophane wrap box. Oh how Glad she was.

	“Hey now, a guy’s gotta breathe,” the wound said.

	“You’re not a guy,” Henrietta said and pulled out the box.

	“No, wait…” the wound continued speaking, but the wrap muffled its words. Henrietta continued ‘round and ‘round until she didn’t even feel the vibration of the mouth’s motions.

	The insanity of the wound on her arm taking Bruce’s voice, on top of everything else, struck her as funny. The whole world was on fire around her, and her arm wanted to kiss her? She began laughing, and continued laughing until Denise charged into the kitchen, her flesh had gone moldy bologna green and her tongue stretched impossibly long from her mouth. Her jaws drooled that goopy yellowy fluid and her eyes flashed green green like Mary’s.
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	Ted walked as if the yard around him wasn’t on fire. He pulled open the shed door and yanked the string to the light hanging overhead. He took a moment to consider the logistics behind being cut off from the rest of the world, yet still being on the power grid. But only for a moment. Knowing how everything worked was not going to get him out of there. Killing that bitch and getting the book might.

	The shed was about ten feet long and eight wide. It featured a workbench littered with paint supplies—brushes, cloudy jars, turpentine, masking tape—a smattering of wrenches, screwdrivers, and pliers—all rusty—and three hammers of varying sizes. On the wall directly above was board covered in jars tipped sideways—tacked through the lids and twisted closed—full nails and screws. Leaned against the bench were gardening tools, ranging from one-handed items to rakes and a spade. 

	Ted grabbed the spade and swatted away the dirty cobwebs that connected everything in the room. He stabbed it down into the gravel floor and said, “Maybe.” The goal remained to find a gun, but something both stabby and swingy would do in a pinch.

	Two shelves ran along the back wall and amongst the fishing junk and the camping crap, he spotted the familiar green and yellow of a Remington ammunition box. He lifted it and discovered three dusty red shells within.

	“But where’s the boom stick?” he mumbled as he scanned the shadowy space. If he found the 12 gauge that matched the rounds, Mary’s head would be mist and muck. 

	He bent to look amongst the bags of charcoal bricks, a case of ant traps, two raccoon traps, and a box of rat poison. The place was a mess and the shotgun could be anywhere.

	“Like at Kelly’s house instead of out here,” he said and pocketed the shells.

	“Hey there, stranger. Still want some lovin’?”

	Ted spun and there was Mary, waggling a too long tongue between rubbery lips. He grabbed the spade and held it out like he was a villager about to pitchfork Dr. Frankenstein’s creation.

	“Tsk, tsk, you wanted me before. I just wasn’t in the mood…I am now,” Mary said and lifted her shirt over her head.

	“Not another step. I swear to god I’ll run this through your gut.”

	“But, baby,” Mary whined, “I just need you to fuck me. Fuck me like you used to fuck that that space between the couch cushions in your den.”

	Ted straightened. “What?”

	“We can find a Barbie Doll and put its leg up your ass.”

	Ted took a step backward. “No, I never…” he trailed, unable to say more because he had done that very thing, many times.

	Mary unbuttoned her shorts and let them drop. “This is what you want. Fuck me like you fuck your hand every day afterschool.”

	“No…fuck you!” Ted swung out with the spade, but ineffectually. 

	Mary popped the clips from her bra and let her breasts spill forward. “You touched them before, want to touch them again? Kind of like when you touched Patsy Grendels when she was passed out in the backseat of your cousin’s Pontiac.”

	“I’m warning you,” Ted said. The words and the nudity, the remembrances of orgasms past had him rock hard in a terrified kind of way.

	Mary leapt with her knees wide and hands swinging. Ted got about a quarter of a swing in before he dropped flat, the wind knocked from his lungs. Mary grabbed his cock through his pants as she pinned both his hands over his head and he gasped for air. She worked the fly down and tore his underwear.

	“There he is,” Mary said, grabbing stiffening meat.

	Ted shook his head, and panted, “No. No.”

	“Yes. Yes.”

	His cock was out and immediately standing at full attention. Ted had some wind back and began struggling, rocking back and forth, yanking at his arms.

	“Anxious to get the pussy? Well okay, baby,” Mary said and tore away her white cotton panties to reveal an elongated vagina, one with teeth like a chainsaw. “I’m hungry for it, Teddy.”

	“No!” he screeched.

	She dropped down onto his erect cock and the teeth of her vaginal place made quick work. A crimson shower rained over Ted and the slickness of the bloody spray finally allowed him to free his hands. He smashed down against her face as he popped forward, adrenaline working double time as he tore out of the shed and ran back toward the cottage.

	“Help!” he screamed. “My dick, she cut off my dick!”

	“Hey, come back. Me so horny!” Mary said, laughing.

	“My dick!”

	“Mine now!”

	Ted stopped cold in the doorway of the cottage, uncertain if what was behind him was as bad as it got or what was in front of him was worse. The indecision and pause gave the agony in his groin room to flair to the forefront of his mind. His hands squeezed against the pain and he whined boyishly, “Ohhh,” as blood spirted in time with the beat of his heart, like the last shots of piss into the urinal.
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	Denise blew by where Kelly stood dumbfounded to be covered in gunk anew. Denise’s face and pallor had changed and Kelly needed zero confirmation to know exactly what had happened. The dumb bitch had tried to bargain with a crazed deity.

	Kelly also saw opportunity. If Denise had let Mary free—and then Mary infected Denise—the book was unguarded in the basement. 

	This was her chance to save her ass.

	She darted to the living room.
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	Cellophane wasn’t going to take care of a second demonic possession, so Henrietta spun to seek a weapon. She grabbed the biggest handle from the knife block and yanked the cleaver free. Denise hit her then, raving and wild. The cleaver shot from her grip, high enough to bang the ceiling.

	Henrietta barely got spun around to face Denise’s onslaught when the knife came down and the heavy handle plunked Denise in the forehead, crushing her skull and sending her eyeballs out from their sockets, leaving them dangling like a geriatric’s saggy breasts. 

	Denise wailed and rocked her head, sending her eyeballs out before her to scan the room. She put up her hands, claws out, and charged at Henrietta. Henrietta hopped two feet to her left and knocked a cast iron frying pan from a nail. Denise followed with her ears and broke for Henrietta with renewed fervor. 

	“I’m gonna make you ugly all over again!” Denise said as she grabbed blindly for Henrietta.

	Henrietta took another sideways hop and Denise slammed into the wall, finding the nail that had been poking out and got her flesh snagged on it. Yellowy pink blood pumped from the fresh hole before going black black. 

	“Ugh,” Henrietta said and bent to grab the frying pan.

	Denise yanked backward to free herself, but Henrietta swung and the bent nail traveled through the already cracked skull.

	“Oh, you cunt!” Denise screeched.

	Henrietta stumbled away from the splashes of demonic gloop that resulted in Denise’s attempts to come loose. She looked down at the frying pan in her hands and decided to throw it—what’s the worst it could do? The pan struck Denise in the side of the face, the new angle working with the cracks in her skull and unravelling her cranium like frozen orange juice concentrate.

	Denise continued spinning, well after the top of her head was attached only by her scalp. This sent her eyes out like the seats on a carnival swing carousel. She spotted Henrietta, and once she’d come to a stop, stumbled clumsily toward her.

	“Nuh uh,” Henrietta said and slipped under the blindly grabbing arms. 

	From the floor, she snatched a rotisserie fork and a long knife from the mess strewn about the kitchen. She then swung around and climbed onto the counter, above Denise’s sightline, mostly. Denise stopped walking and began jerking right to left, her bare brain sloshing its pan, her eyeballs stretching out to their limits.

	Henrietta traded giving away her position for taking a swing. “Hya!” she shouted and slashed the knife down like it was a Samurai sword. Denise’s right eyeball disconnected and launched across the kitchen, hit a window, and smeared down, Mickey D’s pickle style.

	“I need that!” Denise shouted.

	Henrietta, emboldened by recent success, stabbed out with the foot-long fork. The dual tines jabbed into Denise’s remaining eyeball, but Denise turned her mouth a moment before and launched an explosion of hot yellow and stringy black vomit that forced Henrietta back against the wall.

	“Uck!” Henrietta whined and took to sprint crawling through the kitchen and into the hallway.

	Denise picked up the handle of the fork stuck into her and found she could steer her eyeball like a video camera. “I’m coming and I’m gonna eat those brand new titties right off your chest. See how much all the boys like you then!”

	Henrietta reached the living room and dove behind the couch in time to see the front door swing open and Ted to step in, blood spurting from his pants. 

	“Help!” he screamed. “My dick, she cut off my dick!”

	“Hey, come back. Me so horny!” Mary said, laughing, still outside.

	Ted gasped upon seeing what was left of Denise—roof of her head gone, an eyeball on a fork, skin the color of pea soup. He turned a full 360° where he stood, a steady whine leaving his mouth. Something clicked in his brain and he charged at Denise. She charged at him, but did not see the beer cooler, and tripped. Her brain launched out of its pan and landed under Ted’s stride. Ted’s foot turned the brain into a smear on the hardwood and then fired out from beneath him. The shotgun shells rolled from his pocket.

	Denise began spasming and putrid demonic fluids—with a dash of human fluids—began spilling from every orifice, murky and oily, chunky and stinking. Ted was only feet from this porridge-like puddle, his arms above him, bent at the elbows and shaking. The pain of the fall, alongside the pain of losing his cock, left him useless.

	Mary burst in and made a b-line. “Eat me out, big daddy!” The chainsaw teeth of her womanhood began spinning as she ran, an engine revving somewhere behind the flesh flaps. She leapt, bringing her legs up and spreading them wide, landing pussy first on Ted’s face. His entire body began to shake as she turned his head into ground chuck. 

	The trapdoor burst open and Kelly stepped topside, her hair lank and matted to her skull, her clothes stained and sopping, but her drive firm and undeniable.

	“Tetu koola mokmo bypar tooka! Tetu kalla nokcar leno tooka! Tetu koola ralla hoo tooka!” Kelly shouted.

	“Smelly Kelly. You can’t beat me, just like you couldn’t hide your collection of shit,” Mary said.

	Henrietta gasped. Nobody talked about Kelly’s elementary school days, before her parents got back together, before she started seeing a therapist, back when she used to collect her poops and hide them in the old lockers at the back of the change room. Kelly had not been smelly for a good many years.

	“Tepa tu koola mokpa bypar tooka! Tu kakcar leno toota! Tetu kalla ralla hoo toota!” Kelly screeched.

	Mary gave a shudder and the flesh of her face seemed to droop toward the trap door. “Smelly Kelly, if only people knew what you made Bruce do and where. No wonder he jumped at the chance to fuck my good pal, Henrietta.” Mary took another step closer to Kelly.

	“Fuck you,” Kelly whispered and then continued. “Petu kalla mokma bypar tooka! Tetu malla lokcar keno toota! Tetu kalla ralla hoo toota!”

	“Had to get him drunk the first time. Had to get him so fucking drunk to make him shit in your mouth.” Mary took two more steps. 

	Henrietta grimaced, but watched, intrigued. It was as if Mary couldn’t move faster, and more and more she seemed rubbery, as if being pulled elsewhere.

	“Tetu mokma koji tooka!” Kelly said, the words vibrating as the air thrummed.

	“Did you tell him about the neighbor, so eager to fool around with the cool and hot Smelly Kelly that he’d shit anywhere, just for hand-jaw-aw-jobs,” Mary said and then shook her head. Her reaching fingers were less than a foot from Kelly.

	Kelly had her eyes down, on the words in the book. “Tetu kalla nokcar leno tooka!” 

	Mary reared back a loose and flimsy arm, and knocked the book from Kelly’s hands. A firmness rejoined body and mind and Mary leaned. Her lips planted firmly around Kelly’s in a tight kiss. Kelly’s cheeks bulged and trickles of shit trailed from her nostrils—until the left clogged on a peanut.

	Henrietta had to look away. Then she saw the ancient gun on the floor. 

	Could it possibly save her?

	It was so old.

	She slid on her knees and snatched it up by the rotten handle. 

	The heft was a promise.

	Oh yes, yes, yes.

	She cocked the hammer and said, “Sorry, Mary.”

	Mary looked her way, the seal between the mouths broken, shit running down her chin.

	Henrietta pulled the trigger, and nothing happened. It didn’t even click.

	Mary licked her shit-spackled lips and sang, “Who will say-eh-ave your—”

	Frustrated, Henrietta threw the weapon at the floor, striking a shotgun shell hard enough to set it off. The pellets blew two dozen tiny holes in Mary’s neck and she whistled out the latter portion of the hook to Jewel’s hit instead of singing it. Yellow yellow goop began spraying through the holes and Mary stumbled in reverse, holding her throat. 

	Kelly fell, her cheeks and sinus packed tight with shit. A leg kicked out and her skin began to shade toward green.

	“Fuck,” Henrietta said and dove for the book. She tried to remember the last thing Kelly had said. “Uh, tetu mokma koji tooka! Tetu kalla nokcar leno tooka!”

	Kelly’s corpse stilled and Mary forced her way forward, voice shuttering as if spoken through a fan. “Some friend you are. I thought we were best friends…forever.”

	Henrietta swallowed a lump. That voice was almost the Mary she’d known and loved. Almost. “Tetu kalla ralla hoo tooka! Tooka! Tooka!”

	The trapdoor burst open. Everything in the room began spinning as a cyclone sucked objects downward. 

	“You-ooh-ooh bit—!” The slur ceased on a clacked jaw snap. 

	Henrietta latched onto the leg of the couch as it screeched across the floor. The taxidermy fish flew off the wall and was lodged in the fly of Ted’s jeans as he slipped down the hole. The beer cooler tipped sideways and cans of Coors Light and Budweiser pelted Henrietta and Kelly. One hit Kelly in the side of the stomach and a fountain of shit blew up from her mouth right before she disappeared down the hole. The old gun slipped away. As did the two leftover shells. As did the ancient book and the book on Babylonian history. The couch tipped on its end and lifted Henrietta up near the ceiling, legs yanked out at a 300° angle.

	Mary slid out beneath her, looking not possessed or nefarious, but simply sad and dead. Once she went down, the cyclone disappeared and Henrietta fell hard to the floor. 

	There, out the window, was the midday sun.

	She took no time to think or regain herself, she gathered her bag, her CDs, her portable CD player, the headphones that had dropped to the floor next to the record player, and a knife from the kitchen and began walking, wondering what she was going to tell people. Her best friend was dead, as were a handful of phony friends. She cried, listening Jewel, wondering who was going to save her—

	Mitch’s truck drove onto the dirt lane road. He pulled over and rolled down his window, keeping his eyes slightly downturned.

	“Are you, like, a god now?”
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	Henrietta stands before the mirror in a long red gown that accentuates her curves in all the ways she could hope for. She’d been asked by three different boys to go to homecoming as their date and she refused them all. Despite that their relationship was a ruse, Henrietta still can’t quite shake that lingering emotion she feels for her first love.

	But moving on might heal her, so she’d purchased a single ticket to the dance and would see what happened from there.

	“You look incredible.”

	Henrietta smiles. “You think?”

	“An absolute knockout.”

	Henrietta spins and bounces her butt a little, as if catching a snippet of Michael Jackson in her head. She’s never been to a dance and the excitement has her a little weird.

	“Baby, the things I’d do to you.”

	Henrietta looks at the door and waits, making sure her mother isn’t listening. Twice she’s had to lie to her mother already about a boy being in her room.

	“You mean if I let you,” Henrietta says.

	“Come on, just give me some sugar, baby.”

	Henrietta looks down at the gash in her arm. She and the wound have come to an agreement about cleanliness and when to keep quiet. What Henrietta hasn’t been able to reconcile are the feelings she has. It is Bruce’s voice after all.

	“Just a little smooch before the gloves.”

	Henrietta glances at the door. All quiet. She lifts the arm to her face, only a couple inches from her mouth. “And why would I want to kiss a flesh wound?”

	“Because you do…and you know what?”

	“What?”

	“I know you want to do more. I see your thoughts, baby. I see all those nasty little things.”

	Henrietta flushes with embarrassment. “Really?”

	“No,” the wound says and then laughs.

	“Oh, you…no funny business, okay?”

	“Cross my heart and hope to die, stick a needle in my…well, mouth.”

	Henrietta kills the space and plants her lips against her arm. Her tongue explores, and then she tastes something salty and rotten. She spits.

	“You bugger. Do that again and I’m getting you amputated!” 

	“Sorry! Sorry! Just got caught up in the moment.”

	Henrietta looks at the mirror and begins wiping the yellowy gunk with the black tendrils from her lips. She then wipes her arm on a dirty sock.

	“Any last words?” she says.

	“Baby, you’re a heartbreaker.”

	Henrietta slips on her elbow-high silk gloves and steps into her heels. Downstairs, her parents wait with the camera and big, naïve smiles on their faces.

	She brings her arm to her face. “You know, it’s custom to get laid on homecoming night. Think we can figure out how to get a condom on you?”

	The wound blows a raspberry against the glove, but says nothing.
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