
[image: images]




Published by Scout Media



Copyright 2015

ISBN: 978-09913091-84

ISBN: 9780991309191

[image: images]

Cover: Brendon Gazzard

Visit: www.ScoutMediaBooksMusic.com

for more information on each author and future anthologies


Table of Contents

Brian Paone – Outside of Heaven

S.M. – The Face

Randy Blazak – Elvis is My Rider

Chuck Mosley – Mark Bowen

Kim Loraine – Hungry: The Memoir of Abby Snow

Leah Lederman – Lithium Sandwich

Douglas Esper – My Wife’s Favorite

Travis West – The Most Beautiful Boy

Michelle Jillian Bailey – Roadkill

Richard Lopez Salgado – The World From Below

Stephanie Rogish – Saturday Night

Lee Diogeneia – Consumed

Jacob Prytherch – The Uncanny Mr. Bones

A Lee Ajang – Twin Lanes

Steven Hartov – Dead Drop

Faith Cooper – Aurora

Alfred Balcon – L’ultima Raccolta Dei Rifuti: The Ultimate Garbage Collection

Cynthia Paone – If This Color Could Tell a Story

Stephen Rhodes – Just Another Day in Hell

Dan Golden – It’s Yours

Alex Lonchiadis – Vampire Coyote



[image: images]

Outside of Heaven

Brian Paone

As Cecil subconsciously rubbed his bandaged left hand, he could feel the low throb of pain start again. This time it didn’t appear that any blood was seeping through the gauze. He gripped the steering wheel a little tighter with his better hand and stole a glance at his wife.

“Everything okay?” Grace asked her husband.

“Everything’s great.”

The upstate New York sky was an explosion of orange, littered with wisps of gray clouds. The car’s top was down; the air grew crisper by the minute.

Grace reached over and placed a hand on his thigh. Cecil tried to conjure a halfhearted smile.

“How’s your hand?” she asked.

Cecil opened and closed his fist to prove that movement had not been compromised.

“Feels much better today.”

“Do you need to check in with work while we’re gone?”

“Nah. I took care of all the workman’s comp paperwork when I left the hospital last night. I made sure that there’s nothing hanging over our heads during our little getaway.”

Grace smiled and removed her hand from Cecil’s leg. “This trip will be good for us.”

Cecil shot her a look out of the corner of his eye. He hadn’t expected her to talk about it so soon after getting on the highway.

“I think so too,” Cecil replied. “Everything will be different when we return.”

“A clean slate. That’s what I want,” Grace added.

Cecil nodded. That’s all he wanted too. This vacation was going to represent locking away forever the skeletons in their matrimonial closet. He just hoped that he was able to truly forget about Lucas What’s-His-Name. Cecil had already proved to Grace that he had the ability to forgive, but he wasn’t too sure about the forgetting part.

“We’re about four hours from Toronto,” Cecil said. “Any objection to stopping in Rochester for the night? We can leave first thing in the morning and be in Toronto before anyone stops serving breakfast.”

“That’s fine with me,” Grace answered. “That’ll give me a chance to rewrap your hand in some fresh bandages.”

“Plus those clouds don’t look promising.”

Grace looked up and could see the orange and red sunset being consumed by sinister-looking clouds.

“You might want to pull over to put up the top before it starts raining,” she suggested.

Cecil grunted. He knew she was right, but a piece of him wanted to defy her suggestion and keep driving with the top down just on principle. It came from a small place inside him that still hung on to some residual anger about Grace and Lucas What’s-His-Name. Cecil was honestly trying to let go of the anger that reared its head whenever he thought about what his wife and her high school sweetheart had done together behind his back over the past few weeks.

He pretended that he hadn’t heard his wife’s suggestion and, instead, stepped on the gas pedal a little harder.
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Ninety minutes later, Cecil and Grace entered Rochester just as the skies opened up. Cecil caught Grace shooting him a glare as if to say, Now will you listen to me? Cecil knew she never would have said it aloud. Not with the frail balance that their marriage was in at the moment. Grace probably felt that she needed to walk on eggshells for a little bit longer, until their lives returned to normal, and this whole Lucas What’s-His-Name mess was behind them.

Cecil’s stubbornness cracked, and he slowly pulled the car to the highway’s shoulder. When the car came to a stop, he pressed the button on the vehicle’s console that controlled the convertible’s top and reached back to help guide the roof down. After the top was locked and secured, Cecil carefully drove into the flow of traffic.

Cecil opened and closed his fist once more to alleviate the itchiness and discomfort that he felt. Grace noticed that he was in pain again.

“We can stop now,” she said sympathetically.

Cecil didn’t want to admit defeat or look like less of a man in front of his wife—especially when he believed that image of him may have attributed to Lucas What’s-His-Name worming his way back into Grace’s heart—but Cecil knew that stopping for the night was inevitable at this point.

“That might be a good idea,” he answered.

Cecil steered the car onto the next exit ramp that boasted hotels and restaurants. He stopped the car at the bottom of the ramp, looking left and right.

“Which way do you think?”

“Umm … go left.”

“Left it is,” he said, forcing a smile.

Ahead of them were a multitude of gas stations and fast-food restaurants.

“There’s a sign for a hotel,” Grace said and pointed toward the right side of the road. “The Blue Leaf Motel.”

“Really? Sounds seedy. There are no signs for a DoubleTree or a Marriott?” Cecil joked.

“I think it sounds quaint.”

“Quaint is how I would describe someplace like Miss Sally’s Bed-and-Breakfast. The Blue Leaf Motel sounds like our room will be sandwiched between a crack whore and a serial killer.”

Grace playfully poked Cecil in the ribs.

“Where’s your sense of adventure, Mr. Man?” she asked, mimicking Kathy Bates in Cecil’s favorite Stephen King film.

“All right, all right. You know I’m a sucker for Annie Wilkes.”

Cecil turned onto Yuka Street.

“Right there. Past the church,” Grace said.

Cecil drove by the white church and churchyard that abutted the parking lot of the Blue Leaf Motel.

“Looks harmless enough,” Grace said as they pulled into the parking lot. “I think it’ll be—”

The sound of rain hitting the top of the car was so deafening that Cecil couldn’t hear the rest of her comment. It sounded like bullets on tin. He frantically turned on the windshield wipers to their maximum speed.

“Can you see anything?” Grace asked.

“Barely,” he answered, trying to navigate the car into the entrance of the parking lot.

“Just be careful please.”

Cecil flexed his hand to relieve some of the pressure while he safely parked in the nearest empty spot.

“Should we wait it out?” Grace asked.

“We’re only fifteen yards from the front door. Who’s the one without a sense of adventure now?”

“Adventure is one thing. Getting my hair wet is another.”

Cecil chuckled. Little moments like these were when he knew, down to his core, that Grace was the only woman for him. In these little moments, Cecil felt confident about not leaving Grace when she had come clean about Lucas What’s-His-Name.

“All right, princess. We’ll give it a few minutes.”

Cecil shut off the engine, and the wipers came to a halt. The outline of the hotel’s sign became increasingly fuzzier through the stream of water that continued to pour down the windshield.

“The sky must be broken,” Grace said, looking at the clouds to find any sign of reprieve from the torrential downpour.

Cecil adjusted his bandage again and squinted through his side window at the cars sprawled out in the parking lot.

“Well, that’s encouraging,” he said with a hint of sarcasm.

“What’s that?”

“There seems to be more broken-down cars here than working ones. You certainly have a knack for picking winners.”

“Oh, get off my back,” Grace said playfully.

Cecil studied the handful of cars that had been abandoned in the lot; some cars had flat tires; some cars looked so rusted that they might turn to dust the moment anyone tried to open its doors; and one car not only was propped up on cinder blocks but had a family of Triffids growing underneath the hood. Still the Blue Leaf Motel was a place to lay their heads for the night and would give him an opportunity to put a new dressing on his wound.

A gust of wind rocked the car back and forth.

“I don’t think it’s letting up,” Cecil said. “I’m ready to make a run for it.”

“Are you sure you’re okay?”

“It’s my hand that has the stitches, not my feet.”

“Okay. I’ll race ya. On four … Ready?”

“I was born ready.”

Grace rolled her eyes, grabbed the door handle, and yelled, “FOUR!”

Cecil hadn’t even realized he had been hoodwinked until Grace slammed her door shut, leaving him alone inside the car. He shook his head and jumped from the vehicle. He dug his heels into the pavement, trying to catch up to his wife. The rain doused them both with buckets of water, making it hard for him to see without wiping his eyes every few seconds. It was important for him to beat Grace to the lobby doors. It would be another check mark on his “man card.” Any opportunity he might have to show her that he was just as testosterone-filled as Lucas What’s-His-Name was a moment Cecil had to seize and conquer.

Grace was fast, but not fast enough.

As Cecil sped past her, he timed his footfalls accurately to make sure he landed square in a massive puddle, ejecting a perfectly aimed splash of water all over his wife. Grace pumped her fists in the air at him. Cecil was laughing so hard he almost tripped over his own feet.

When Cecil stopped at the front entrance, he smiled triumphantly at his wife. She still had to cover another few yards. As soon as they stumbled into the lobby together, there was an instant puddle under their feet before the door even closed behind them.

“Nasty out there,” the man working the reception desk said.

Cecil shook his head like a dog. “You can say that again.”

“What can I do you folks for?”

“We’d like a room,” Grace answered.

“You’re in luck. This is our slow season. How long will you be staying with us?”

“Just the night,” Cecil answered.

“All righty. If you could sign in and pay, please. We only accept cash here.”

The man slid a blue-colored piece of paper toward Cecil with today’s date, Sunday, May 4, handwritten across the top.

Grace reached for a pen and jumped back when a cat landed on the man’s desk and knocked an acrylic container of tiny rubber bands to the floor. Grace covered her chest with her hand.

“My God. That cat almost gave me a heart attack.”

The man behind the counter chuckled. “Sorry about that, ma’am. Don’t pay Lucy any mind. She’s scared of her own shadow.”

The cat scampered through a door into another room and disappeared. Grace reached for the pen again and signed the blue paper with their names.

“Alice!” the man yelled into the room behind him. “Could you grab the keys to eighteen, please?”

A moment later a young girl emerged from the back room with a key attached to a wooden board. Alice handed the key to Cecil.

“My name’s Gabriel, and this is my daughter, Alice. Don’t hesitate to ask for anything you need. My desk is extension 2570 from the phone in your room. We’ll be here for a few more hours before heading home.”

“Thank you so much, Gabriel. What time is check out?”

“Noon,” Alice answered for her father.

Just as Cecil was preparing to thank Gabriel one more time, the lobby door flung open, and a thoroughly soaked man almost knocked Grace over.

“I am so sorry,” the priest apologized. “I was just trying to get out of the rain as fast as possible. It’s coming down like cats and demons out there!”

Grace’s face immediately reddened.

Cecil knew she felt instantly embarrassed. She had never been comfortable around men-of-the-cloth—or anyone donning any kind of clerical attire for that matter.

“Everything okay, Father?” Gabriel asked.

“Better now that I’m out of the rain. I tried to call the extension but no one answered.”

Gabriel shot his teenage daughter a stern look.

“I’m terribly sorry for your inconvenience. What was it you needed, Father?”

“There doesn’t seem to be any shampoo or soap in my bathroom.”

“Alice, could you get Father whatever amenities he is missing, please?”

Alice scoffed and mumbled something under her breath as she disappeared into the back room.

“We better get to our rooms,” Cecil said.

“Again I’m so sorry about running into you, dear,” the priest said to Grace.

“It’s no problem, really,” Grace replied.

“What is your name, child?” he asked.

Grace’s hesitation and the look on her face told Cecil that she had gone from feeling uncomfortable straight into feeling claustrophobic in a split second. She could never explain why to Cecil, but police officers and priests had always intimidated her the most.

“I’m Cecil and this is my wife, Grace,” Cecil interjected, extending his hand, and deflecting the priest’s attention from Grace.

“Very nice to meet you. I’m Father Jackson.”

“Nice to meet you too,” Cecil said and touched the bandage around his hand.

“I hope you are on the mend?” Father Jackson asked.

“Yes, Father. It was a work accident. Fifteen stitches,” Cecil replied, holding up his wounded hand. “Nothing a little tender loving care won’t fix.”

“Ah, the joys of marriage,” Father Jackson said, smiling. “A very holy sacrament between a man and a woman. That’s the only way God ever wanted it, you know.”

Grace shot Cecil a look. She was certainly in no mood for a sermon about what defines a marriage in the eyes of God.

“It’s been a pleasure, Father. Try to stay dry,” Cecil said, hoping to cut short Father Jackson’s opinion.

Father Jackson nodded, and Alice returned from the back room with a basket of shampoo, conditioner, and body wash.

Cecil and Grace exited the lobby to find Room 18. As soon as Cecil unlocked the door, he took Grace into his arms to carry her over the threshold. She always looked the prettiest when she tossed her head back like that.

Maybe this really was a new beginning.
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“Shh!” Grace commanded, waving her hand and giggling. “I think they’re all about to get it on.”

Cecil stood at the only window in the room—a gaudy strand of lights hung around the window frame—looking at the parking lot of the Blue Leaf Motel. The rain had stopped and left behind the sound of residual droplets of water falling into puddles from telephone lines and gutters.

Grace was more interested in the muffled conversations coming through the walls of the adjoining hotel room.

“It’s definitely two girls and one dude,” she said, cupping her ear to the wall.

Cecil inspected the new dressing Grace had wrapped around his wounded hand. It felt tight and secure. The stitches didn’t seem to bother him as much since she had changed out the bandages. The cut hadn’t reopened in the past few hours either.

“I told you. Seedy motels.”

“Oh, quit it,” Grace scoffed. “You said we would be next to a crack whore or a serial killer. You should be aroused at the ménages à trois in the next room. I know I am!”

Cecil looked away from the window and his hand to stare sharply at his wife. Was that an obvious dig at what a typical man should be aroused by? Would Lucas What’s-His-Name be turned on by listening to a threesome in the next room?

Grace pressed her ear against the wall again, ignoring the glare from her husband.

“What do you think Father Jackson would say if he knew what was going on down the hall from him?” Cecil asked, trying to lighten the mood.

“You gotta hear this,” Grace said, ignoring Cecil’s rhetorical question. “They are going at it!”

“I’m all set here. Plus it’s an invasion of privacy.”

“They are fucking in a hotel room! Three of them! And they are loud! What kind of privacy do you expect to retain in a setting like this?”

Cecil realized that she had made a good point, but that still didn’t justify going out of his way to eavesdrop on the activities in the next room. Instead of entertaining her voyeurism, he pulled down the bedspread and turned on the television, hoping to drown out some of the sounds coming from the adjoining room. Cecil flipped through the generic cable channels until he came to one of his favorites movies: Moby Dick.

The dialogue of Gregory Peck transported Cecil from the Blue Leaf Motel to a simpler time. A time before he had to worry about things such as bills and jobs and dating and finances and mortgages and vows and tactfulness and politics and ass-kissing, and mortality and, most of all, Lucas What’s-His-Name.

Cecil was dragged out of his happy place by Grace slithering toward him from the foot of the bed.

“Listening to them really did it for you, huh?” he asked.

She crawled closer to him, answering with a question. “Whose birthday is tomorrow?”

“Mine.”

“How about I give you your birthday present a little early?” she said seductively.

Cecil closed his eyes and tried to let the sounds of the television drown out the moans and screams getting increasingly louder from the next room as his wife unzipped his pants.

Cecil couldn’t help but think that she was only turned on by the debauchery in the next room and not because she wanted to please her husband on the eve of his birthday, when they were supposed to be reconciling a black stain that she had placed on their vows.

It made him feel dirty. But a “real man” would be selfish and wouldn’t care about such menial things as feelings.
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Cecil was jarred awake by a violent crash, the hotel room shaking. He sat upright and held his breath. Confusion kept him frozen in place, but only for a moment. Everything in the room bounced. Badly drawn art vibrated, clinging to the hooks that barely kept them secured to the walls. Loose items on the dresser fell and danced when they hit the worn-out carpet.

Panic crept in, and Cecil gripped Grace’s arm harder than he had intended.

“Huh?” she asked sleepily, unaware of the room’s tremors.

“Wake up!” he said with urgency. “We’re in the middle of an earthquake.”

Cecil wasn’t completely sure though. He had never experienced an earthquake before.

“Earthquake? Are you kidding—” Grace’s eyes widened. She sat up in the bed. “Holy fucking shit! Quick, stand in a door frame.”

“A door frame?” Cecil replied, the volume of his voice rising. “Why not just go out to the parking lot?”

“I heard somewhere that a door frame is the safest place during an earthquake.”

The earth continued to rattle. The complementary shampoo bottles rolled off the bathroom counter and crashed onto the porcelain floor.

Cecil thought he could feel the floor ripple underneath him. He grabbed his pants and tried to steady himself with the room’s chair.

“Do earthquakes usually last this long?” Grace asked loudly as she hastily tied her sneakers.

“I don’t think so.”

Then another crash came. This time it sounded like a piece of the hotel itself had been destroyed. Cecil and Grace paused and stared at each other silently.

“What—”

Cecil quickly held up his hand to silence his wife’s dialogue. He needed to concentrate, but all he could hear was everything shaking and banging.

“I can’t imagine this is normal,” he whispered.

“Should we go outside?” Grace asked quietly.

Cecil pulled back the curtains. The rain assaulted the glass so ferociously that he couldn’t see past his own reflection in the pane. He was more nervous than he originally thought.

Then the hotel shook as if a bomb had exploded in their room. Cecil’s forehead bounced off the window, and Grace was thrown backward with so much force that she was struggling to catch her own breath.

Screams erupted from the room next to theirs.

“We gotta go,” Grace said matter-of-factly to Cecil, breathing easier now. “We gotta go now!”

The screaming from the next room became piercing, as if someone was being ripped apart.

“I’m right behind you.”

Cecil gripped the doorknob at the same time that the ceiling of their room caved in. He closed his eyes and instinctively covered his head with his hands. After a few seconds passed when all the debris stopped falling, he looked around to make sure Grace hadn’t been injured. She seemed okay, if still scared out of her mind.

A blanket of calmness consumed him when he decided that what he was seeing could in no way be possible or real.

The rain was falling through a hole in the ceiling of their hotel room. A large black insect leg, with the thickness of a tree trunk, stood planted in the middle of the room; the body that belonged to that leg was out of view, hovering somewhere over the hotel.

Cecil noticed the length of the hairs that randomly protruded from the massive leg, looking like obscene broom straws. The joint of the leg lined up just below the hole in the ceiling inside the hotel room. Whatever monstrosity was invading the hotel reminded him of something he would see in an old science fiction double feature, like Them! and Tarantula.

A second gargantuan insect leg crashed through the ceiling and impaled the middle of the bed—sending shards of wood spraying across the room. A piece of shrapnel struck Grace in the cheek, and Cecil lunged forward to grab his wife. He had to run around one of the spider legs to get to Grace. He noticed how the rain ran down the big insect legs and dripped from the long coarse pieces of hair that were as long as his arm. Just as he reached her, they heard a series of more crashes throughout the hotel that sounded like clumsy rudiments being played on a snare drum.

The room’s combination fan and light finally let go of the damaged ceiling and crashed to the floor right where Cecil had been standing a few seconds earlier.

“What the fuck is going on?” Grace screamed.

“The sky must be broken, just like you said. I think it’s the end of the world,” Cecil replied as rain doused the back of his neck. When he extended his arm toward his wife to help her get up off the floor, he noticed that the wound on his hand had opened up again. The bandage was turning red as it absorbed the blood.

Grace reached for his hand and then stopped abruptly. The sound of giant legs crashing through the roof of the hotel had stopped but had been replaced by frantic, bloodcurdling screams from different guests throughout the hotel instead.

“We gotta get to the car and go. I don’t even want to see what is—”

Cecil was thrown backward as a third leg crashed through the ceiling directly above his head and impaled Grace right through the chest. She lifted her head slightly; her eyeballs appeared as if they would pop out of her skull. A gurgling moan escaped her lips as blood splattered from her mouth and the gaping hole in her torso.

Cecil screamed with such force that his vocal cords quit working almost immediately. He lunged forward to grab his wife, even though he didn’t know what he was going to do to help her. He wrapped his hands around the big hairy insect leg and tried to pull it upward. It didn’t budge.

He let go of the leg and looked down at Grace. She was already dead. Her eyes were frozen open, and she was limp with the leg through her middle like a stake.

In a moment of panic and adrenaline, Cecil reached for the insect leg again. This time, just before his fingers could get a grip, the leg rocketed upward through the hole in the ceiling, taking Grace with it. Cecil stumbled backward as the body of his wife struck him on her upward journey through the hole.

Cecil watched his wife rise as lifeless as a rag doll. The insect leg had completely skewered her body. Then the leg and his wife were gone, disappearing through the hole.

The other two legs that had been motionless in the room also retracted through the holes they had created.

It must be walking, Cecil thought.

He bolted for the door and spilled out into the parking lot. He turned around and looked into the sky above the roof.

Walking on long legs that looked more like stilts were three colossal spiders.

With each step they took, another one of their eight legs crashed through the roof of the hotel. Even though their legs were black, their bodies were pale. Cecil noticed they were walking as a group—the church was the next building in their path.

He turned to run around the side of the hotel to follow the spiders. He didn’t quite know why, but he felt the need to see where Grace was being taken. As he rounded the next corner, he smacked straight into Alice.

“They killed my dad!” she screamed. “What the hell are they?”

Alice wiped a flood of tears and rainwater from her face with the sleeve of her sweatshirt.

“I don’t know. They got Grace too.”

“Where are you going?”

“To see where they are taking them,” he yelled and continued to make chase.

Alice swallowed, blinked the raindrops out of her eyes, and stood in a sort of limbo.

“Hey! Wait up,” she yelled.

Cecil slowed down. “I’m not responsible for you, you know.”

“I can take care of myself,” she grumbled.

Cecil and Alice made it to the end of the building just as the spiders took their last steps before entering the patch of grass behind the hotel, leaving the Blue Leaf Motel looking like Swiss cheese. The three monstrous arachnids were now in full view.

Alice shrieked when she saw her dad still impaled on a spider leg, rising and falling with each step. Her scream was loud enough where it should have attracted the attention of the monsters. None of the spiders reacted as though they had heard Alice at all, nor did they seem to pay attention to any of the guests scampering around the parking lot.

Cecil thought that maybe the spiders didn’t care about the people, and the deaths of Grace and Gabriel were accidental. Maybe they were just stepped on as the spiders made their journey forward. Perhaps the hotel was just an inconvenient barrier for the spiders and not the epicenter of an attack.

Cecil grabbed Alice’s arm just as the spiders reached the churchyard—all walking in unison.

“Look,” he said, pointing.

“What?”

“There is a third body on the last spider’s leg. Can you make out who it is?”

Alice squinted through the rain and tried to focus through the mist that had rolled in from the churchyard.

“Not really, no. Where do you think they’re carrying them?”

Cecil shook his head. “I really can’t say. I know as much as you do.”

The spiders continued traipsing toward the church without faltering in their stride or momentum.

“Should we keep following them?” Alice asked.

Cecil was about to ask her what she thought following them would accomplish, when they both heard a cry for help from inside the hotel. Alice glanced backward at the hotel.

Cecil gasped. “What the …?”

Alice spun around to face the churchyard again. The spiders were gone.

“Where the hell did they go?” she asked, bewildered. “Those things were huge. They vanished, just like that? We’d be able to see them if they were hiding behind the church, wouldn’t we?”

“Yes. I don’t think they are hiding.”

“So where the fuck did they go with my dad?” Alice squealed.

Cecil swallowed hard and felt the tips of his fingers go numb. The muscles in his legs and arms trembled involuntarily. He couldn’t answer her. He felt like everything in his body was paralyzed. His brain was shutting down. Shock had set in.

“Is anybody still out there?” a voice from inside the hotel room bellowed.

The cry for help snapped Cecil out of his catatonic state. He turned around and ran as fast as he could toward a broken hotel window.

Alice watched him go, looked back at the churchyard one last time for any sign of the absconding spiders, and then quickly ran toward the hotel to catch up with Cecil.

Cecil was already through the window and standing in one of the hotel rooms when he heard Alice approaching. “Be careful. There’s broken glass everywhere.”

They were halfway into the room when Alice thought she could see Father Jackson on the floor, the lower half of his body trapped underneath the dresser. Cecil lifted the dresser off Father Jackson’s back.

“Thank you. Thank you. Thank you,” he said as he got to his feet.

“Anything broken, Father?” Cecil asked.

“I don’t think so.”

Alice looked around the room in dismay.

Cecil followed her gaze. The ceiling had four large holes where the spider’s legs had stepped through the roof. He was certain that every room in the Blue Leaf Motel mirrored the shambles of this room.

“I’m glad you were not one of the damned, child,” Father Jackson said to Alice. “I see they didn’t take you.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The archfiends. They passed over you. Today was a day of reckoning, and only the pure were saved. The Earth has been finally cleansed again, this time not by a flood but a meticulous removal of the impure.”

Initially Cecil thought Father Jackson’s comment was preposterous. But then he remembered telling Grace that it was the end of the world. Maybe Father Jackson was on the right track.

“They took my dad,” Alice snarled. “My dad was an amazing person. A Christian.”

Cecil felt a pang of guilt that his own initial reaction wasn’t like Alice’s: to defend a loved one. He hadn’t even thought to stand up for Grace.

“Did you get a good look at them?” Father Jackson asked.

“They were spiders. I’m not too sure if they were actually demons, like you proclaim, but I can tell you that they were abominations of some kind,” Cecil said.

“How many were there?”

“Three. Each spider had taken one person. They disappeared when they reached the …” Cecil slowed down his words and never finished his sentence. The unspoken word hung like a piece of dust in the air. He hated to admit that Father Jackson’s evaluation of the situation might very well be correct.

“The church?” Father Jackson finished.

“Yes. They disappeared there, just as suddenly as they had appeared.”

“It doesn’t make any sense,” Alice sobbed. “If what’s happening here really is some kind of biblical rapture, then why would the spiders—”

“Child, the good Lord’s ways are not for us to make sense of. It’s for us to accept,” Father Jackson interrupted.

“Well, I want to get out of here before the next wave of whatever stomps through,” Cecil said.

“I’m with ya on that. The faster the better. Let me just grab some supplies before we go,” Alice said.

“You live here?” Cecil asked.

“Yeah. In the barn behind the hotel. My dad renovated it after Mom died.”

“Now hold on a minute,” Father Jackson boomed, his voice increasing in volume as he spoke. “We need to make sure there isn’t anyone trapped in the rooms before we leave. We were spared the fire and brimstone because we are the pure and the righteous. If we don’t take a few minutes to check the rooms for any survivors, we would be negating the reason why we were saved in the first place.”

Cecil looked at his shoes and nervously touched his bandaged hand. The wound had stopped bleeding again, but the blood had crusted the gauze. He nodded in agreement.

“Fine,” Alice said with a little more reluctance, “but I’m gonna grab my stuff first before I help look.”

“We’ll come with you. Who knows what else might have been unleashed and is lurking in the shadows,” Father Jackson said and headed toward the door.

Cecil thought that Father Jackson eerily sounded like the clairvoyant Tangina from Poltergeist when he spoke like that. There was something unsettling about the priest.

Cecil and Father Jackson followed Alice around the back of the hotel to a large barn sprawled out in front of them. Alice unlocked the door, and they went inside. The interior of the barn had been meticulously renovated to mimic a penthouse suite. Astonishingly it remained completely untouched by any of the spiders.

“This place is amazing,” Cecil said, looking around in wonderment.

“Thanks. I’ll be right back,” Alice replied and trotted up a banister-less staircase that was flush against the back wall.

When Alice was out of sight, Father Jackson opened one of the doors to his right and peered inside.

“What are you doing?” Cecil whispered forcefully.

“That girl’s father was one of only three people taken away from here. Obviously he was a miscreant. I’m just interested in finding out what his sins were.”

“That is an incredible invasion of that girl’s privacy.”

“Well, looky here,” Father Jackson exclaimed and stepped farther into the room.

“I don’t want to know,” Cecil said sternly and looked away.

Father Jackson emerged from the room a moment later with a small mirror that sported a single line of white powder.

“Illicit drug use is a direct violation of God’s design,” Father Jackson stated, and then tilted the mirror, dumping the powder to the barn floor like snow. “It’s purposefully destroying the vessel that God created for us. That, to me, is like a proverbial middle finger to Him and His divine love for us. No wonder that girl’s father was taken away. God punishes the heathens.”

“How do you know that isn’t Alice’s?” Cecil said, trying to play devil’s advocate.

“Because she is still here, and he is—”

“What are you doing?” Alice demanded fiercely, coming down the staircase. “Who told you that you could snoop around in here?”

The mirror fell from Father Jackson’s hands.

“Child, your father has already been judged. All of his dirty little secrets have been exposed. He joins the ranks with the abortionists, gays, atheists, adulterers, cheaters, liars, and whores.”

Was that why Grace was taken away? Because of the affair? Cecil asked himself.

“You know what?” Alice said to Cecil. “I’ll help him look for any survivors in the hotel, but if you choose to keep company with him when we leave, I’ll be going my own way.”

“I believe there is safety in numbers,” Cecil rebutted. “We don’t know what the state of the rest of the world is in.”

“I guarantee only peace and harmony,” Father Jackson interrupted. “Anyone still remaining shouldn’t have any more deviant thoughts. We were chosen because we are the virtuous.”

Alice darted toward the barn door but stopped to address the priest. “Everything you say condemns my father’s drug use. Even as illegal the act may have been, I don’t believe my father to be immoral.”

Father Jackson and Cecil silently followed Alice back toward the Blue Leaf Motel. They entered the building through a side office door and inspected the damage.

“This place will never be the same again,” she said.

“I don’t think anywhere on Earth will ever be the same again,” Cecil added.

“This isn’t Earth anymore. God has brought Heaven down to us as a final gift to mankind. Now that the spiders have removed the filth and slime from the planet, Heaven can permanently reside right here.”

“You’re a fucking loon,” Alice spat and jogged toward the hallway of the hotel. A moment after turning the corner, she noticed a man walking away from her. “Hey! Hey, you!”

The man stopped and turned his head. The fluorescent hallway lights that hung from the ceiling flickered and buzzed.

“Man, am I happy to see you folks,” the man said and walked toward Alice. “Is there anyone else still alive in here?”

“That’s what we are trying to find out.”

“Did your hand get hurt in the attack?” the man asked Cecil.

“Work-related injury,” Cecil replied, touching the bandage.

“What’s your name, brother?” Father Jackson asked the stranger.

“Mel.”

“We’re about to give the hotel a once-over before heading out. We could certainly use your help. I’m Father Jackson.”

“Absolutely. I’m just happy that I’m not the only one left here.”

“Do you need to get anything from your room first?”

Mel looked at his hotel door suspiciously. “Nah. I think I have everything.”

Cecil glanced at Alice to see if she had picked up on the same creepy vibe he was getting about Mel. Alice scrunched her shoulders and opened her eyes wide as if to say, This guy seems weird.

“What the hell happened here? What were those things?” Mel asked.

Alice just rolled her eyes as Father Jackson started spewing his biblical hogwash from his mouth again.

[image: images]

Cecil was the first one to hear the screams.

“HELP! OH, GOD, WILL SOMEBODY PLEASE HELP US!”

“That sounds like it’s coming from my room,” Cecil said, and they all broke out into a full sprint.

As Cecil got closer to the cries for help, he realized that they were coming from the room next to his and Grace’s—where the ménage à trois had taken place. When they reached the room, they found the door locked.

“Unlock the door!”

“We can’t. We’re trapped,” a female voice replied.

“Are you far enough from the door for us to kick it in without you getting hurt?” Mel asked.

“Yes,” a different female voice answered.

Mel and Cecil took a step backward and counted to three in unison. On three, they kicked the door as hard as they could. Wood splintered around the door frame, but the door held fast. Cecil and Mel kicked again. This time the door cracked right in half.

Two women were pinned under a large piece of the ceiling that had fallen when a spider leg had penetrated the roof. Mel, Cecil, Alice, and Father Jackson were able to remove enough of the debris for the women to shimmy out from the rubble. Both women got to their feet on their own accord and shook the plaster dust from their clothes.

Cecil was embarrassed to ask the women where the male was. He didn’t want them to know that he and Grace could hear them during their sexual tryst.

“Does anything feel broken?” Father Jackson asked.

Without answering, one of the women immediately broke down and began to cry.

“They took him. Those … things took him!”

The mystery of the third victim has been solved, Cecil thought.

“Took who? Who was he?” Cecil asked, the urge to find the answer to at least one conundrum was too great for him to control his emotions.

“He was a DJ at Overland’s,” the other woman stated. “His name was Michael. That’s all we know.”
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