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        Say your name over two hundred times and discover you are no one.

        Richard Bachman, The Running Man
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            A Midnight Message

          

        

      

    

    
      Here’s my advice:

      If you ever get invited to the Monster Games, decline. Just stay away from any and all packed arenas crawling with supernatural creatures. Especially the ones that don’t like humans.

      There’s more to this, of course. I’ll get there.

      As you may remember, I no longer work at BEAST. A couple of SOD agents offered me a job working for them in southern Ohio, the same SOD agents who had lobbied for the closure of our branch (and who are quite the assholes, if I’m being totally honest).

      Instead of accepting, Zack, Maddie, and myself opened Fright Squad, a freelance monster hunting business that was destined to fail, mainly because we know nothing about businesses.

      Suffice to say our prices are very reasonable. Probably too reasonable, but what do I know?

      Go ahead and call us if you like. Not many do.

      The only one who ever seems to call us is Lieutenant Walker of the Akron Police Department. Usually he’s drunk and mad about what happened at City Hospital a few months ago—R.I.P to the rookie who had his head torn off. I listen, nod (though he can’t see me nodding), and tell him I’m sorry.

      When he’s not calling to tell me I’m a bleeping bleep-head, he’s telling us about some supernatural entity up to no good in the city or one of Akron’s neighboring suburbs.

      I usually answer. If not, he leaves a message.

      That is where this particular chapter of my young life begins. With a message.
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        * * *

      

      It was a Thursday. Maddie and Zack and I had just gotten home from our bowling league over at Westgate Lanes. Zack somehow swindled the bartender into giving him a bucket full of beers. I never drank the stuff, not usually, but somehow Zack also swindled me into helping him polish them off over the course of our two games against a team of bro-town frat boys whose name was mighty suggestive: We Love Balls!

      They kicked our ass. Even with the handicap.

      And they really loved their balls. I’m serious. After each frame, they gave their gear a solid wipe-down and a kiss. I’ve never seen so many balls kissed in one night. Also, whenever one of them got a strike, they’d bump chests, which Maddie had so astutely pointed out wasn’t actually chest-bumping, since it was their genitals doing all the touching. I thought that was mighty…odd. But hey, whatever floated their boats, I guess. They did love balls.

      I was glad to get out of there after we wrote our final scores down. Losing was all right as long as Zack and Maddie were there losing with me.

      Maddie drove us home while Zack and I belted out Ricky Martin’s “Livin’ La Vida Loca.” About twenty seconds into our rendition of this once smash-hit song, Maddie turned the volume down. Told us she was going to pull her ears off if she had to hear any more of that.

      But that didn’t stop us. We drove back to my apartment, terrible voices screeching, our hips wiggling in the seats, alcohol making us forget about any and all pressing matters—like the fact we were technically on the job that night. Being a monster hunter doesn’t allow one to stick to normal hours. We’re always on the job.

      The apartment doubled as our Fright Squad headquarters. There, Zack and I would probably play video games and eat junk food, crash, wake up hungover from our two beers, and say we’d never do that again for as long as we lived. No job tonight, right? All play, no work.

      Just as we were walking up the flight of steps that led to my floor, my left arm and Zack’s right around Maddie’s shoulders, my cell phone went off.

      It was a text message from Walker.

      I glanced at the screen, showed Maddie mostly because I couldn’t decipher the squiggly lines and symbols that made up the English language without feeling slightly nauseous doing so.

      “Great,” she said.

      I sensed minor sarcasm.

      Zack asked, “A job?” I nodded. “Nice!” he grinned, his bloodshot eyes covered by his sunglasses, like normal. “What is it, the job?”

      I shrugged, not wanting to admit I hadn’t actually read Walker’s text. Maybe I’d forgotten how to read. Oh, no. That wasn’t good. Part of me knew I was just a lightweight when it came to booze, but the drunk part of me told me I was screwed. I didn’t know which part to believe.

      We passed a couple of Akron University students that lived in the building and whose names I’d forgotten. They smelled the beer and the bowling alley cigarette smoke drifting off of us and gave us a knowing head nod. Zack high-fived them.

      Maddie growled something unintelligible.

      The college students went in the direction opposite of us, laughing. I wondered where they were going. Probably some awesome party. I think part of me wished they’d invite us along with them. I knew I’d have to say no. I’d never be truly normal.

      There would always be something holding me back from a normal life. Being a monster hunter out for revenge was one of them.

      Not even my love life was safe.

      After saving Lola from the hands of Doctor Blood, we had kissed, and then things went terribly awkward. We went out on a couple of dates that just didn’t really click. My mind was always elsewhere, on Doctor Blood, on avenging my father. The next thing I knew Lola was taking a job in SOD about a hundred miles away from me, making a relationship between us next to impossible. I still texted her from time to time, but the responses were few. I once got the dreaded “K” reply, which I wasn’t prepared for. If you get the “K,” according to various articles in Cosmopolitan Magazine, you’ve done something wrong. What that was, I’ve still yet to find out.

      As the great Kurt Vonnegut once said: So it goes.

      Anyway, BEAST gave each of us a hefty severance package. Lorne and Dalton offered us jobs again. We refused. Time went on. I still had a good amount of that money left over, plus all I had saved in my year working for BEAST.

      The problem was that the money would run out. We needed clients and we needed them fast.

      So, even though two-thirds of the Fright Squad were under the influence, we had to take this job.

      I made a motion back toward the stairs. Maddie grabbed my ear. “Uh-uh, not yet,” she said.

      “But the job,” I pleaded.

      “Just a second. We need to get you sobered up first,” she replied. “Not to mention, you know, we need gear.”

      “Right,” I said.

      Zack said, “Yeah, Abe. Duhhhhh!”

      I tried punching him and missed his shoulder by a pretty wide margin.

      We approached my door.

      Zack laughed. “Sixty-eight plus one is what?”

      I live in apartment 68, one away from 69, or what Zack calls “The Sex Number.”

      Neither Maddie nor I answered.

      He let it go after a few moments. I pulled my keys out and went for the lock. Unlocking the door while drunk was not easy going. Luckily Maddie was there and she took my keys right out of my hand and did it for me.

      In we went.

      “Slayer!” Zack yelled.

      The goblin flicked his gaze toward the door. A smile spread on his face. Then he flicked his gaze back to the television. He was watching Spongebob Squarepants, a show he’d been obsessed with ever since discovering it in the back of Zack’s rented SUV outside of Perdition Cemetery. We’d taken part of our severance packages and bought the little guy the complete series on DVD. He’s watched it three times through already, I think. Who would’ve thought a goblin would like Spongebob Squarepants? Then again, who doesn’t like that show?

      “Hey, buddy!” I said.

      He raised a hand at me, mumbled something that vaguely sounded like human speech for “Hi,” and went back to his show. He sat very close to the screen. I wanted to tell him he might go blind like my own mother had told me when I used to do the same thing, but that was probably bull. I decided to let the goblin enjoy himself while he could.

      The apartment was not a very tidy workspace, nor a big one for that matter, but it did the trick.

      Maddie put on a pot of coffee. I didn’t know I had a coffee maker.

      Zack and I sat on the couch. Watched Spongebob argue with some giant fish about where the pickles on his Krabby Patty had gone. I’d seen this episode probably twenty times in my life and it was still entertaining. Like I said, who doesn’t like Spongebob?

      I was sobering up. I could feel it. With the sobering, came a headache. Once, Storm had told me that the only way to beat a hangover was to never stop drinking. Stay drunk. Right then, that didn’t seem like a bad idea. But we didn’t have any booze and the college guys I was sort-of acquainted with had already left the building.

      So instead of booze I drank black coffee. It was bitter but no worse than the sudsy urine so coyly disguised as Budweiser we had had at the bowling alley.

      Maddie was laying gear and weapons out on the table. Once the items stopped spinning, I identified a vial of holy water, an EMF meter, which would detect movement from a source of electrical energy i.e. spirits, a trio of crucifixes and leather-bound Bibles, some rosary beads, three stained surplices and cassocks from the closet, which were what priests so commonly wore, and finally a ghost catcher designed by Storm. The ghost catcher was essentially a jar containing a bright light. Ghosts are attracted to great energies, like moths to a flame, so the idea of the ghost catcher was to draw the entity into the jar and close the lid tight.

      It worked. Usually.

      Drunk or not, I knew this job was an exorcism.

      So did Zack.

      “You can’t be serious,” Zack said. “Not an exorcism.”

      Maddie nodded.

      “They’re the literal worst,” he said, slurring his words only slightly.

      “I like exorcisms,” Maddie said. “They’re fun.”

      “Yeah, yeah,” Zack said. “Me, too, I mean. I like exorcisms, too.”

      “Nice save,” I mumbled.

      “It’s a paycheck anyway, right?” Maddie said.

      I shrugged, sipped some of the gross black coffee Maddie had brought, and grimaced. “Maybe. Hopefully.”

      “Won’t pay us if we kill the person they’re in,” Zack added.

      He was right, of course. Exorcisms are tricky things. Contrary to popular belief, a member of a church doesn’t need to give permission for one if you know what you’re doing. Fright Squad knew what they were doing thanks to our extensive training at the Academy. Also contrary to popular belief, most of the people suffering from possessions weren’t suffering from mental illnesses. That was, to my understanding, just an excuse for the churches to deny an “official” exorcism. They apparently didn’t like doing them, either.

      I didn’t blame them.

      “Where’s it at?” I asked.

      “Woodhaven,” Maddie answered. She shoved another steaming hot cup of coffee in Zack’s hand and dragged him away from the TV. “More beer,” she lied.

      Zack’s face lit up and he gulped the coffee down before realizing it was hot and not beer. His face turned red and he winced, but that was the extent of his reaction. In his eyes, I think, Maddie could do no wrong.

      “Woodhaven again?” I said.

      It wasn’t my favorite place.

      “Trust me, I don’t want to go back there, either,” Maddie said. “Not after seeing a werewolf’s penis turn into a tentacle.”

      “Which slapped Abe in the face!” Zack said and broke into laughter.

      Slayer laughed along with him, but then the opening theme song for Spongebob began and he mumbled and grunted through the words as he bounced around in front of the TV.

      They would never let me live that unfortunate incident down. But hey, at least I was man enough to take one for the team, right?

      I said nothing. Wasn’t much I could say in that instance. What was done was done.

      “Are you guys feeling any better?” Maddie asked.

      “I’ve never felt better—” Zack began then convulsed. His cheeks puffed out like a squirrel hiding nuts and he moved faster than I’d ever seen him move toward my broom closet of a bathroom. From there, I heard him heave his guts up. This went on for a few moments before he came back out wiping his mouth with balled-up toilet paper and said, “Correction. Now I’ve never felt better. Oh…and Abe?”

      “Yeah?”

      “You’re gonna need a new shower curtain. Sorry,” Zack said.

      I shrugged. “Comes out of your paycheck.”

      He looked at me. Shrugged back.

      “Okay, now that that’s out of your system,” Maddie said, “we got an exorcism to preform. Oh—” she put up a finger, “—I’m definitely not kissing you until you use some mouthwash, Zack, so don’t even ask.”

      “Aw,” he said.

      Slayer snickered, made kissing noises.

      I got up from the couch, downed the rest of my coffee, which had become cold and somehow more bitter.

      I really was feeling better. That was good.

      We gathered up the equipment, said bye to Slayer, and headed out the door. Just as Maddie was pulling the door shut, Zack said, “Wait!”

      “What now? Are you gonna puke again?” she asked.

      Zack chuckled. “No. We forgot something.”

      I couldn’t imagine what it was that we forgot. It seemed, judging by all the equipment in our arms, that we were ready to take on an entire ghost army.

      “What?” Maddie asked. “I went through the BEAST handbook, checked everything off of the list.”

      Zack squeezed past her and back into my apartment, which now smelled of coffee, booze, and vomit all mixed together. As if my place wasn’t bad enough. Zack came back a couple minutes later, holding a boom box and a CD with ZACK’S EXORCISM MIX written on it in shaky handwriting.

      Maddie saw this and said, “Oh, damn it. I thought we broke that CD a few months ago Office Space style.” She was, of course, referring to the cult classic film where the main characters brutally destroy a malfunctioning printer to the tune of “Still” by Geto Boys. I was pretty sure we had done that, actually.

      “Nope,” he said. “Those were decoys. See, I knew you’d do that, especially after last time.”

      “That’s because last time the spirit danced with you,” Maddie said.

      “Right into the ghost catcher,” Zack replied.

      He was right.

      “No,” Maddie said, firmly.

      “Abe?” Zack asked.

      I shrugged.

      “Just let me bring it as a backup, pleasssseeeee?” Zack whined, batting those sad-kitten eyes at his girlfriend.

      Maddie replied by rolling her own and saying, “Fine. Just as a backup.”
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        * * *

      

      Lieutenant Walker stood outside the two-story brownstone in a very small gated community in Woodhaven. He was with Officer Stephanie Derringer, also of the Akron PD. Around them was a heavier set man in a cowboy hat, holding a cup of coffee from the local gas station. This was Woodhaven’s sheriff, whose name I’m totally blanking on. The lights of his SUV with WOODHAVEN SHERIFF stenciled on the side painted the sleepy community in red and blue. So much for being inconspicuous.

      Maddie parked the PT Cruiser in the driveway behind a cherry-red Buick.

      “Ah, the cavalry has arrived!” Walker said, waving at us as we got out of the car.

      “Well, I’ll be getting on,” the sheriff said. “Seems ya’ll have it handled.” He gave us a contemptuous look, noting our surplices, and smiled uneasily. With that, Woodhaven’s sheriff left. He was, evidently, not a very good sheriff.

      “Been a while,” Walker said. He sniffed the air. “Is that beer I smell?”

      I shrugged.

      “Thursday nights are bowling nights, Walker,” Zack said.

      “No,” Maddie said, “Thursday nights are getting drunk off of two beers and throwing up on Abe’s shower curtain nights.”

      Zack shrugged.

      I shrugged.

      “Ah, to be young again,” Walker said. He glanced over at Stephanie Derringer and said, “Whoops. You guys have met Steph, right?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “How’s it going?”

      “Good,” Stephanie said.

      “Now that you’re here,” Walker continued, “I guess we’ll be on our way, too.”

      “Not gonna stay as backup?” I asked.

      Walker shook his head. His skin had gone the color of sea foam. “No way, my friend. I shun the supernatural stuff. Ever since Johnson…well, you know.”

      “That’s not what you said.” Stephanie frowned at Walker. “You said we were gonna see what the Fright Squad does firsthand.”

      Walker said, “Eh. It’s different now that I’ve got a look at what we’re dealing with.”

      “What exactly are we dealing with?” Maddie asked.

      “I’m not sure, but it ain’t pretty,” Walker replied.

      On cue, a gruesome shouting escaped from the house. This was shortly followed by a devilish bellow. Walker made a point of shivering.

      “See?” he said.

      “I’m curious,” Stephanie said. “C’mon, Walker. Please?”

      I noticed for the first time, probably because I was still coming down from my two-beer drunkenness, that Stephanie was wearing civilian clothes. Jeans, a dark blouse, and a leather jacket. I wondered if this was a date. If it was, then this was possibly one of the weirdest dates ever.

      “Fine,” Walker said.

      We walked past them toward the front door. Zack slapped Walker on the shoulder. “Don’t worry,” he said, “the Fright Squad is here.”

      So in we walked to this two story brownstone. The door was unlocked and when I stepped in, I was hit with a sickening wave of some foul stench, worse than how my apartment was smelling right about then (and that was saying something). The foyer was dark, but a darker shape crossed my path, almost made me trip and send my Bible and holy water all over the hallway. The dark figure meowed and disappeared into a room on my right that held a grand piano.

      “A black cat just walked in front of us,” I said. That was not a good omen.

      “No,” Maddie said behind me. “It walked in front of you.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      “It smells like a Taco Bell bathroom in here,” Zack said. Maddie elbowed him. I heard the thud of her bone connecting with his ribs and Zack saying “Ouch!”

      “Be polite,” Maddie said.

      In a whisper, Zack replied, “Well, if you’re inviting people over for an exorcism, the polite thing to do would be to light a few scented candles or spray some Febreeze, you know?”

      Maddie didn’t reply.

      The low growling came from up a stairwell at the end of the hallway.

      It was a bad sound, one I’d heard before.

      Behind us, Walker and Stephanie came in, eased the door closed. The latch caught with a snick.

      “What’s the pay for this job?” Zack asked him.

      “Lady said whatever you wanted,” Walker replied. “I woulda taken it myself, but, you know…ghosts and stuff.”

      Whatever we wanted. That meant they were desperate. That meant they’d say anything to get some professionals. That meant we’d probably get paid zilch.

      We all knew that, but none of us were backing out. We were here and we smelled the sickness in the air and heard the possessed grumblings of some poor soul. It was our job to help when we could and we were all right with that. Some things were bigger than money.

      From the steps, as I got closer, I heard a soft sniffling.

      “Hello?” I asked, running my hand along the hallway’s wall since it was so dark. My fingers brushed picture frames and dried paint on canvases.

      “Is this them?” the voice said. It was a woman. She sounded distraught, her voice shaky and wet with tears.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Walker said. “The Fright Squad.”

      She flipped a light switch, the light damn near blinding us.

      The woman was standing. Probably in her sixties, African-American, with hair the color of snow braided into long dreadlocks. One wrinkled hand wet with her tears reached out and took mine. Her flesh was cold, but not as cold as the air around the steps. From the upstairs, an arctic breeze drifted downward. I knew that cold breeze, too. Dark spirits suck out all of the happiness and warmth from a place. Just like this particular dark spirit was doing now.

      This woman didn’t shake my hand. She just took it in her own and looked into my eyes and said, “It’s my husband. Something bad has gotten into him. Something real bad. Please help him.”

      “We will, ma’am,” I said, though I hadn’t seen him yet and couldn’t know for sure if we could.

      “Something got in him,” Zack said softly. “That would explain the smell.”

      Maddie and Walker simultaneously smacked him upside the back of his head.

      The woman hadn’t heard. I hoped.

      “Take us,” I said, still holding the woman’s hand.

      So far, it had been one hell of a Thursday night.

      Upstairs, the source of the smell and the cold leaked out from a closed bedroom door.

      Zack coughed, said, “I’m glad I threw up before we got here.”

      “Me, too,” Maddie said, surprising both of us. The old woman’s name was Angelina Morrison. Her husband’s name was Marcus. Well, it used to be. Now, according to her, he wouldn’t answer to anything besides Xaluney (with an X and not a Z), the evil spirit’s name.

      “Like, does he know that’s not a scary name?” Zack had asked Angelina.

      Angelina looked at Zack with a fear-tightened expression on her face. “You will know fear when you lay your eyes upon the thing that was once my husband.”

      A chill rippled through my spine. The way she spoke, the way her skin had lost some of its color, made me realize she wasn’t messing around.

      The door opened.

      There, strapped to the bed with leather belts, was a heavy black man. He was shirtless. Pale abrasions had popped up all over his chest. They were inverted crosses.

      “Oh, great,” Marcus (Xaluney) said when he saw us standing there in the doorway, “the fucknuts have arrived.”

      The evil spirit’s voice was a mix between a screaming person whose finger had been caught in the garbage disposal and a braying donkey.

      His eyes were hazed with a milky white film. Beneath this film, they were red, as red as the devil’s flesh. His lips were cracked, dried blood had settled within these cracks. The teeth in his mouth were not the teeth of a normal human being. They belonged to something else. Sharp and carnivorous.

      Really, it wasn’t as bad as I’d thought it would be. As far as possessions went, I’d seen scarier ones in the Academy. So I let the spirit know. That was the only way to fight these things. You had to show them who was boss.

      “Why don’t you just shut up,?” I said, stepping closer.

      The demon grinned, then did what any demon would do in this instance. It hacked up a glop of bloody mucus, which slapped my chest wetly. I shuddered. Thought I was about to throw up. If I did I was making damn sure it was going in the direction of the evil spirit.

      “All right,” Zack said, looking down at the gross spot on me, “if that’s the way you want it to be.” He then reached up one nostril and pulled a nose hair out. It departed with a twang. No less than three or so seconds later, a sneezing fit overtook him. He made sure to get as close to the possessed body as possible, and he sneezed right in his face.

      Sorry, Marcus.

      “Oh, my,” Angelina gasped.

      “Geez, Zack,” Walker said. Him and Stephanie were standing in the doorway.

      The spirit wasn’t fazed, however.

      I turned to Angelina and said, “It’s probably for the best if you’re not here during this.”

      “If she’s alone, I’ll tear her heart out,” Xaluney spat, spraying blood and spittle all over. The mist came down on his bare chest, made the inverted crosses glisten. “I’ll tear it out and make her slob of a husband eat it raw.”

      Angelina looked as if she were going to faint.

      “Maddie?” I said. She nodded and took Angelina by the elbow and led her out.

      “I’ll stay with her,” Walker said. “Make sure nothing happens.”

      This was Walker’s way of politely excusing himself.

      Stephanie, thank goodness, decided it was best if she let us be, too. It was risky enough having her and Walker in the house anyway.

      Maddie came back.

      Zack found an outlet, plugged the boombox in (because those D batteries were way too expensive on our budget), and sat on the right edge of the bed.

      Above the headboard was a painting, something that was once galloping horses on a dusty plain but now looked like an abstract expressionists’ nightmare thanks to the mucus-spouting volcano on the mattress.

      I went to the other side of the bed. Maddie stood at the foot.

      “Good luck,” Xaluney said. “You’re going to need it. This body is mine. Mine!”

      “If you’re in there, Marcus,” I said, “fight back!”

      “Marcus isn’t here. Marcus is gone. I ate his soul. He ceases to exist now, my friends,” Xaluney said.

      I glared at those rheumy eyes. “I don’t believe you.”

      “Shall I prove it to you?” Xaluney asked and began moaning.

      I motioned with my hand. “Be my guest.”

      The first step in a successful exorcism was learning exactly what type of entity one was dealing with. Was it the Linda Blair type, the kind that will turn its head around like an owl and walk up the stairs like a demented hell-spider? Or was it the type of demon that would physically change whoever it inhabited, like a shape-shifter of sorts? Or was it the kind of terrible dimensional thing like those that had been summoned by Doctor Blood in Perdition Cemetery?

      So far, it seemed like Xaluney was really shooting for The Exorcist type. Which was good. Which meant we could defeat it.

      Xaluney closed Marcus’s eyes. His face screwed up in immense concentration.

      From Marcus’s brown skin popped up more inverted crosses. A crop of them had come very close together, almost like a pound sign.

      Xaluney cackled. Its eyes opened and its mouth grinned.

      “See? See what I can do?” its voice boomed.

      I ignored the spirit, wasn’t impressed.

      Zack asked me. “Hey man, do you have a pen or something?”

      I patted my pockets.

      “Will a Sharpie do?” I asked. Why I had a Sharpie in my pockets, I didn’t know, but I did.

      “Sure thing,” I answered and held out my hands. I threw the Sharpie. It was black. He caught it, opened the marker by biting down on its cap and pulling.

      “What are you doing?” Xaluney asked. “I demand you tell me what is going on!”

      I leaned over his bared torso to see. So much cold emanated from poor Marcus’s flesh that I thought the Ohio winter had followed us inside.

      Now, looking at the fresh crop of inverted crosses, at the few that were close enough to form the pound sign (like so: #), Zack took the Sharpie and scrawled an X in the top right corner of the leftmost cross, then passed the marker back to me.

      “You’re Os,” he said, grinning.

      I normally wouldn’t be for this type of behavior, but like I said earlier, you have to show the entity who’s boss. What better way of showing it than by embarrassing it?

      So I scrawled an O in the middle of the pound sign.

      “Stop this!” Xaluney bellowed. “Stop this right now! It tickles!”

      Zack glared at the demon. “I’m sorry,” he said, “the game’s not over yet.”

      Xaluney bucked Marcus’s body up and down. The leather belts tied around Marcus’s wrists and ankles stretched, tore slightly. The bed rocked on its legs, making Maddie take a step back. I also stepped back, but not as far. I wasn’t really scared anymore. Tic-Tac-Toe has a way of mellowing out any situation.

      “We better get on with this,” Maddie said.

      “Okay, I’ll start the music,” Zack said then made his X.

      “No,” Maddie said. “No music.” She held her Bible in hand and looked in Marcus’s eyes. “We do this the old fashioned way.”

      In other words: We would read from the Bible and splash holy water on this bastard until our tongues fell out and our wrists ached.

      Sometimes that worked. Sometimes it didn’t.

      We were about to find out.
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      So this is how it went down. Xaluney just laughed at the Bible verses. Maddie read them with gusto and sincerity while Zack and I echoed her “Amens” and he added in a couple “Hallelujahs!” for good measure.

      While Xaluney laughed, he popped a few more of those upside down crosses. They were on the old man’s poor face now. One right in the middle of his forehead like Charles Manson’s swastika.

      Zack said, “Do you really want us to play tic-tac-toe on your face?”

      He spat at us. This time, I was quick enough to dodge it. It hit the lampshade on the nightstand.

      Maddie continued reading, each word pronounced more firmly than the last. A couple of times, Xaluney screamed out, “It burns! It burns!” but we knew he wasn’t serious.

      Zack pulled out the holy water, smelled it, and said, “That’s the stuff. You thirsty?”

      Xaluney spat again. Zack didn’t dodge it, but it was a good thing that he was wearing sunglasses otherwise he was liable to go blind with all that gunk in his eyes. He took the bottle and threw some water on Xaluney’s face. His skin sizzled and the spirit inside cried out in anguish, the voice dropping a few octaves.

      “Have you ever thought of trying out for American Idol?” Zack asked.

      “Fuck you,” Xaluney said through the pain.

      Holy water is a simple invention.

      Once Maddie’s voice was raw, she paused and Walker stuck his head into the room and said, “You guys good? Need any snacks or anything like that?”

      I pointed at the dripping lampshade. “I don’t think I’ll ever eat again.”

      Walker grimaced. Left.

      Zack looked at Maddie. “Can I try now?”

      She sighed and looked at me. I just shrugged.

      “What’s the worst that could happen?” he asked.

      “Uh, our eardrums could burst?” Maddie answered.

      “Pshh,” Zack said, “I’m doing it.”

      Xaluney cackled. “Good luck. You will need it, won’t he, Abraham Crowley?”

      A little surprised, I arched my eyebrow.

      “Yes. I know you, Abraham. I know you better than you know yourself. I can see into your past, your present, your future. I can see all the bad things you’ve done. All the people you’ve overlooked in your life. I know you, Abe. I know you!”

      “Wow, that’s really good,” I said. “Maybe you should skip American Idol and go out for America’s Got Talent.”

      “Maybe you should suck my balls,” Xaluney retorted.

      “I’d really rather not,” I said.

      “Whatever you say, Abraham Crowley of the Exchange Street Apartments, number 68 on the sixth floor. Six feet and two inches, one hundred and seventy pounds, eyes brown, hair brown, organ donor,” Xaluney continued.

      “Whoa,” Zack said. “Is all that accurate? You definitely don’t seem like you’re six-foot, two.”

      “Thanks,” I said to him. I’ll admit, I was a little shocked at Xaluney’s guessing games, but then I realized my wallet had fallen out of my pocket and was lying in plain sight. Probably when I tried dodging one of the spirit’s loogies. What really gave it away was Xaluney’s straining eyes. I picked up the wallet with my ID visible and said, “Very clever, my friend.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Xaluney said.

      “The least you could’ve done was not list off Abe’s features in the order they’re written on his ID,” Maddie said.

      Xaluney offered us a grin. He let Marcus’s tongue out between his sharp teeth, let it wiggle like a snake’s. “You are quite pretty,” he said to Maddie.

      “Back off,” Zack growled. “She’s mine.”

      “Oh, gross,” Maddie said. “You can’t actually feel threatened by that, can you, Zack?”

      Zack looked a little embarrassed, busied himself by picking the boombox up. He slid the CD out of his inside pocket, and put it inside the disc tray.

      “What is the meaning of this?” Xaluney asked.

      “Exorcisms are so drab,” Zack said. “I like to spice them up a little, you know?”

      “You think music will drive me out of this man’s body? You are stupider than you look,” Xaluney said.

      “Thanks,” he said.

      He hit the play button, cranked the volume up to maximum.

      The first song that burst forth from the speakers was “Who Let the Dogs Out?” by the Baha Men. Xaluney bobbed his head with the tune, but right around when the singers started woofing like the canines they so lovingly sang about, I saw Xaluney’s calm demeanor change to that of annoyance.

      Maddie, on the other hand, plugged her ears.

      Then the next track played. I couldn’t imagine what was going through the heads of Walker, Stephanie, and Angelina downstairs. It’s not often an exorcism plays party music.

      The next track was “Wannabe” by the Spice Girls.

      I didn’t mind this song, I’ll admit.

      Marcus’s skin, which Xaluney was wearing, had begun sweating. Those milky eyes wavered. Deep within them, I saw Marcus’s true eyes. They were filled with pain and anguish.

      “You’ll have to try harder than that!” Xaluney said. The spirit’s voice wasn’t his own. Not anymore. Beneath it, like the eyes, I heard Marcus’s voice. It was a gentle voice despite the pain and anguish laced within it.

      “We’re just getting started!” Zack shouted back.

      Right around the time the next song began, Xaluney was shaking. The air in the room had grown warmer and the smell was almost nonexistent. Then again, I could’ve just been used to the stench.

      Then—track 3 played. Track 3 was the track to end all tracks.

      The intro kicked on and the singers, pretending to be certain plastic dolls manufactured by the toy company Mattel, said hi to one another. The chorus began and Xaluney screamed.

      No—screamed isn’t the right word.

      The right word would be howled, but not a howl like is common in werewolves, but howl like a person who’d just dropped a bowling ball on one of their toes…or who’d been listening to “Barbie Girl” by Aqua. Which we were.

      Just like Zack had planned, the vessel in which Xaluney inhabited started having a seizure. Greenish froth poured from his opened mouth and nostrils. Bubbling. Those rheumy eyes rolled back and exposed their bloodshot whites.

      Xaluney yelled out in pain, a twisted sound that was mixed with Marcus’s own homely voice.

      The bed lifted off of the floor about a foot and a half and those inverted crosses started glowing red like the dying embers of a campfire.

      “This doesn’t look good!” Maddie shouted over the thump of the song’s bass.

      “Is he dying?” Zack asked.

      “Wait for it!” I said.

      In the song, Ken was telling Barbie they should go party and the screeching chorus looped again.

      The glowing redness died.

      The white scars the crosses left behind faded.

      Then, with a great belch, a noxious yellow cloud erupted from Marcus’s mouth. The spirit poured out like vomit.

      “Grab it!” I shouted.

      “Shit!” Zack said.

      I don’t know what it was, whether he was too drunk or just entranced by the song, but he hadn’t been ready with his ghost catcher.

      The yellow cloud that was Xaluney ping-ponged off the wall, like a fly stuck inside of a house, looking for a way out of this hot box called the indoors. Either that or die belly-up on the windowsill. Good thing Walker, Angelina, or Stephanie weren’t in here with us, otherwise Xaluney would’ve found a new human to call home.

      If you’re wondering, an entity like Xaluney wouldn’t go for the likes of one of us. We are trained in the art of ghost and monster hunting, and Xaluney no doubt sensed that. Kind of like if a ball of flame searched out a great vat of ice water to hide in.

      I reached for the ghost catcher jar, which was currently poised on the edge of the bed. Too bad Marcus was coming back to his own and having a pretty hefty panic attack. His girth rocked the bedsprings and sent the jar toppling over. Right off the bed.

      The floor was hardwood, not carpet, which meant the jar would likely shatter and we’d be out of luck.

      I cringed, already hearing the terrible noise of breaking glass. Closed my eyes.

      It never came.

      “Barbie Girl” gave way to a Nickelback song I didn’t know the name of. It played much too loudly, giving this whole scene a surreal, nightmarish quality.

      Then, when I opened my eyes I saw Maddie gripping the jar with white knuckles.

      She screwed the lid off and wound up the apparatus on the base. A great fire-like glow came from within, eating away the shadows of the room, blasting the lingering chill into oblivion.

      The little yellow cloud zigged, it zagged, and then it found its way into the jar with a noise like a baseball thumping into a catcher’s mitt. It was so intense, in fact, that Maddie was driven back into the dresser opposite the foot of the bed. There, perched much too closely to the edge, was a 32 inch flat screen TV. It tottered, it teetered, and it fell forward. The plastic casing shattered. The base flew off, skittered under the bed somewhere.

      “Well, shit,” Zack said as him and I rushed over to Maddie. She was red-faced, eyes wide. “Are you okay, babe?”

      “Ouch,” she said. “And what did I say about calling me babe?”

      “That you’re not a talking pig, like the movie,” Zack said dully.

      We helped her up.

      “Exactly,” she said.

      “The lid!” I shouted. “Where’s the lid?”

      “Why am I tied up?” Marcus said. In my mad scramble for the ghost catcher’s lid, I gave Marcus a look that said, Don’t worry, then the old man said to me, “And why are my nipples so sore?”

      I found the lid right next to his bare foot.

      Then, like a Frisbee, I threw it.

      It sailed through the air in slow motion.

      “Heads-up!” I shouted.

      Zack did the complete opposite of what heads-up meant. He actually lifted his head up and looked in the direction from which I threw the jar’s top—

      Clunk!

      That was the sound that filled the room when the lid hit Zack’s forehead.

      “Ow! What the hell, Abe?” Zack yelled.

      “Grab it!” Maddie said. She held her hand over the immense heat coming from the ghost catcher. Inside, the gaseous yellow cloud was swirling around and around the bright light.

      Zack shook off the daze that had overtook him and bent down, picked up the lid, then secured it atop of the jar.

      “Oh, thank God!” Maddie said.

      She set the jar down on the floor and sighed upward, a stream of air blew hair that had been loosed from her tight ponytail out of her face.

      “Let’s never do that again,” she said. “Next time let’s have the lid ready.”

      “Agreed,” I said.

      “Can you turn that crap off?” Maddie asked Zack.

      “Nickelback, crap?” Zack said. “You are getting closer and closer to being single, my dear.”

      She rolled her eyes.

      Zack rubbed at a red line just above his eyebrows then turned the music off.

      “Ohh,” Marcus moaned, as if he were suffering from a great bellyache, “what happened?”

      “You were just possessed,” Zack said. “No big deal.”

      Marcus stared at us with his hard, flinty eyes. After a moment, he said, “Possessed?” and he burst out laughing.

      I just shrugged.

      The old man continued laughing as I went and got the others downstairs. Angelina burst into the room and hugged her husband.

      Out in the hallway, over the sounds of Angelina’s lips smacking all over Marcus’s face, Walker and Stephanie stared at the jar of yellow gas Maddie held in her hand.

      “That’s it?” Walker asked.

      “Yep,” I said, “that’s it.”

      “That’s an evil spirit?” Stephanie echoed.

      “In the flesh—well, you know what I mean,” I said.

      “That’s not…not what I expected,” Walker said.

      “There’s a lot that isn’t what we expect,” Maddie said. She shrugged, which was usually my job. “That’s just life.”

      Not long after this meeting in the hallway, Walker and Stephanie went into the room, where Marcus now sat on the edge of the bed, untied and with a shirt on, and they began questioning him. I don’t think it was for official police business or anything like that. I think it was just out of sheer curiosity.

      Angelina followed us down the steps. All the lights in the house were on. I didn’t blame her for that. Exorcisms were a scary thing.

      “I can’t even begin to thank you,” Angelina said.

      At the foot of the stairs, she wrapped us all up in a big hug. She smelled like ginger and some type of hair product. It was a smell that reminded me of my grandma, God rest her soul.

      “How can I ever repay you?” Angelina said when we parted. She pulled a checkbook out of a nearby drawer and asked if a thousand bucks would be enough, which she said she knew was not much but was all she had.

      I shook my head and waved the checkbook away. “This one’s on the house,” I said. I couldn’t bring myself to take money from her. The job really wasn’t that bad.

      “Yeah,” Maddie echoed, “it was no big deal.”

      “Thank you! Thank you!” Angelina now kissed us all on the cheek. “Here,” she said. “Just a moment.”

      She disappeared down the brightly lit corridor. Came back a few moments later with a Tupperware container full of sweets. My stomach grumbled at the sight of them.

      The cheese sticks and beer had digested. It was time for a nutritious late-night snack of snickerdoodles and chocolate chip cookies.

      So I took them graciously.

      “If anything like this happens again,” I said, now pulling out a card that read Fright Squad on it and handing it to Angelina, “you give us a call. No hesitation.”

      “Yeah!” Zack said. “And tell your friends!”

      We left the house. Not long after us, Walker and Stephanie came out arm and arm. I held a container full of cookies in my hand, Maddie held a demonic spirit in a jar, and Zack held the boombox that saved us.

      It was a very weird night, indeed. I just didn’t expect things to get weirder.
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      “You know,” Zack said, “we probably should’ve taken Angelina up on her offer. A thousand bucks would go a long way.”

      We had just gotten into the PT Cruiser.

      I shrugged. “There’ll be other opportunities.”

      “True,” Maddie said.

      I couldn’t bring myself to take money from that nice old woman. After what she’d been through, it just wouldn’t be right. Yeah, yeah, I knew that was a terrible business model. I knew the Fright Squad was cruising for bankruptcy sooner rather than later, but I just couldn’t do it.

      Maddie stuck the key into the ignition, flipped on the headlights. We were parked in the driveway, the garage in front of us. But so was something else.

      It was a tall and gangly thing.

      I pointed. “Do you see that?” I had to ask because it wouldn’t have been my first time seeing things. Ever since that night at Perdition Cemetery, I sometimes have a problem distinguishing the differences between waking and sleeping.

      “Yeah…” Maddie said. “What the hell?”

      Zack leaned forward from the backseat. “That’s…that thing ain’t human.”

      Maddie flipped on the high beams. The garage was painted in brightness. Frozen, the creature stared into them. They reflected huge eyes on its face. It was hugging the side of the building.

      I got out of the car slowly. Empty-handed. Realizing this, I suddenly wished I had a weapon. The thing could be dangerous. Most likely was. “Hey!” I said.

      But the creature, whatever it was, didn’t want to hear the rest of what I had to say.

      It turned away from the garage and took off. The trees beyond Angelina’s house rustled and the forest swallowed it up.

      I got back in the car.

      “What was that?” Maddie asked.

      “Heck if I know,” I said. “Do you think it’s dangerous?” My mind was thinking back to Angelina, wondering if she needed a guard tonight.

      “No way,” Zack said. “Probably just one of the hillbillies from the trailer park around the way.”

      “Real nice,” Maddie said.

      Zack shrugged. “I’m only speaking the truth, babe— Er, I mean, Maddie.”

      I didn’t get a great look at the thing, but it certainly wasn’t a hillbilly from a Woodhaven trailer park. Those eyes didn’t seem human at all.

      “Don’t worry,” Maddie said, probably noticing the confused look on my face, which was always there, I thought, “I’m sure whatever that was will end up finding us.”

      Zack steered the conversation back to the subject of money.

      “I’m just saying,” he said, “I’m gonna run out of funds soon. Probably sooner than later and I can’t go back to being a delivery driver.”

      Zack was a delivery driver many moons ago when he was in the Academy. Somebody had to pay for the PT Cruiser’s car insurance, right? So he worked for a place called Midnight Snacks right off of the Akron University Campus. His weekends were nonstop deliveries to drunk students, who didn’t know what a tip was. He hated it. His boss was, in his own words, a dick, and his coworkers were always stoned.

      “Next time,” I told him. “Next time we’ll get paid and we’ll split it three ways.”

      “Who knows if there will even be a next time?” Zack mumbled as he settled into his seat. It wasn’t a question.

      I didn’t say anything back. What could I say? He was right. Business was slim as were our contacts. In a world where people don’t want to admit that the things that go bump in the night are really out there going bump in the night, it was hard to find work as a slayer of said things.

      I couldn’t exactly get out of the PT, walk up to the door, knock, and say, “Hey, Angelina, here are your cookies back. We’ve decided we’d rather have the thousand bucks instead if that’s a-okay with you.”

      Nope.

      So we just had to keep hoping that the opportunity for money would come in due time.
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      We headed back toward the apartment. Parked in the same spot outside of the building as always. But I saw something through the Cruiser’s windshield. The street had gotten increasingly darker. Around the campus, in downtown Akron no less, the place was constantly lit up to deter the sketchier types from hanging around and committing crimes. It didn’t always work, but at least I never had to fumble around for my entrance swipe card.

      Except now, where bright lighting should’ve been beating down on the sidewalk, it wasn’t. In this pool of darkness, I saw the bright yellow eyes again, the same ones I’d seen at the house in Woodhaven. My heartbeat sped up. The metallic taste of adrenaline filled my mouth. How could whatever that thing was get here before us? I didn’t see any cars trailing the Cruiser on the ride over here. That meant…this thing knew where I lived.

      “Guys,” I said, pointing, “looks like we have company.”

      “Son of a gun,” Zack said.

      Maddie looked at me then at Zack. “Let’s get ‘em, yeah?”

      I nodded. I was anxious. What if the thing proved more powerful than us? What if this was all a trap?

      I couldn’t show just how anxious and scared I actually was. I was the leader. I had to keep my cool.

      “Slowly,” I said. The others nodded and together we eased our way out of the PT Cruiser. But, unfortunately, in the darkness, the overhead light coming on blew our cover. Those two yellow eyes winked out of existence and the streetlight flickered back on with a crackle. There, the sidewalk was abandoned except for a few stray pieces of litter.

      Whatever that thing had been was gone. Again.
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      Throughout the short walk to the apartment building, I wondered if I was going crazy. Then I realized that wouldn’t have made sense because we were all seeing that thing—whatever it had been. And it just wasn’t possible for us all to see the same illusion. Unless we had partaken in some pretty powerful ayahuasca.

      Which we hadn’t.

      At least not that I remembered.

      We took the elevator to the sixth floor. When the doors opened on my floor, they opened onto darkness.

      “What the—” I began, but the overhead lights crackled and flashed.

      “Something’s not right,” Maddie said.

      “Ya think?” Zack said.

      My heart did a little stutter. Slayer. I was hoping he was safe. That was the only important thing.

      Maddie gave Zack a dirty look, which made him apologize.

      I stepped forward, leading the way onto the thin carpet. My apartment was about three-quarters of the way down the corridor. As we walked, I noticed all the other doors were shut and locked. It might’ve been late, but hardly a night went by where at least one of my neighbors wasn’t throwing a party. People coming in and out of the open doors. Most of my neighbors are college students, and one thing I learned about college students was that they were constantly drinking and gyrating their bodies while listening to music that would’ve scared a malevolent spirit right out of town. All bass and incomprehensible lyrics.

      But not tonight. No stumbling students with beer-soaked clothes, no thumping, muffled bass, no distant cheering as someone sank the last cup in a game of beer pong. It was quiet. Eerily quiet.

      “I don’t like this,” Zack said.

      Maddie replied with, “Ya think?”

      I chuckled, but it was a nervous chuckle. It was one thing when we were out and about in spooky places such as graveyards and the houses of possessed people, but when that stuff started coming into my own home, my safe haven, things were getting real messed up.

      With my heart hammering, I rounded on the door to 68. No jokes of “The Sex Number” from Zack this time.

      What the—?

      I may have been slightly under the influence when we left, but I could’ve sworn that we locked up. I would’ve bet my life on it.

      But the door was open.

      “Hello?” I called. “Slayer?”

      I heard something. It was Spongebob’s annoying laugh, then Slayer echoing it.

      Something else trying to echo Slayer. A deep voice.

      My stomach felt like it was packed with ice.

      Maddie pulled a stake free from her pocket. I did the same. Stakes are readily available, so we always had them on us no matter the job. Even though I thought it would be quite embarrassing if you saw one of us trying to stake a demon spirit. Back in the day when we were rookies that might be understandable, maybe, but not any longer.

      Zack took one look at the stake and shook his head. I think he was saying with that head shake: It never ends, does it? No place is safe.

      We all stood in front of the half-opened door. I think we were all scared, too. At least I was.

      So I kept leaning around to try and get a better look inside, to see what we were dealing with, but all I could see was the edge of my TV and a couple of empty cups. Nothing looked different, not really. There had been no ransacking, no broken glass or cut-up cushions, and if my TV was still there—which it was, playing Spongebob Squarepants—I thought we were in pretty good shape. The TV was pretty outdated, but it was a flat screen, high-definition, all that good stuff. Not very big or anything, and I constantly found myself getting closer and closer to the screen whenever I watched things on it, like Slayer did, but I personally thought it was the perfect size for my habitual movie watching. It was hard to fall asleep after a day of fighting monsters and abominations without putting on something to numb my mind. And the television was easily the most expensive and valuable thing in my crappy apartment—aside from all the weapons Storm had sent our way, which I didn’t think anyone would have much use for unless they were starting a rival monster hunting company. The odds of that were slim to none.

      These thoughts helped ease my mind. I looked at Maddie and Zack and said, “Let’s go in.”

      Maddie nodded, her lips pursed and showing me she was all business, but Zack rolled his eyes so hard, they practically got a look at his brain behind them.

      “Dude,” Zack said, “man up.” He stepped in front of me and pushed the door open. The hinges creaked like the hinges of a thousand doors in hundreds of haunted houses.

      He took a step, but the lead foot never planted. Something stopped him from entering the inside of my apartment.

      And sitting on the couch next to Slayer, its slimy legs crossed, was the reason.
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      “Greetings,” the creature said.

      “Uh…” I managed.

      A million thoughts were going through my head. What was this thing on my couch? Why was it on my couch? Was it dangerous? Do all weird creatures like Spongebob Squarepants? How much would a new couch cost?

      The latter question because the monster currently plopped on the cushions that had frequently been my makeshift bed was technically naked, and I was technically dreading ever sitting or lying there again.

      Oh, yeah, just flip the cushions, Abe, that’ll do it, you might say.

      But you didn’t see the creature like I did. You didn’t see the slimy skin and the bumps and warts and expanding gills. Whatever coated this monster’s flesh would seep down through the cushions.

      “The eyes,” Maddie whispered behind me. Zack was back there, too.

      “Huh?” I asked, but then I looked up. My own eyes found the creature’s and I saw this was the same creature who’d been following us around that night. They were big, bulbous, and as bright yellow and round as a rising sun. I thought, for a second, that this creature might’ve been wearing a pair of light-up party glasses you often see people wearing on New Year’s Eve, but then the eyes blinked—not up and down like a human’s eyes, but sideways—with a sound like someone stepping through mud. The bright yellow disappeared then reappeared and stared back at us.

      “Who are you?” I asked. I wish I could say I demanded, but this whole situation threw me for a loop and my voice was pretty quiet. “Slayer, come over here.”

      The goblin shook his head and pointed at the screen.

      “Damn, dude! Did you see Frannie pull her bazongas out?” a voice said from down the hallway. “They were like a pair of plump melons, man! Watermelons!”

      “I know, bro! Superb spank-bank material!” another voice echoed.

      Judging by their dialogue, I knew this to be the college students who lived directly across from me. They would probably handle seeing the creature a lot worse than we did. And we didn’t need any more unwanted attention on us tonight.

      “Hey Abe!” one shouted. We were still standing in the threshold, clearly visible. I had to make a choice here: Go inside with this odd creature who’d broken into my apartment, or let the college bros see the monster sitting there in its birthday suit and possibly have one of them suffer a heart attack.

      I stepped forward. Maddie and Zack—reluctantly—came with me. I closed the door, shut and locked it.

      “That dude’s fuckin weird,” one of the college bros said. “Better to just leave him alone, you know?”

      “Yeah, but I think he’s probably got some good weed. It always smells funny over there, bro,” the other college guy said.

      I shrugged at Maddie, who’d been telling me I really needed to keep my apartment in better shape long before we ever converted it into Fright Squad’s offices. She was right, of course, but there was currently nothing I could do about it, especially now that the creature from the gross lagoon was rubbing his backside all over my couch.

      Once I heard their door open and close, I figured it was safe to start grilling our greasy intruder. Just before I opened my mouth, though, Zack said, “It does smell in here, bro.”

      “Thanks,” I said, neglecting to tell him he was often the cause of said foul smell, what with him constantly leaving unwashed cereal bowls half-full of milk everywhere and vomiting on my shower curtain. But this wasn’t the time.

      “I come in peace,” the creature said, reminding us that there was a creature. “My name is Bondano, Fizzler Bondano.” It was hard not to notice that the creature’s introduction mimicked James Bond’s, at least partly in the name, certainly not in the delivery because his voice was quite timid and soft. This was odd, of course, considering the appearance of the monster.

      “Uh, hi,” I said. “I’m—”

      “You’re Abraham Crowley,” Fizzler Bondano said. I did note how odd of a name that was, believe me. He nodded his head in Zack and Maddie’s direction. “And you’re Madilyn Pepper and Zackary Murphy. You are infatuated with one another.” Fizzler Bondano tilted his head back and the two vertical slits that comprised his nostrils flared. “I can smell the hormones.”

      “Should I be offended about that?” Zack asked me. “Like, violated or something?”

      Maddie and I ignored this.

      Slayer whined.

      “Yes, I have not forgotten about you. You are Slayer, a goblin from the Scandinavian forests with a delectable taste in television shows.”

      Slayer smiled, raised a hand for a high five. The creature blinked sideways at it.

      “What are you?” I asked the creature.

      Maddie hit me. “You can’t just go asking people what they are, Abe. That’s rude.”

      “He did kinda break into my apartment,” I said.

      “Not the point,” Maddie said.

      “Well,” Zack whispered, leaning over, “is Mr. Fizzler even considered people?”

      Maddie hit him, too.

      “No, no,” Fizzler Bondano said. “I am not offended. To answer your question: I am a gasling.”

      “Explains the smell,” Zack said, not bothering to lower his voice.

      “Gasling?” Maddie said. “I’ve never heard of that. Have you guys?”

      I racked my brain for an answer. There wasn’t one, but that wasn’t saying much. Most of the historical stuff I’d learned at the Academy had left my mind as soon as I stepped through the front doors and into my first patrolling job at BEAST.

      Zack shook his head. “No, I haven’t, but he kinda looks like the thing from Creature from the Black Lagoon. What was it called?”

      “The Gill-man,” I said. Good thing for my wealth of movie knowledge, huh?

      “Yeah! That’s it!” Zack said.

      “Ah, yes,” Fizzler said. “I know of the creature of which you speak. I daresay that I do, in fact, share traits with the Gill-man.”

      Maddie was still holding her stake. I noticed and put my hand on hers, lowering it. She looked down, jumped at the sight. I think she had forgotten. I’m not saying we wouldn’t have to fight—there was still a good chance that would happen, I thought, but if we were going to fight Fizzler Bondano and live to tell about it, we’d need something much bigger than a weapon meant for a measly vampire. One look at Fizzler’s scaly flesh, which reminded me of a Komodo Dragon’s, and I knew not even my old sword I took to Perdition Cemetery would do the trick. Maybe a cannonball would, or a bazooka. Which, spoiler alert, we didn’t have either of those things.

      I think Maddie understood this, too. She set the stake down on the TV stand.

      The gasling smiled. He had a mouthful of sharp teeth that made a werewolf look like a puppy.

      “Okay,” I said, “so you’re a gasling and your name is Fizzler Bondano, but that doesn’t tell me why you’ve broken into my apartment.”

      “Or why you’ve been following us,” Maddie said.

      Fizzler lifted up one leg and crossed it over the other. His feet were webbed and at each point, which I’m guessing would be called a toe, maybe, were long claws. Almost talon-like. Fizzler had these on his hands, too. One flick and he could’ve gutted us like fish.

      Fizzler said, “That…well, I have a reasonably good explanation for that.”

      “For following us or why you broke in?” I asked, glaring.

      “Well…both,” Fizzler said. He patted the cushion next to him. The couch wasn’t very big and he was already taking up two of the three cushions.

      There was no way we’d all fit, not to mention I didn’t really feel safe being in the same room as the gasling, let alone on the same piece of furniture.

      “No, thanks,” I said. I sidestepped over to the kitchenette and pulled a couple of folding chairs out from between the fridge and the small pantry, never taking my eyes off of Fizzler Bondano. There were only two chairs. I took one and offered the other to Maddie because that was the gentlemanly thing to do. She sat down, thanking me. All that separated us from the creature was my flimsy coffee table I got at Walmart, which was about two coffee cups away from collapsing.

      Zack looked around. “Not cool, Abe,” he said.

      I shrugged. “You can stand, or...” I looked over at Fizzler. He was still patting the cushion next to him.

      Zack shook his head. “I’ll stand. Nothing personal,” he said to Fizzler.

      I leaned forward, elbows on my knees, and looked into the creature’s bright, yellow eyes. “Please explain, Mr. Bondano.”

      It felt weird saying his name aloud.

      “Yes, Abraham,” Fizzler answered. “I have been following you and watching you for a long time because your legend has spread far and wide.” I arched an eyebrow. Fizzler, noting my confusion, said, “Yes, even to the swamps beneath the Rodanian Mountains.”

      “Rodanian Mountains?” I said. I had never heard of those. Now, I’ll admit I’m not well-versed in the subject of geography, but if there were monsters inhabiting the land then the place would’ve rang a bell. Yet it hadn’t.

      “Yes. That is where we gaslings are from,” Fizzler said.

      I looked to Maddie, then to Zack. They both looked as confused as I felt.

      “Why haven’t we heard of you?” Maddie asked.

      Fizzler’s smile waned. His yellow eyes dimmed, closing to slits. “Ah, well, I’m afraid that’s because there are but only a few of us left.”

      Maddie nodded. “Makes sense,” she said, looking at me. “The Academy must’ve neglected telling us about them because they’re next to extinct.”

      “Also they most likely neglected telling you of our kind because we are not dangerous,” Fizzler Bondano said.

      One glimpse at the swamp creature on my couch and you’d probably start laughing. If danger had ever been encapsulated so purely, it was here in this gasling.

      “Hence why there’s only a few of them left,” Zack said. He crossed his arms and glared at Fizzler. “Right?”

      “Quite right, Mr. Murphy!” Fizzler said.

      “Call me Zack. Mr. Murphy is my dad,” Zack said.

      “Ah, sure thing, Call-Me-Zack,” Fizzler said.

      Maddie chuckled, then quickly covered her mouth.

      “Close enough,” Zack said. “Better than Mr. Murphy.”

      Zack didn’t have a good relationship with his father. He was a drunk. A violent drunk. I’d seen Zack sporting a black eye before on more than one occasion. It was one of the reasons I thought he wore sunglasses all the time.

      “Be lucky you have a father, Call-Me-Zack,” Fizzler said, like he was reading Zack’s mind. “My kind’s fathers are often eaten after mating.”

      “Geez,” Maddie said, “that sounds tough.”

      “It is quite tough, Ms. Pepper, soon to be, Mrs. Call-Me-Zack,” Fizzler said.

      Both Maddie and Zack blushed at this, but otherwise let the comment go. Before an awkward silence could take hold of the room, I said, “Don’t the males put up a fight? Your kind, Fizzler, they seem…uh, quite strong.”

      “The females are stronger, I’m afraid. We do not blame them for any violence toward their mates. It is a predisposed trait, one they cannot help. It is as natural as mating itself,” Fizzler answered. “However, we aren't destroyed every time we mate. I, myself, have had several sexual relationships that have ended in splooching rather than death, and though one might think the blame of us going extinct lies within our civil disputes between opposite sexes of our race, they are mistaken. We are going extinct because time and circumstance have made it so. And soon, I fear, outside forces will make that happen even sooner”

      “What outside forces?” I asked, content to let the term splooching fly off into the same void that the comment of Mrs. Call-Me Zack had gone, but, unfortunately, Zack was ever-curious.

      I didn’t get my question answered, either. Not yet, at least.

      “Splooching?” he asked.

      Fizzler’s eyes took on a yearning look as he stared at a spot just above our heads. I figured he was picturing the times he’d splooched with a female gasling, and I was glad that I couldn’t see whatever it was he was reminiscing about. “Ah, yes, splooching. It is akin to your kind’s cuddling.”

      “Like spooning,” Zack said.

      “Correct!” Fizzler said. “Correct indeed! The last sexual relationship I had ended in spooning, if you will, and we fell asleep in each other’s arms.”

      Maddie smiled dreamily. She was a sucker for love stories and poetry. “What happened?” she asked. “To the female? Your mate?”

      I think she was looking for a happy ending. But I could sense we weren’t going to get one.

      Fizzler’s face went grim. Again, those sharp teeth bared. The gills on his neck flared along with his nostrils. “The Saber Corporation.”

      I knew that name somehow, but I couldn’t place it.

      “Which are what?” I asked.

      “Which are why I have been following you, Abraham.”

      “Abe,” I said, careful not to make the same mistake Zack had. I didn’t feel like correcting Fizzler every time he called me Call-Me-Abe.

      “Right, Abe.”

      “So why then? Why have you been following me?” I asked before the gasling could go off on another tangent about mating and splooching.

      Fizzler stood up. He was so tall that his fish-like head almost brushed against the ceiling, which, by my estimation, was about eight feet above the floor. His shadow covered all three of us, shrouded us in darkness. My pulse did this thing that only comes whenever I’m sprinting or close to death. In my head, I was thinking: How could we be so stupid? He’s a monster. He’s gonna kill us and all we’ve got to defend ourselves with is a stake and a ghost in a freaking jar!

      But Fizzler only had gotten up to pull a piece of paper out of…somewhere. Let’s just say he wasn’t wearing pants, which meant no back pockets. Maybe, I hoped, he had a natural pocket like a kangaroo or something. Who knew? Either way, I was pretty sure we didn’t want to know.

      He handed me the bright green paper. I took it reflexively. It was as dry as a bone for which I was grateful for. Maddie and Zack crowded over my shoulder to see what was written on it.

      I unfolded the paper and read the words written in big, black letters:

      

      You are cordially invited to the 543rd annual Monster Games.

      The Opening Ceremonies will be held on Thursday, January 3rd at the Saltwater Coliseum. Official competition starts, Friday January 4th and will continue through January 12th, with Closing Ceremonies held on January 13th.

      Come one, come all!

      Have a ball!

      

      Sponsored by the Saber Corporation

      

      “The Monster Games?” Zack said.

      Fizzler nodded furiously. “The Saber Corporation and their terrible Monster Games. They want our land. They want us dead.”

      “I don’t get it,” I said. “And I don’t like it, but what’s this have to do with us?”

      The gasling smiled brightly. “I needed to see you in action. I needed to see you were the, as you say, the real deal.”

      I looked at the gasling blankly, expecting more. He gave it.

      “Because, my friends,” Fizzler said, “our species needs saviors, and the Fright Squad is our best chance at being saved.”

      The paper fell from my hand, floated lazily away.
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      I, of course, had heard of the Monster Games. I think we all had. Even if I’d missed the day we went over the ancient and diabolically violent Games in the Academy, I still would’ve known about them. My father left behind a book with three chapters devoted to the Monster Games. One of the very few books I’d ever read.

      This book, which I believe was called Monsters: Violence through the Ages but I could be wrong, had said the Games ended a long time ago, during America’s Civil War. The last place to hold the Games was somewhere in England. The winner had been a vampire named Vladimir Spires. I remember the picture in the book. It was grainy, black and white, and looked almost like a painter’s rendition of an old-time photograph, but I remember the subject of the photo vividly. Vladimir Spires, the game’s victor, stood in a sea of black. He held the head of a troll that was so big he had to use two hands. The troll’s eyes were exposing whites and more of the same color of black liquid dribbled out from his mouth and around his severed spinal cord. On Vladimir Spire’s belt was a sword in a gleaming sheath, the hilt held jewels as big as the troll’s eyes. Vladimir wasn’t frowning like you would see in the photos back then. No, this vampire beamed. I guess it made sense because he’d survived an onslaught of tasks and bloodshed to become a champion of the Monster Games.

      “The Monster Games was dismantled by the Council of Vitality in 1864,” Maddie said.

      “Yes, it was,” Fizzler Bondano said. “However, the Games are very much alive now.”

      “Okay,” I said, “let’s say you’re telling the truth. What do we have to do with it? Why do you need us to save you?”

      “The Games are being held at the Rodanian Mountains. Do you not know where the Saltwater Coliseum is located?” Fizzler asked.

      “No, I’m afraid not,” I said.

      “It’s near our swamps, sadly, and the Games will destroy our habitat for good. We are already on the verge of extinction as it is. Unfortunately, a few weak and pacifist gaslings will be of no match to the Monster Games’ committee.”

      “So,” Zack said, “I’m not seeing it. I’m not understanding why you need the Fright Squad as saviors. Sounds to me that you’re royally screwed no matter what.”

      Maddie hit him and Zack winced. Fizzler thought this to be the funniest thing he’d ever seen. The unfortunate thing was that we had to hear his laughter, and his laughter was easily one of the worst things I’d ever heard. It was so loud and grating and deep, it had almost knocked me out of my folding chair.

      “We need you because we have cut a deal with the Monster Games’ committee,” Fizzler said after he got control of himself. I couldn’t imagine what my neighbors were thinking after hearing his outburst.

      “What deal?” I asked.

      “The deal is not a good one and it is not a fair one,” Fizzler said. “But the committee has granted us access to the Games, allowing us to compete.”

      It was hard to imagine Fizzler or any of his kind losing in a violent combat sporting event, but judging by his trembling chin—if you can call it a chin—the prospect of the Monster Games and his species’ extinction was enough to turn him into petrified jelly. I didn’t blame him.

      But the idea of the Monster Games scared me, too, and being a savior of an entire species? That was more pressure than I was prepared to take on.

      “And?” Maddie asked.

      “Shit, there’s more?” Zack said. “As if this wasn’t enough.”

      “Yes, Call-Me-Zack,” Fizzler said. “The rest of my kin have poured over the ancient scrolls, the ones regarding the rules of the Games, and have found a loophole. The loophole allows us to volunteer someone else in our stead to compete in the Games.”

      “And you want us?” I asked.

      “How is this a loophole?” Maddie asked. “I’m sure a ton of other competitors would nominate others in their stead.”

      “Yes, that is sound logic,” Fizzler said. “However, it is a loophole because it must be of a lesser species.”

      “Ah,” I said, understanding, “what’s the lowest species of them all?”

      “Why, Abe, it’s the humans,” Fizzler said. He said it as nonchalantly as a man telling you the time.

      Zack and Maddie were glaring at him, though, obviously not amused.

      “I do not mean that as an insult, my friend,” Fizzler added. “I only speak the basic facts. Humans are the lowest of the cognizant organisms qualified to enter the Games.”

      “I don’t know why you think that,” Zack said. “Humans are pretty great. I mean, like, think of all the great humans out there. There’s Neil Armstrong and Kurt Vonnegut and…uh…a bunch of others. Maddie, help me out.”

      “Isaac Newton, Abe Lincoln, Martin Luther King Jr, George Washington, Rosa Parks, so many people!” Maddie said.

      “So many!” I added.

      “Oh, I know,” Fizzler said. “We gaslings know all about our scale-less ancestors. I’ve taken quite an interest in the human race. The loophole is the fact that I know humans are stronger than they are given credit for. I know with the humans on our side—with the Fright Squad on our side—we have a really good chance at winning the Monster Games and keeping our species alive and strong.”

      “There’s only a few of you,” Zack said.

      “Yes, a few. However, Fred is near the end and Gizzler was born with…certain mental deficiencies. I fear we will be only a couple soon enough,” Fizzler said.

      I thought he had said Fred. I wasn’t exactly sure. It didn’t exactly go with the other names.

      “I’m sorry,” Maddie said.

      The gasling smiled. “Oh no, don’t worry. Fred has had quite a life. He was leader of our kind until very recently, and Gizzler is the most kindhearted gasling I’ve ever known.”

      I cut in before Fizzler could go on. “So,” I said, “let me try to piece this together. Tell me if I’m wrong. Your species lives near the place they are holding these Monster Games, an ancient and confusing and often violent Olympics for all sorts of creatures, and if your species wins the event—which is, from the vibe I’m getting, a long shot—the Monster Games’ committee will pull their plans of draining your swamp off the table, which, in turn, will stop your species from going extinct.”

      “Correct—” Fizzler began, but I kept going on.

      “But your species is not violent and savvy enough to even have much of a chance in the Games so you’ve offered us—the Fright Squad—to compete in your place because of a loophole that lets a lesser species, such as humans, put their lives on the line.”

      I paused and looked at Fizzler. He stared at me blankly, his webbed hands on his knees.

      “Does that sound about right, Gilly?” Zack said.

      The skin above Fizzler’s eyes bunched up. He had no eyebrows but I figured this was his way of arching one in confusion.

      “Gilly?” Fizzler asked.

      “Like the Gill-man,” Maddie said. “Don’t listen to him. He’s not the brightest of the bunch. Nor is he the politest.”

      “Ah, I get it,” Fizzler said, “that was a joke. Am I correct in assuming this?” He looked back at Maddie, a searching gaze in his eyes. “Tell me, Ms. Pepper, why do you choose to mate with Mr. Call-Me-Zack if he is, as you say, not the brightest or politest?”

      Oh, nice, Gilly. You nailed that one.

      Silence. Talk about awkward.

      Maddie chuckled, breaking it. “We don’t—you know…” She raised a hand, flipped her hair up from her neck. “Is it getting hot in here?”

      Zack’s face was as red as a firetruck, even I could see this out of the corner of my eyes. “Yeah…we don’t— It’s complicated, Gilly. Let’s leave it at that.”

      At that moment, I wished I could’ve been anywhere else. Even back in Perdition Cemetery with a tangle of tentacles spilling out of a dark void, trying to squeeze my head off. Well, maybe nothing that drastic but close enough. If I felt like that, I couldn’t imagine what Maddie and Zack were feeling like.

      “What is complicated about that?” Fizzler said. “My species emits a pheromone around mating season. This pheromone allows us to seek out others interested in mating. Then we mate.”

      “Humans are a little more intricate than that,” Maddie said. “Sometimes…they like to wait for the…” she trailed off.

      “For the girl’s parents to be out of town with no chance of coming back and interrupting the, uh, mating,” Zack finished and I knew for a fact that wasn’t how Maddie was going to conclude her thought.

      I wished I could’ve told Zack he was only digging himself a deeper hole he’d have to climb out of, but I thought that ship had sailed a long time ago.

      “Why don’t one of you dispose of the parents?” Fizzler said. “I believe that would simplify the situation.”

      Fizzler was really living up to the whole cold-blooded thing.

      “No, Fizzler,” Maddie said. Her face matched the shade of Zack’s cheeks. She looked at me for an answer because her boyfriend certainly wasn’t going to offer her one.

      All I could do was shrug. When I got up that morning, I didn’t think explaining human copulation to a Gill-man would be on the agenda for the day. This just goes to show you everyday on the Fright Squad was a mystery. Sometimes good…mostly bad.

      “The human mating rituals are often sacred and reserved for pleasure as opposed to reproduction,” Maddie said.

      “You mean one mates and no eggs are traded?” Fizzler asked.

      “Well…not always,” Maddie answered.

      Zack, still flaming red, said, “A lot of humans go out of their way to prevent reproduction.”

      Fizzler laughed his terrible laugh again. This time, I saw it coming. When one was about to escape his throat, his chest, beneath the scaled, slimy flesh rippled. As it had done then. I plugged my ears.

      “Humans,” he said. “Always a mystery.”

      “Yeah…” Maddie said.

      “Not even we know what the hell we’re about,” I said, figuring I should add at least something to the conversation, then quickly added: “Back to the question: Does that about do it, what I said earlier about your offer and the Games? Is that right?”

      “Yes, you are correct, Abe,” Fizzler answered. He wiped his hands along his thighs. The noise this motion made was like sneakers on a gym floor. I wondered, was this nervousness?

      “We’ll have to think about it,” I said.

      “No, we won’t,” Zack said. “There’s no way we’re doing this, risking our lives. Nothing can change that.”

      Fizzler brought one of his hands to his chin and said, “What if I were to tell you that the winner of the Monster Games would win their weight in gold?”

      Zack stepped forward, took Fizzler’s hand in his own, shook it. “Well then, my gilly friend, I’d say we have a deal!”

      “Wait a second,” I said. “Our weight in gold?”

      “Yes, Abe, your weight in gold— No, never mind,” Fizzler said. I knew it was too good to be true. “It would technically be our—the gaslings’—weight in gold, but gold is worthless to our kind so the gold will be yours to keep and do with what you please.”

      “Shit, guys,” Zack said. “Sidebar?”

      “What?” I said.

      “Sidebar? You know like a team meeting? Group huddle?” Zack asked.

      “Just say that then,” Maddie said. “We don’t have to be coy.”

      “I mean, Fizzler probably doesn’t care much for secrets or anything like that,” I said. “No offense.”

      “Oh, none taken,” Fizzler said, smiling.

      So we walked closer to the door and talked in low whispers.

      “Dudes,” Zack said, “this could be huge! Those things are, like, five hundred pounds, easily. That’s a shitload of gold.”

      “Yeah…but we could die,” Maddie said. “How much are our lives worth, Zack?”

      “Pitch out a number,” Zack replied. Then immediately belted out an “Ouch!” after Maddie hit him. She was getting quite good at seeking out Zack’s soft spots, but hey, what are girlfriends for, right?

      “Abe?” Maddie said. “Please talk some sense into Zack.”

      I hesitated. Never hesitate when side-barring with Maddie. She can smell blood.

      “Oh, don’t tell me you’re considering it, too, Abe. Are you serious?”

      I shrugged. “That’s a lot of gold, Maddie,” I said.

      “Thank you!” Zack said. “A lot of gold that could keep us in business for a long time. Maybe we could finally get out of this smelly place and rent an honest-to-God office somewhere.”

      “It’s suicide. We studied all about the Monster Games. They’re brutal,” Maddie said.

      “Maybe not anymore,” I said. “For all we know it could be one massive pillow fight.”

      “Man, I’m good at pillow fights,” Zack said. “Let’s hope that’s the case.” As soon as the words left his mouth he tensed up, expecting one of Maddie’s trademark punches. It never came.

      “No pillow fights, I’m afraid,” Fizzler said. “At least I don’t believe so. The details of the Games have yet to be released.”

      I nodded. That wasn’t good. They were right around the corner and if we were going to enter, we’d have to train and get in shape, not to mention mentally prepare for the grueling tasks that often resulted in a vampire holding the head of a troll during the Closing Ceremonies. I pictured Zack or Maddie’s head in Vladimir Spires’ hand instead of the trolls. Heck, even mine. It was not a good image.

      “I think this could be really big,” Zack said.

      “Yeah, you already said that,” Maddie added.

      Zack looked back at me. “Abe? Please weigh in.”

      I let a moment pass while I gathered my thoughts. Then I spoke up.

      “We can at least poke around a bit more, find out,” I said. “Really, it’s not about the gold with me.” I glanced over our huddled shoulders and looked at Fizzler. He was a bit scary, yeah, but from a physiological standpoint he was quite a spectacular specimen, and, I’ll admit, a nice fellow despite his looks. It would be a shame if his species died out because of some Monster Games committee wanting to expand their operations to a swamp.

      “Gold,” Slayer whispered, his eyes still glued to the TV screen.

      “You heard the goblin!” Zack said.

      I ignored this. A question for Fizzler arose in my mind. “Didn’t you tell the committee your case? That your species wouldn’t survive being uprooted by their expansions?”

      Fizzler’s chest rippled again. It was like snakes writhing above his breastbone. I thought of Buddy Wolverton, of the little tentacles that had grown into big tentacles that had exploded out of him.

      No tentacles erupted from Fizzler, though. All that came was his booming laughter, and of all the things for him to find humorous, I didn’t think it would have been this.

      “How funny!” Fizzler said. His voice shook my one window in its frame, a sort of vibrating sound. I was afraid it might shatter on the spot—or, God forbid, my TV screen. At least I could wrap myself in a blanket to beat the cold coming in from a broken window. I didn’t exactly have enough money to spare on a new television—and it certainly wouldn’t be a business expense I could write-off. Unfortunately. Slayer might go crazy if he didn’t have a TV.

      “Wait, what’s funny?” Maddie asked. “What Abe asked you?”

      Fizzler’s laughing stopped abruptly. “Was that not a joke?”

      I shook my head. “They should be receptive to your kind, shouldn’t they? They are, after all, monsters themselves, aren’t they?”

      Fizzler said, “Yes, but they do not care for us. They do not like us in the monster community. I suppose I cannot blame them.”

      “Don’t say that!” Maddie said, and for the first time, I noticed she looked completely relaxed, completely comfortable in the gasling’s presence. Because she crossed the room, went around the coffee table, and set her hand on Fizzler’s shoulder. “You are worth more than any committee could ever give you credit for.”

      Zack and I exchanged a glance, one that said maybe it wasn’t the best idea for Maddie to go and put her hand that close to Fizzler’s mouthful of jagged teeth. But, then again, Maddie was Maddie. I’d seen her take down a ghoul with just her bare hands a while back. If anyone was in danger in this instance, it was Fizzler Bondano.

      I hoped.

      “No, I’m afraid not,” Fizzler said. “They think of us as lesser beings. We do not wreak havoc among the masses, we are not predisposed to hating humans, and we do not participate in monster politics.”

      Right, I thought, there’s that whole thing about monsters and humans not getting along—and politics, which were always a surefire way to make someone mad.

      “That’s a good thing,” Maddie said. “Being your own person, I mean.”

      Fizzler smiled up at her and put one of his hands over hers. “Thank you,” he said. Another silence settled over the apartment.

      I looked at Zack then I looked at Maddie. They gave no answer.

      “Fizzler,” I said, turning my gaze on him.

      “Yes, Abe?”

      “We’ll think about it, but you have to quit following us around,” I said. “It’s dangerous. You might be seen. People won’t understand what they’re seeing and when people don’t understand things, they panic and they might hurt you.”

      Frankenstein’s Monster came to mind.

      “Oh,” Fizzler said. “I see…”

      “Where are you staying?” Maddie asked.

      “Currently, I am staying in the Cuyahoga River while I’m in the great, as you say, Buckeye State, but I will now travel back to the swamps,” Fizzler answered.

      “Give us a couple days,” I said. “Don’t go back yet. We’ll have your answer soon enough.”

      Fizzler stood up. He towered over me and as he got closer I felt like I was shrinking and shrinking until I was the size of a peanut. “Thank you, Abe,” he said. He stuck out his hand. I figured it couldn’t be any worse than shaking hands with a ghost like I had done with Mr. Jones at the church in Helltown, so I accepted his handshake. Spoiler alert: It was worse. Painful. The gasling was strong. My bones ground together and I winced, trying not to show how much agony I was in. Then he let go and I could’ve screamed out in joy.

      “You’re welcome,” I managed, already trying to figure out how we were going to get the monster from my apartment back to the Cuyahoga River without anyone seeing him, and as I was thinking this, the gasling took a step back, looked up to the ceiling, and blinked out of existence. He left behind a salty, gaseous smell and two large webbed footprints in my carpet.
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      “We should’ve said yes,” Zack said. He sat by Maddie now on the couch, glad that the monster was gone, I think. He put his arm around her and she slyly slid away from it.

      “No,” Maddie said. “This is a big decision. This is life or death.”

      “Plus it’s sponsored by the Saber Corporation,” I said.

      I had remembered them. They were a company that had gotten rich off of death. They specialized in warfare.

      “Isn’t that the shady company that supplied the fighters in the Monster Uprising of 1890?” Zack said.

      “You do pay attention!” Maddie said, smiling.

      Zack blushed.

      “I thought they were gone. Disbanded,” Zack said. “BEAST put a stop to them in the mid 1900s.”

      “Apparently not,” I said. “Maybe they’re not as sinister as they once were.”

      “Doubt it,” Maddie said. “But does it matter who sponsors the Games? The point is we’d die.”

      I went over to the window and opened it. A flood of cold air came in while a flood of stench left. I’d much rather be cold than constantly inhaling the salty stink of a gasling. I sat down on the couch’s arm and said, “It’s not life and death if we’re successful.”

      “Yeah, right,” Maddie said.

      “Hey, hear Abe out. I’m curious…” Zack obviously hadn’t paid attention in the Academy when they went over the unit on the Monster Games, and you were more likely to find a pot of gold at the end of the rainbow than to see Zack in a library with an open book in front of his face.

      Maddie, on the other hand, shook her head. She knew what I was getting at.

      “It’s been over two-hundred years since those accounts of the Games. They could’ve changed the rules, the format, the tasks—we just don’t know,” I said.

      “No, Abe. Absolutely not,” Maddie replied.

      Zack sat up straighter and scratched his head. “Wait a second, what’s going on? It’d be nice if you let me in on the secrets. I’m part of the Fright Squad, too.”

      Maddie faced him, spoke very slow and deliberate so Zack would understand. I thought he might take this the wrong way, might be offended by it, but as Maddie spoke, Zack’s eyes lit up…with understanding. “Abe is talking about the old rules of the Games,” she said. “Throughout the years, the last task had always remained the same. If you survived the previous two, then your team was automatically entered in task three.”

      “Which is…?” Zack’s fingers found his teeth and he began chomping on his nails. “Come on, the suspense is killing me!”

      “Task three was always a battle to the death,” Maddie answered. “The remaining monsters were thrust into some exotic location with limited weapons and resources and the Games weren’t over until there was only one monster left standing.”

      I thought of Vladimir Spires holding that troll head, the dark ichor dripping from the severed arteries and vertebrae. The blood.

      “Well, that’s kind of…crazy,” Zack said. “No way they still do that.”

      “What if they do?” I said.

      “Then we’re screwed,” Zack replied.

      “Not necessarily,” I said.

      “And you are volunteering for that spot?” Zack asked.

      I shrugged. “Yeah.

      I only said this, I think, because I knew my father would’ve done it. He may have been a monster hunter, but he was not heartless. I believe he valued life no matter what the species was—and that included monsters. Because not all monsters are bad. Case in point: Fizzler Bondano. He could’ve easily ripped us limb from limb but didn’t. He was more polite than most humans. And I knew I couldn’t stand by and let their species be destroyed because of some bloodthirsty barbarian Monster Games committee.

      Even if it meant my death.

      Then, of course, there was the gold. What good deed doesn't deserve a reward?

      “But, if the Saber Corporation is lying low, they won’t want the Games to bring in any unwanted attention. They’ll keep them tamer,” I said.

      “Well,” Maddie said, “before Abe can volunteer for something as crazy as that, we’d have to get through the other two tasks.”

      “What kind of tasks are they?” Zack asked.

      Maddie shrugged. “I can’t say for sure. Not anymore, but in the Academy we learned they were just as barbaric as a Battle Royale—troll tossing, mermaid hunting, that kind of stuff.”

      I remembered something then, something I’d read in my father’s history books. “Don’t the tasks involve the elements of some sort?”

      Maddie brought a hand up to her chin. “I don’t know.”

      “Wow,” Zack mumbled, “something Maddie doesn’t know. Hell must’ve froze over.”

      Maddie hit him with one of the throw pillows. He laughed and retaliated by tickling her. Maddie, apparently, hated being tickled. Her whole body writhed and she jumped a foot in the air, her face beet red and her hair wild.

      We returned to the topic of the Monster Games. Maddie, smoothing her hair down, said, “I don’t know about the elements stuff.” She glared at Zack. “And that’s perfectly normal considering the Games have been nonexistent for over two hundred years.”

      Zack smirked.

      “We’ll have to find out,” I said. “But who would know?”

      Maddie shook her head. “We don’t have to find out. It’s crazy that we’re even having this conversation!”

      “Maddie,” I said, locking eyes with her, “their whole species will be wiped out. You heard him, they won’t survive another move.”

      “I don’t believe that,” Maddie said. “There’s a way. There’s gotta be a way.”

      “I’m in,” Zack said. “You and me can do it, Abe. We just won’t give Maddie any of the gold.”

      Maddie folded her arms over her chest, glared at Zack again with a look that could’ve melted ice.

      Zack put up his hands. “Joking, joking,” he said.

      “You better be,” Maddie said.

      “Maddie,” I said, “let’s at least consider it. We’re good at what we do.”

      “The best,” Zack added.

      I wouldn’t have gone that far.

      “Not only can we help ourselves by winning, but we can help a race of docile creatures. The gaslings don’t deserve to go extinct,” I continued.

      Her arms still folded over her chest, Maddie said, “Maybe they do. Maybe it’s meant to happen. You know, natural selection and all that evolutionary stuff.”

      On the subjects of monsters and monster hunting, Maddie was a genius, but I could tell she hadn’t been as well-versed in the sciences they taught in public schools. Which made sense, considering Maddie had come from a long line of monster-masters. In Europe, Octavius had once told me in confidence, the Peppers were practically royalty in the monster hunting community. When her family immigrated to the States, a long time ago, they had upheld their European ways. Public schools were shunned, instead replaced by a rigorous year-round education of coursework conceived by generations of monster-masters until it was time for their pupils to go to the Academy. The subjects taught in public schools—the maths, histories, English, foreign languages—all that was just glossed over and put on the back burner. So Maddie knew you could ward off witches with hag stones, but she probably couldn’t tell you the names of the people who’d signed the Declaration of Independence. She could do basic addition, subtraction, multiplication, and division, but ask her to find X and she’d probably wonder why the alphabet would ever show up in a mathematical equation. I wouldn’t blame her, either. Algebra always tripped me up, too.

      “It’s not natural selection if the committee can prevent them from going extinct,” Zack said.

      “Right,” I said.

      Maddie bowed her head, looked at the floor. The toes of her shoes rose up, tapped the carpet. “Yeah…I know, but I can’t lose you guys. And I don’t wanna die, either.”

      “We won’t die,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Zack added. “Were the motherfuckin’ Fright Squad! We’re so good at our jobs we told BEAST to shove it and opened our own place.”

      “That’s not doing very well,” Maddie mumbled.

      “Hey, we’re still alive, aren’t we?” Zack asked. He got up now and put his arm around Maddie’s shoulders, pulled her close. He kissed the top of her head. She smiled solemnly.

      “I don’t know,” Maddie said. “There’s gotta be another way.”

      “We’ll look for another way,” I said, but I didn’t think a monster would seek the help of humans without being desperate.

      “There is no other way, friends,” a booming voice said.

      We all jumped. My blood ran cold and froze in my veins. I turned around and saw Fizzler appear out of thin air.

      “Geez, Gilly!” Zack shouted. “You can’t just sneak up on people like that!”

      “How long have you been listening?” I asked.

      “Not long,” Fizzler said. “However, I have heard you express your doubts about our situation. I wholly understand, too. The elders would like to meet you. That is the only reason I’ve come back. Would you like to meet the elders?”

      “Fizzler,” I said, “we still need more time.”

      “I understand,” Fizzler said, bowing at the waist, “but I realized I can, as you say, kill two birds with one stone.”

      I didn’t like hearing a monster of Fizzler’s stature and ferocity talk about killing anything, especially with stones, but I was curious.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “If you come meet the elders, you will also see why we cannot vacate our homeland. It will wipe us from the planet,” Fizzler said.

      “Why is that?” Maddie asked. “You can just tell us.”

      Fizzler shook his head. “No, I’m afraid I cannot. My words will not do it justice.”

      I looked at Maddie and then Zack. We were on the same telepathic wavelength, I believed, as only the best of friends could be, but apparently, I was wrong because Maddie was looking at me like I was crazy and Zack wasn’t even paying attention.

      “Show us?” Maddie asked. “How are you going to show us?”

      Fizzler ducked his head so he was on our eye level. “Do I have your permission?”

      “Permission?” Maddie said. “Abe? Zack? Are you listening to this?”

      I said, “I—uh, yeah, I guess.”

      “So be it,” Fizzler said, and he clapped his hands together, bobbed his head. Reminded me of that old show I Dream of Jeanie, but before the image could fully form in my mind, the apartment floor disappeared right beneath my feet. I heard Slayer oohing in amazement. Then I heard nothing but the rush of blood in my ears.
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      The feeling that had come over me is hard to describe, but I will tell it the best I can. At first it felt like each one of my limbs was being pulled, tugged on by greedy giants, then my world started spinning, first slow and then fast, like, too fast. I was on a tilt-a-whirl that had tilted right off the rails and was out of control. Where it was heading, I didn’t know, but I just hoped I got there soon or I was liable to vom—

      And then bam! There I was on the soft ground, throwing up.

      “Oh shit,” Zack wheezed. “Maddie, are you okay?”

      Maddie was coughing. Maybe she had thrown up, too.

      There was a smell, a smell of saltwater and swamp gas, and trees.

      “What the hell was that?” Maddie said between coughs. “Are we dead?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” I was getting up on my knees now, the world had stopped spinning, but the urge to keep vomiting hadn’t totally passed, so I had to do it slowly.

      There was an eerie green light that didn’t go away when the spinning stopped. Then something blocked the light out, a dark shadow coming over me. I looked up even though my internal bearings were telling me to do anything but that, and there was Fizzler.

      He wasn’t alone.

      With him was another gasling. This one was even bigger and more menacing. Where Fizzler’s skin was a dark green, this one’s was almost black. Its face was a bit slack. Then when it talked, I realized the slack face went pretty well with the voice. It was, and I don’t mean this offensively, a voice belonging to someone that wasn’t exactly the sharpest tool in the shed.

      “Hiya, human!” the taller gasling said. I was pretty sure it was a male, but who really knew with this species? “Fizzler, I didn’t know we would be having company!”

      “Yes, Gizzler,” Fizzler said.

      “Jesus…Gizzler?” Zack said. He must not have registered the name when Fizzler talked of Gizzler earlier back at the apartment. He was up now, Maddie had her arm around him for support. But when he started laughing he almost took both of them down. “You do know what that sounds like, don’t you?”

      “Cut it,” I said, and I took Gizzler’s hand and shook it. “Hi, I’m Abe, nice to meet you, Gizzler.” I kept a straight face and that was quite an accomplishment, I thought, especially with Zack laughing right behind me.

      “Hi Abe, I’m Gizzler!”

      “I know,” I said, then to Fizzler: “Where the heck are we?”

      “Come on, Abe. I’ll show ya!” Gizzler said. Before I had a chance to say anything or protest, the gasling gripped my arm and dragged me through the reeds and and low, curling branches.

      We approached a squat tree with thick roots sticking out of the ground. In three quick strides, as the gasling still held on to me, Gizzler ran up the trunk.

      I couldn’t speak, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t do much of anything, but I did manage a glance over my shoulder, now seeing I was about twenty feet off the ground and dangling there like a rag doll.

      “There!” Gizzler said. “We’re in the swampland!” His voice echoed far and wide, traveling for miles.

      I decided I couldn’t look down anymore. I had to look up, and that really wasn’t much better. Where Gizzler pointed offered a view of the surrounding forests. They were flanked by a great mountain range, one I’d never seen in any history books—not even my father’s.

      “Are those—” I managed.

      “The Rodanian Mountains!” Gizzler said. With a heave, he lifted me up higher and plopped me down on his shoulders. I was higher than the damn trees, on the back of some weird Creature from the Black Lagoon thing. To say I was out of my element would be an understatement.

      But, I will admit, once I got over the scared-shitless feeling, the view was quite beautiful. Well, probably the most beautiful view I’d ever seen in person.

      This place, the swamp, the trees, the mountains—it all had an odd and alluring charm to it. Almost as if it wasn’t earth—

      Shit, I thought, have I just traveled to another planet and not even known it?

      I figured that would be a totally Abe-thing to do, wouldn’t it?

      “Gizzler, uh, is this earth? Are we still on earth?” I asked. He was probably not the right gasling to ask this question.

      “Earth!” Gizzler said.

      I realized I wasn’t getting an answer.

      “Isn’t it beautiful?” he said in a dreamy falsetto that went against his entire macho-monster appearance. “My home.”

      I stared out past the tree tops. Birds took flight and flapped their wings dreamily in the purplish haze of the setting sun. The sun was my sun, I’m sure of it, and it was framed by two mountain peaks. A picture-perfect image, one that would be burned into my brain for the rest of my life—and considering the Monster Games were right around the corner in my young life, there was no telling how much longer the rest of it would be.

      I know I’m sardonic sometimes. I know I’m a master of self-deprecation. But I mean it when I say this view I witnessed from the tree, on the shoulders of a gasling—a race of monsters I’d only just heard about an hour ago, no less—was one of the greatest things I’d ever seen, and I mean it when I say that any destruction brought on to this land, to this species’ home, would be a travesty.

      “I’ve been here all my life,” Gizzler said.

      Though I couldn’t see Gizzler’s entire face, I noticed that scaly skin bunching up again at the top of his head as I looked down at him.

      A strong gust of wind rocked the tree all around us. Leaves rustled and more birds took flight, their flapping wings like the snapping of newspaper. The breeze was sweet with the smell of saltwater and bogs and marshes, exactly how you wouldn’t expect a place like this to smell.

      How much longer the gaslings would be able to stay here, I didn’t know, but I knew I could help and my father would’ve helped if he could. His sense of doing the right thing had been instilled in me at a young age.

      “They don’t care ‘bout us no more, the committee,” Gizzler said as I watched a large-winged bird swoop down from the mountains, a speck growing bigger and bigger as it glided over the trees then disappeared. “We are not even monsters to them anymore. We’re bugs. We’re scum—dirt on the bottom of their shoes.”

      “Gizzler!” Fizzler yelled from below.

      His voice startled me. I had forgotten about everything on the ground. Up there in the not-too-cold, not-too-warm breeze, it was easy to forget about things.

      “Bring Abe down here. I have business I’ve yet to conduct with him and his associates,” Fizzler said, his voice carrying on the wind.

      “Fizzler says we gotta get down, Abe,” Gizzler said to me. “He’s such a bummer!” He'd said this loud enough for Fizzler to hear on purpose, I assumed.

      “I know,” I said.

      How we could call a gasling a monster was beyond me. Which got me thinking: What exactly constituted a monster in the first place? In BEAST, in the Academy, it was pretty simple. Any thing that wasn’t human fell under the umbrella of monster. Any thing that stalked the night and threatened the human race was a monster. I thought of my various instructors, the monster-masters, and I thought if they had seen Fizzler and Gizzler, seen all of the creatures’ mass and webbed-feet with claws at the end of each finger-thing, they would’ve raised their crossbow or sword or gun and tried bringing the gaslings a couple steps closer to extinction.

      Monsters exist, but not all monsters are monsters. Just like not all humans are human.

      “I like it up here,” Gizzler said, reaching up and plucking me from his shoulders as if I weighed nothing more than a silk scarf. “I come up here a lot and think about my daddy and wonder if he’s all right.”

      “Me too,” I said. Old Hercules Crowley is always on my mind.

      “You think about my daddy?” Gizzler exclaimed. “You knew him.”

      I chuckled. “No, Gizzler. I think about my own father. He died when I was just a boy.”

      “Ah, that stinks.” The large gasling did not descend from the tree as quickly as he ascended, and more than once I heard a thick branch groan and protest Gizzler’s weight. I was okay, though. My thoughts were somewhere else. Far away and up at the top of the tree, which I felt would bring me closer to my father. Somehow. Someway.

      “Can we go back up some time?” I asked Gizzler. He held me with one arm. His massive muscles bulged and rippled beneath his oily flesh.

      “Yeah! That would be great!”

      We touched ground and Gizzler set me down.

      “I do apologize about that, Abe,” Fizzler said. He crossed his arms and glared over at Gizzler much like the way Maddie often did toward Zack and I. Gizzler was preoccupied with a bug that flittered by. I thought he was going to chase it, but decided he’d rather flip over a big rock at the base of the tree. Judging by the divots in the dirt this was a rock Gizzler had flipped over many times before. I would’ve wondered why had the answer not been given to us right then, and I would’ve been content with just wondering after the answer had become apparent.

      A large beetle, easily the size of my fist, skittered out from the dirt. It shook its wings, spread them. They started up like a boat’s motor, became a blur. But Gizzler was faster. He snatched the beetle out of the air and stuffed the bug in his mouth. A couple of loud crunches sounded as we looked on with equal disgust and curiosity before he gulped the rest of the bug down his gullet.

      “Oh man, I promised myself I wouldn’t throw up like you wussies,” Zack said. His face took on a greenish hue and his posture was bent, ready to spew.

      He didn’t.

      And Fizzler, completely oblivious to his kin’s disgusting display of bug-eating, went on. “Come, my friends, there is more I would like to show you.”

      “I don’t know if I can stand anything else,” Zack was saying.

      Maddie shushed him, but Zack was right. My head was still spinning, not only from our arrival at this strange place at the base of the Rodanian Mountains, but from Gizzler’s taste in food. I couldn’t imagine what it was Fizzler wanted us to see next.

      Nor did I really want to.

      But Maddie stepped forward. She had been sucked in now, her heart melting for the beautiful and exotic gasling homestead, and there was no going back. We were going to see whatever it was Fizzler wanted us to see.
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      We followed a beaten path through the low-hanging trees. The ground sloped and sloped gradually, making the trees and bushes and hedges seem gigantic around us. Then my ears started popping and I realized we were well below where we had started, now at the mouth of a cave.

      The opening emitted a purplish-green light. It smelled of dirt and worms and moisture that reminded me of my grandparents’ basement. They had lived on a farm in a country town. Their basement floor was packed dirt and one would often find various creepy-crawlers down there if you weren’t careful—snakes, beetles, spiders, those types of things. No monsters, fortunately.

      Zack sped up, reached Maddie and I, and whispered between our shoulders, “Uh, dudes, I really don’t think this is a good idea. I didn’t pay attention in the Academy as much as I should’ve, but I think there was definitely—probably—a rule that said you should never follow a giant swamp monster into a dark cave that smells like a graveyard and is shining with eerie light. Am I right?”

      “Calm down,” Maddie said.

      Zack was probably right. If Octavius could’ve seen us then, he would’ve probably smacked us upside our heads—Slayer, too, but good thing he was back in the apartment, safe, watching Spongebob. Octavius would put us back on werewolf orgy cleanup crew for the next month or so.

      “If he was going to kill us or hurt us, he would’ve done it already,” Maddie said.

      I nodded.

      “I don’t know about that. Maybe we pissed him off when we got all squeamish about Gizzler’s beetle dinner,” Zack said. Then, quieter: “Or made fun of his name.”

      “Relax,” I said.

      I really didn’t feel like we were in any danger. Maddie had made a good point and Gizzler was gone now. It was just Fizzler with us, and though he was a big fellow, he was still outnumbered three to one. If things went south, we had a better chance of coming out on top. Not by much, mind you.

      Fizzler now entered the cave, the purple-green mist hanging all around him. “Here, my friends, I will show you the reason why we cannot just up and leave this magical place we call home.”

      “He’s so gonna murder us,” Zack whispered.

      “No, Call-Me-Zack, I am not,” Fizzler said. “If you have not realized yet, my kind are not violent. Not in many centuries.”

      Zack flushed. “Yeah—no, I know. I’m just kidding.”

      “Not,” I whispered.

      Zack flashed me a menacing look. I flashed him the middle finger and a grin, which caused his menacing look to break into a smile.

      “Quit messing around,” Maddie said, and she stepped forward. There was iron in her voice.

      Fizzler nodded at us and stepped farther into the darkness.

      “Well,” I said, exchanging a look with Zack, “here goes nothing. I probably should’ve changed my will.”

      “You don’t have a will,” Zack said, widening his eyes. “Do you?”

      “What do you think?”

      “I don’t know… You surprise me a lot these days.”

      Honestly, I’m not that surprising. I didn’t know what Zack was talking about.

      Maddie shouted from the mouth of the cave. “Are you guys coming or are you gonna stand around and flirt all day?”

      Zack dutifully ignored her. He was getting quite good at this, especially since they had become a quote-unquote thing.

      I turned and walked toward the mouth of the cave.

      Inside, Maddie and Fizzler stood with their backs facing us. “Wow,” Maddie was saying. “When will they hatch?”

      Hatch? I wondered. Zack and I exchanged a curious look. He just shrugged in reply.

      I guess we’d find out—

      Then Maddie moved and we did find out.

      Rows and rows of eggs lined the cave. They were half-buried in bubbling green slime, just the top halves sticking up. And they weren’t normal sized eggs, not like the kind you’d buy at the grocery store by the dozen. These eggs were as big as humans. Their shells weren’t white or yellowish; they were dark and porous. Through these pores, the purplish light pulsed from within as the shells rose and fell like breathing lungs.

      “Geez!” Zack said. “You could make one hell of an omelet with one of those.”

      “Zack,” Maddie warned. She was bent down and face to face with the closest egg, studying it like some zoologist.

      Fizzler reached out and gently placed a webbed hand on the egg. “This is mine,” he said. “I am going to name him Pizzler, like my father before me.”

      “Your father was the last gasling to compete in the Monster Games?” I asked, thinking back to Gizzler’s story.

      “Unfortunately, yes, Abe,” Fizzler responded. “Gizzler told you, did he?”

      I nodded.

      “It is a sad part of my family’s history. However,” he looked at the egg and the dirt covering it, “there is hope for our future.”

      “So you can’t move because of the eggs?” Zack asked. “Why can’t you just pack ‘em up and send ‘em out to someplace else? I’m sure UPS would give you a discount for a bulk shipment.”

      Fizzler opened his mouth, probably to ask what UPS was, but Maddie spoke before he could say anything.

      “That’s not the point, Zack. The point is, no one should be driven from their home. Ever,” she said.

      I watched the egg as Maddie spoke. The shell rose and fell, rose and fell. It was almost hypnotic, and then the light shifted from purple to green and as it did this, I saw the outline of the baby gasling inside of there. It was already as big as a full-grown Golden Retriever and getting bigger by the minute, I supposed. I hoped that whenever the eggs were lain they were much smaller than this. Otherwise…poor whoever laid them.

      “I wish we could move,” the gasling said. “But we cannot.”

      “Why?” Zack asked. He stepped closer to the egg and hunkered down beside Maddie.

      “I’ll show you,” Fizzler said.

      He was quite good at that, showing us things. Then I remembered how we had gotten here—by those same words, I’ll show you—and almost told him we’d take his word for it.

      But it was too late.

      Fizzler held out his left arm. The claws erupted from his right hand, extending longer and looking sharper, much sharper, than before.

      Maddie and Zack sprang up, Zack throwing himself in front of Maddie like a modern-day Prince Charming.

      I took a hesitant step back, and tripped over a rock, landed hard on my ass. A sharp pain exploded in my elbow, like maybe I’d chipped a bone or something. I touched the wound with my hand, pulled my fingers away and saw dark blood glistening on my palm.

      Way to go, Abe, I told myself.

      Because I was sure this would be the end. That we were stupid for trusting Fizzler. That he was going to kill us right now in this dark and smelly cave full of monster eggs.

      But he didn’t.

      Thank the sweet lord.

      He did, however, do something that shocked us all. With his claws, he raked them down his left arm, making a sound of pain that rivaled a dying elephant. The skin shredded. Bone exposed. A pouring of his inky-black blood came from the long gashes and Fizzler collapsed on his knees, his head bowed.

      “Fizzler!” Maddie said. “What are you doing?”

      She rushed over to him despite Zack’s protests and tried to help him up. Her lifting him up went about as well as you’d think, which is to say that it didn’t go very well at all. Fizzler was quite large.

      “No,” he moaned, “I am all right. Stand back. Let me show you.”

      Reluctantly, Maddie took a step back. Unlike me, she didn’t trip over any rocks and fall down.

      I managed to pull myself up, my hand pressed against my aching elbow the whole time. I was bleeding a lot, but that was nothing compared to Fizzler’s ruined arm.

      Fizzler now took a handful of slime from near the buried egg. With it in his right hand, he smeared it across the bleeding arm.

      A fizzling sound, like the burning of a firecracker’s wick, drifted in the cave. Purple-green swirls wafted from the slime as it absorbed the blood and buried itself into the gashes. Once the mist faded away, Fizzler showed us his arm.

      It was as good as new, as if he’d never been wounded in the first place.

      “Whoa,” I managed, my jaw dropping.

      “Holy shit,” Zack said.

      “The slime?” Maddie asked. “The slime heals?”

      Bet she never thought she’d say a sentence like that.

      Fizzler nodded. “It does more than that. It gives life.” He motioned to the egg. “Without the slime, the gaslings would no longer be here today.”

      “Where does it come from?” I asked. “The magic…or whatever it is.”

      Fizzler shook his head. “We do not know for sure. It is said the inside of the Rodanian Mountains are filled with aura rocks.”

      “Aura rocks,” Maddie said. “We read about those, too. The aura rocks are filled with the substance, aren’t they? You’re getting some kind of run-off.”

      Another day of the Academy I must’ve missed. Well, more likely that I just didn’t pay attention.

      “They’re a mineral used in a lot of dark arts. Witches, for instance, use them to power their brooms,” Maddie said.

      “Oh, yeah. I remember that,” Zack said. Maddie smiled at him, proud, but he looked at me and shook his head, mouthing, I have no idea.

      “Well, that would explain why the Saber Corporation struck out that deal with the Games’ committee,” I said. “Why their sponsoring the Games, too. They want the slime. But for what?”

      “Do they know about the mountains?” Maddie asked. She was now touching Fizzler’s arm. It was the same scaly, blackish green it had been before he scratched himself open, and Maddie looked as if she still couldn’t believe it.

      I rubbed at the wound on my elbow. Zack saw this and said, “Dude,” pointing at the blood seeping between my fingers. I shook my head. I was all right. I didn’t want to test out any weird slime. It worked on a gasling, but that didn’t mean it would work on me.

      “No, Miss Pepper,” Fizzler said. “They don’t know about the mountains because it is not confirmed. The Rodanian Mountains are not easily approachable, and those who have approached them never came back.”

      It was only slightly, but I noticed Fizzler’s shoulders twitch as if he was suppressing a shiver.

      “Let’s hope they never get wind of that theory,” Zack said. “Otherwise I think the swamps being drained would be the least we had to worry about. They’d blow those mountains to rubble and dust.”

      I stepped up next to Maddie and peered into the bubbling swamp water. It looked very thick, very viscous, like the kind of snot you’d see come from a giant’s nose. Each egg was housed in its pool of slime. How that slime could heal someone instead of hurting them was beside me. One look at this stuff and you’d think it was radioactive.

      Just then a bubble expanded in the slime and popped, releasing a stink that made my old gym shoes seem rose scented.

      “So, as you can see, my friends,” Fizzler said, “if we choose not to compete, our race is gone.”

      I pictured a hundred monsters coming in here with flamethrowers. I pictured them torching the eggs with streams of fire until the scaly shells bubbled and deflated, the little gaslings inside screaming before they died. I pictured industrialized machines coming down here and scooping the swamp slime out, bottling it up, selling it, weaponizing it—

      “Why?” I said. “Why does the Saber Corporation want the slime?”

      “That, Abe, I do not know,” Fizzler answered.

      I wracked my brain, thinking of a reason monsters would want healing powers. Some of them already had that ability.

      “Do you really think if we won the Games they’d let you keep the land?” I asked.

      “That was per our agreement,” Fizzler said.

      “I don’t think they will, I’m afraid. I think they’ll stop at nothing to get their hands on this stuff. Unfortunately. Saber Corporation, I’m guessing, isn’t exactly an upstanding company…”

      “Yeah,” Maddie said, nodding.

      “But it’s worth a shot, isn’t it?” Zack asked. “I mean, we still have a chance at winning their weight in gold. That would help.”

      “We’d have to win first,” Maddie said.

      “C’mon, Mads,” Zack said, “if anyone could win the Monster Games it’s three of Fright Squad’s finest hunters.”

      “Only hunters,” Maddie intoned.

      “Not the point,” Zack said.

      “You just want the gold.” Maddie walked over and put her arm around Zack’s shoulders.

      He shrugged. “Is that such a bad thing? I mean, don’t get me wrong. Gold is nice and all, but I really just want to help the gaslings and Gilly here.”

      “Thank you, Call-Me-Abe,” Fizzler said.

      Zack smiled slightly. “Yeah, Gilly, no problem.”

      “I agree,” I said, stepping away from the pool of slime. “The Saber Corporation may not let you keep the land after we win…” In my head, I was thinking: Listen to yourself, Abe—after we win, like we’ve already signed up for the damn Games. “But it’s worth a shot.”

      “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Maddie asked.

      “That you could really go for some bacon?” Zack said.

      “How the heck could you have an appetite down here?” I whispered. “No offense, Fizzler,” I added. The smell had faded, but not that much. It seemed like it was permanently coated on the insides of my nostrils.

      “None taken, Abe.”

      “No,” Maddie said. “Not bacon. I’m thinking that they’re up to no good, that they want this stuff for bad purposes.”

      “That’s obvious,” I said. “I think.”

      “Slime? They want the slime for bad purposes? As if having slime wasn’t bad enough,” Zack said.

      “Please,” Fizzler said. “It is more than just slime. It is the nectar of life, an agent of healing.” He bent down and scooped some up in his hands, took two long strides toward me. “You are bleeding, Abe. Let me show you. It will cure any ailment, any abrasion, no matter how deep,” Fizzler said.

      “Go on, Abe,” Maddie said. “You saw what it does.”

      I saw what it did to gaslings, not humans. This stuff certainly wasn’t FDA approved. Why did I have to be the guinea pig?

      “Unless you’re chicken,” Zack said. He then made a show of flapping his arms and clucking in an all too-terrible falsetto.

      “I’m not chicken,” I said.

      “No, you are human,” Fizzler added, oblivious to what jokes were. Still.

      “Fine,” I said. “Lay it on me, Fizzler.”

      “Certainly, Abe,” Fizzler said.

      His hands were cold, but the slime was colder. It felt like ice against my skin. Warmth replaced the iciness no less than five seconds later, the pleasant warmth of a heated blanket on a freezing January night, where you look out your window and all you see is snow covering everything. My muscles relaxed, my bones hummed, and slowly the blood that had escaped the wound on my elbow evaporated. What was left behind was a nasty gash from a jagged rock, but as I looked at this, feeling better than I’d felt in a long time, the opening in my skin closed. A white line, like a scar, stretched from the point of my elbow to the crease just below my forearm, but that white line didn’t stay for long.

      “Wow,” Zack said. “It really works.”

      I couldn’t find my words. I was staring at unblemished skin, at healthy skin. This slime made Neosporin look silly.

      “How do you feel?” Maddie asked.

      I flexed my arm a couple of times, which, had the gash still been there, would’ve hurt pretty bad.

      No pain.

      “I-I feel great,” I said.

      “As you should,” Fizzler said. “The proof is in the slime.”

      We stood there and looked at each other. A smile slowly transformed Fizzler’s face into something resembling a monster on laughing gas.

      “Was that—did you just joke?” Zack said, incredulous.

      Fizzler nodded fervently. “See, it was a play on your human colloquialism ‘The proof is in the pudding’—”

      Zack raised a hand. “No, no, I think we got it, Gilly. Nice job, but just so you know, explaining a joke kinda zaps the humor out of it.”

      Fizzler nodded, a student of comedy already.

      “The proof is in the slime,” I said and looked from my elbow back to the gasling.

      Fizzler lurched forward. Before I knew it he was wrapping his massive fishy arms around me and pulling me in for a hug.

      “Oof,” I managed, but he was squeezing me so tight I could hardly breathe. “All right, then, Fiz—”

      He let go. I sucked in a great breath. Oh, thank God I was free.

      “Why does he get a hug and I don’t?” Zack asked. When Fizzler lurched toward him, Zack stepped back. “Actually, never mind. I’ll take a raincheck.”

      “This means you’ll compete in our stead?” Fizzler asked.

      Maddie, Zack, and I all shrugged simultaneously. It was almost as if we had rehearsed it. This shrug didn’t really answer the gasling’s question so I asked. “Maddie?”

      She said, “Yes, I’ll help. I’ll compete.”

      I looked at Zack.

      He nodded vigorously. “I’m always down for a boatload of gold. I could finally get that motorcycle— Ooh! Maybe even a leather jacket! And new shades!”

      I laughed. “I’m down, too.”

      “No, you are standing,” Fizzler said.

      I patted the gasling on the shoulder. “I meant I’m willing to compete in your stead.”

      “Oh,” Fizzler said, nodding.

      Next thing I knew I was back in his fish arms and fighting for breath. This time, though, Zack and Maddie thought it would be funny if they joined.

      So, there we were, in some weird cave with equally weird pools of slime bubbling all around us—not to mention the breathing eggs incubating baby gaslings—having a group hug.

      When I finally could breathe again, Fizzler was thanking us and shaking our hands so hard that I thought our arms would pop out of their sockets. Then he said, “We must tell the elders. They will be so pleased meeting you, knowing you are going to the Monster Games in our stead. Or, shall I say, you are all down for the competition?”

      He chuckled, which didn’t sound much better than his normal, raucous laugh.

      “Come, come! Let us go meet with them!” Fizzler continued.

      I shook my head. “Listen, Fizzler, we’re pretty tired. Us humans need sleep. We’d love to meet your elders, just not right now.”

      “Yeah,” Maddie added, “we’d love to, but right now we need to head back home.”

      Fizzler stood straight. The liveliness in his eyes didn’t fade, and he was still wearing a menacing smile that wasn’t at all meant to be menacing, I’m sure.

      “Say no more,” Fizzler said. “We will have plenty of time for introductions. Until then—”

      But that was all I heard before I was sucked back down the metaphysical tube that had gotten us here, and three long seconds later, I was on my knees on my dirty, crumb-covered apartment carpet. Maddie and Zack were in front of me. Maddie’s hair was everywhere and Zack was busy searching for a bucket he could throw up in. Slayer didn’t even flinch, his eyes wide, taking in Spongebob like it was some religious experience.

      I was glad to be back home.
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      After a good night’s sleep filled with dreams of smelly eggs, our heads cleared, we decided we should get more information from an outside source. Since Octavius was currently tanning in the Bahamas, we settled for Val, NOD’s former doctor.

      She was waiting outside of her door when we pulled up later that same day.

      “Lo and behold! Thy Fright Squad!” she said, clapping her frail hands together. She looked at me. “How is thy backside?” she asked.

      I didn’t answer.

      Zack answered for me, but he didn’t say what I expected.

      “Abe isn’t too fond of the Shakespearean speech,” he said. “It reminds him too much of high school. ‘To be or not to be!’” Zack was standing in the dark alleyway with his hand stretched out like a stage player.

      Maddie was about to hit him for either being rude/blunt or for his own terrible delivery of Prince Hamlet’s most famous line right when Val nodded her head and said, “Oh, sure. No problem. Why didn’t you just ask, my young friends?”

      My jaw dropped. Zack and Maddie exchanged surprised glances, their eyes wide.

      “Wait…” I said, “all we had to do was ask?”

      “Amazing, isn’t it,” Val replied, “what can happen when one asks?”

      “So the Shakespeare thing, it’s just an act?” Zack said.

      Maddie hissed. “Zack!”

      “What? We’re good enough friends for me to ask that, right Val?”

      “Oh, sure,” Val cooed. “Yes, I am just fond of the Bard and the way Englanders talked all those years ago. No big deal. Now, come in, come in. It is much too cold outside and I fear we have very big things to discuss.”

      She disappeared through the doorway. We followed her, our heads undoubtedly spinning.

      “So,” Val said, once the door closed behind us (on its own, I might add), “you are here because you wish to know the winning numbers for the Powerball, correct?”

      “Uh…” I said, “not quite.”

      “Hm, curious,” she said. “I’m hardly ever wrong.”

      Well, it was more like she was hardly ever right, but I kept my mouth shut for fear of Maddie punching me.

      We went into her sitting room. Nothing had changed much since we’d last been here when she had told us of the vision that came to her while stitching my butt-wound up. There were various stacks of books and newspapers, mounted animal heads, deer, bears, a particularly vicious looking wolf, old television sets, a record player with a record spinning around and around but emitting no music. It was a packrat’s dream.

      Each animal head above the mantel seemed to follow us with their eyes, making us quite uncomfortable. Val’s entire labyrinthine place was a crash course in uncomfortableness. From somewhere, a growl echoed among the corridors. We all looked toward the threshold that led into the hallway. A single candle was burning there and casting flickering light.

      “Do not worry, my friends,” Val said. “Spike is locked up.”

      “Spike?” Maddie said. “A werewolf?”

      Val nodded. “Don’t worry. His cage is unbreakable.”

      She motioned to a moth-eaten couch that looked like it was meant to be sitting by the curb on trash day. Zack grabbed a handful of newspaper and put the pages on the cushions. Val didn’t take this as rude, like Maddie seemed to think she would.

      The cushions wheezed and groaned like live things when we sat down, drowning out the sounds of the crinkling paper.

      “What are you doing with a werewolf?” Maddie asked. “Isn’t that illegal in BEAST’s eyes?”

      “I no longer work for BEAST, Miss Pepper.”

      Val wasn’t working for BEAST anymore because she didn’t want to relocate. When they shut down the NOD, everyone who worked there—Octavius, Storm, the Bateman twins, Pam, Bubba, Lyles, Lola, and a score of goblins—all took jobs elsewhere. Basically everyone besides the Fright Squad and Valentine. I had to swallow down a lump of unease when I came to the realization that we decided to follow in Val’s footsteps instead of Octavius’s. But I couldn’t worry about that now. We had answers to find out.

      Smiling, Val sat on an old rocking horse opposite of us. It also looked like it belonged out at the curb. The wood was paled by sunlight and damp weather, one of the horse’s button eyes hung by a string, reminding me of a zombie, and the frayed ropes meant to be its mane wiggled as if some kind of bug had made its home there. Val was not a big woman, but she looked much too big for the horse. It creaked as it rocked back and forth, back and forth. The three of us, though, we didn’t think very much of it. Coming to Val’s was always a study in weirdness. At this point, I think it would’ve been weird if she didn’t act odd.

      “Besides, Spike and I are in love,” Val said. Her own wrinkled cheeks went rosy.

      “I have so many questions,” Zack said, raising a finger. But as he opened his mouth to ask said questions, I nudged him. “Right,” he mumbled.

      We were here for answers, just not answers about what Val did in her free time with locked up werwolves. Not that I really wanted to know that anyway…

      “So…” Val began, her eyes rolling backward. This was a sure sign of one of her “visions.”

      We watched her convulse on this rocking horse, the wood creaking and threatening to break, for a minute or so.

      “Did you guys see that trailer for that new alien-invasion movie?” Zack asked.

      Maddie shook her head.

      I said, “No.”

      “Looks good. I think it comes out this summer. We should see it sometime,” Zack said.

      “I’m game. What’s it called?” I asked as Val convulsed even more violently. To the uninitiated, one might think Val was having a serious seizure or, at the very least, a panic attack, but this, like all the weird stuff inside, was normal.

      “This year’s Super Bowl winner!” Val shouted. “Hmm, hmmm, let me think.” She brought her bony fingers up to her temples and closed her eyes.

      “Definitely won’t be the Browns,” Zack mumbled.

      “No, Val, that’s not it,” I said.

      “Just let us tell you,” Maddie said.

      Val brought one side of her mouth up in a snarl. “Fine. Do tell.”

      “Well, it’s not really telling…” I said. “We just had some questions, questions we figured you’d know the answers to.”

      Val rolled her eyes back again, her lips quivering, but I continued on before we could get another bogus answer.

      “The Monster Games,” I said. “We just want to know more about the Monster Games.”

      The sitting room went deathly silent. The record not playing any music scratched. I felt like we were witnessing the final plot twist of a really bad TV movie.

      “Oops, sorry about that,” Val said. She took the needle off the record and turned back to us, bringing a finger up to the hairy mole on her chin. “The Monster Games. ’Tis quite the topic around the supernatural community, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah,” I said, not letting on to the fact that the first we’d heard about the Monster Games’ reemergence was just the night before. Since we were no longer in BEAST, I guess we were out of the loop.

      “What would you like to know?” Val asked.

      “Everything,” Maddie said.

      From another room, the werewolf howled. I could’ve sworn it was getting closer, but put this to the back of my mind.

      “Big deal,” Val said, rocking gently. “I, myself, have bet good money on the cyclopses.”

      “Why?” Zack asked. “I mean, the cyclopses? Talk about big oafs.”

      “Precisely,” Val said. “The little birdies have told me that brute force will be the theme in this years Games, so who better to bet on than the cyclopses?”

      Brute strength. That didn’t sound good. I slid my hands under my legs to quell their shaking, crinkling the newspaper in the process. If there was anyone who couldn’t excel in competitions built around brute strength, it was us.

      “The vampires, too,” Val continued. “With their cunning and animalistic instinct, I believe they will be a close second.”

      The werewolf growled loudly, raising the hair on the back of my neck. We had come into Val’s unarmed. Having come from the Starbucks up the street, we didn’t even have weapons in the Cruiser, either.

      “Oh, sorry, Spike!” Val shouted, leaning to the side. Then she whispered, “He doesn’t like it much when I say the ‘V-word.’”

      “What are the tasks?” I asked.

      Maddie piggybacked off of this question. “Is it the same set up as used to be?”

      “Yes,” Val said. “Three tasks, each dealing with a different element.”

      “And they’re still doing the Hunt?” Maddie continued.

      I realized my question was long-forgotten. I decided that was okay. Maddie was the thinker of our group…as well as the best shot…and most level-headed. Best to let her talk.

      I vaguely recalled my father’s old textbook again, stating something about the elemental tasks. Fire, water, earth, wind…that kind of stuff.

      “Yes, they are.” Val held up a finger. “Just a second.” She left the room, her steps shuffling along the linoleum—swish, swish, swish.

      “What’s the Hunt?” I asked.

      “That sounds pretty bad,” Zack added.

      “It’s not,” Maddie said. “Really, you guys should try reading more.”

      Zack frowned. “No reason to read about the Monster Games when they’ve been defunct for two-hundred years.”

      Before this squabble could get serious, Val returned with a newspaper. It was wrinkled and splotched with some sort of liquid that caused some of the ink to run.

      This was not a normal newspaper, either. Well, not one that you might be accustomed to. This was a newspaper published by and for monsters and other supernatural entities. As you might have guessed, it had quite a small readership, considering most of the monsters out there didn’t read. A subscription list for the paper, called The Daily Bite, I figured, would consist mostly of vampires, BEAST employees, and witches and warlocks. We hadn’t subscribed. I forgot about it. I don’t know why. We should’ve. I think it was my subconscious preventing me from spending any more money.

      This issue Val held in her hand was from last summer. The headline: MONSTER GAMES ARE BACK! The picture below this was of Vladimir Spires holding up the troll’s head, the same one I’d seen in my father’s book.

      Val flipped the paper over and there was another picture. It was in full color. It was some sort of bracelet of gleaming gold with a symbol etched between three holes. The symbol was one I’d seen many times before. It was known as “The Teeth,” and was a circle of jagged monster teeth that represented the International Alliance of Monsters. The IAM was an organization that promoted the goodness of monsters and harmony among them and humans. They were mostly good, levelheaded beasts—still, I wouldn’t have wanted to be alone in an elevator with them without a proper weapon.

      “The Champions’ bracelet,” the caption beneath said in small type.

      The bracelet was thick and big enough to probably be worn on my head as a crown.

      Val pointed to it. “They upgraded since the days of Vladimir Spires, that’s for sure.”
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      We never told her of the gaslings’ proposition and our subsequent acceptance. Val continued talking about the Monster Games while Maddie asked question after question. My head was spinning the entire time, so I didn’t really focus in on what they were talking about.

      But one thing did catch my ear.

      “They have nixed the Battle Royale, much too many of the spectators’ displeasure,” Val said. “Instead, the final task will encompass only those who have secured the correct items from the Hunt.”

      “That’s good,” Maddie said.

      “Good?” Val asked. “Not good at all. I would shun them altogether if the committee hadn’t promised us a more action-packed and bloody three tasks than was common two-hundred years ago.”

      “How bloody are we talking here?” Zack asked.

      “It’s monsters, dear,” Val answered. “As bloody as it gets.”

      She was practically licking her chops, thinking about all the violence. Violence sold, that was for sure.

      “What about Saber? Aren’t they bad?” I asked.

      “Sure, sure, but so are the majority of the monsters,” Val answered. “BEAST can’t take them down because they can’t pin anything on them. Officially.”

      “Damn,” I said.

      Maddie and Val went on discussing the Games. I was pretty worried so I zoned in and out for the rest of the conversation, catching snippets and snatches of their words. Words like: decapitation, explosion, gore, to name a few.

      Later, Maddie briefed us on the rules. She had read the article in The Daily Bite at Superwoman-like speed.

      The Hunt was the basis of a point system. The contestants—or Champions as they were called—each set out for an item important to that task. The first to the item received the most points. These items could be literally anything. Maddie’s example for a fire-based task was a match, which would have to be used to move on to the next task, and so on. The item would unlock an elemental crystal, which would be placed into the Champions’ bracelet. Only Champions with the holes filled would be permitted to the last task, which offered the winner a hundred point bonus for winning. This was meant to give each contestant a fighting chance had they performed poorly in the previous rounds.

      “That seems easy enough,” Zack said. “You know…without all the monsters and stuff.”

      “Well, those are the only rules,” Maddie said. She was not smiling. Her face was very pale.

      Val had left to go let Spike outside. He needed to use the bathroom. She had said, “Werewolves were not that different from you and I.” Except, when she came out with the werewolf and took him to the alley for his business, he was wearing a thick metal muzzle clamped over his snout and a spiked-collar connected to thick chained leash. Not many people I knew required that, not unless they were into some pretty weird stuff.

      “That means you can kill,” Maddie said ominously. “No points are rewarded for it nor taken away, but the crowd loves it.”

      “I bet,” I said.

      “Less contestants, the better the chances of winning are,” Zack said. “Makes sense.”

      I tried to remain positive.

      Zack continued, “Plus, you know, we’re monster hunters. And together we’re stronger than any beast. We’re the Fright Squad!”

      “True,” Maddie said. She was up from the couch now, fiddling with a snow globe that had a graveyard scene inside of its dome. Red snowflakes floated around the water instead of white. She tried a smile. It didn’t look right on her blanched features. Zack got up and put and arm around her. Some color came back to her cheeks.

      “We can still back out,” he said.

      Maddie shook her head.

      “No,” I echoed. “We’ll be fine. I feel better knowing what the rules are.”

      “You do?” Zack asked. “I don’t.”

      To be honest, I really didn’t, but I was trying not to think about how bad our chances were when Val came back in, the cold night air and the smell of dog drifting in with her.

      She put the hood of her cloak down. “Good boy,” she said to Spike.

      He didn’t wag his tail.

      Then she scratched him behind one ear and looked at us. Spike growled low in his throat. He didn’t like this much, either, I assumed.

      “You all are more than welcome to come watch the Games with me,” she said.

      “On TV?” Zack asked, breathless.

      “Yes. They’ll be broadcast all over the world. For a fee, of course. But if you order pizza I’ll pay the fee.”

      Zack’s eyes had stars in them. “Holy shit,” he said. “I’ve always wanted to be on TV.”

      Maddie elbowed him.

      “I mean…I’ve always wanted to watch TV,” he corrected.

      Val looked at him funny—and that was saying something considering who Val was. Suffice to say, it wasn’t a very good cover-up.

      “We better get going,” I said, holding the newspaper. “Do you mind if I keep this?”

      “No, go right ahead,” Val said. “It has served its purpose. Besides, that is old news. Do you not subscribe to The Daily Bite?”

      “We’ve got enough monsters in our lives as it is,” I said, a little embarrassed. The Fright Squad wasn't exactly the best model of professionalism.

      “Right,” Val said.

      I grinned and said “Thanks for the paper!” before she could go on about how stupid it was for us to not take the jobs offered by SOD. We had already heard that lecture enough in the last few months from everyone. So we streamed out, taking a wide berth around the werewolf, which, thankfully had saved us an uncomfortable goodbye with Val. Her goodbyes usually consisted of a sloppy kiss on the cheek with her cold lips and a much-too-long hug. Not to mention last time she threw in a death prophecy on my behalf for good measure.

      Being apart of the Monster Games, I already knew death was very likely. I didn’t need a kooky old lady with a werewolf for a boyfriend to tell me that.
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      Val’s door had just closed behind us when we were attacked.

      The night was freezing and all of our minds, I think, were elsewhere because none of us saw the thing that hit.

      I felt a knock on the back of my head and doubled over on my knees.

      Maddie and Zack fell to the asphalt not long after me.

      “Pieces of shit!” a deep voice said.

      I felt another wallop on the back of my head. This one sent me facedown on the alley, which was slippery with sleet and garbage juice from a nearby dumpster. Or so I hoped. The werewolf’s most recent bathroom break was flashing through my mind. Did I land in his urine? Oh, God—

      My ears were ringing, but I heard the shuffling, heavy steps of our attacker coming closer.

      I was sure this next hit would be the one that killed me or at least permanently gave me brain damage.

      I spun around despite the pain throbbing all over my body and got a good look at the thing.

      He was tall, probably about seven feet or more, and wearing a long leather coat. His face was corpse-white, eyes sunken in deep in his head. Around his hairline were thick staples. One ear was higher than the other and a different color than the rest of his face. His eyes were mismatched and one was bigger. Stitches went up all around his face.

      This thing, my friends, is what we at BEAST called a ‘Stein—and not meaning a large beer mug.

      Yes, you’re correct in assuming that is short for Frankenstein, as in Frankenstein’s monster.

      The large stitched-together man raised his boot, which was like a cinderblock painted black, and meant to crush my head into jelly.

      While my fate hangs in the balance here, I think it’s important I should give you some background on the ‘Steins.

      They are an ancient race of monsters. Much older than the book by Mary Wollstonecraft Shelley that put their kind on the map. Mary Shelley was, coincidentally, a former BEAST monster-master when she wrote Frankenstein; or, The Modern Prometheus. She had discovered their race somewhere in Bavaria, where, also coincidentally, Dr. Frankenstein creates the monster in the novel. Not much is known about them aside from the fact that they were made in a lab with the remains of an innumerable amount of corpses, like Mary Shelley’s novel suggests. But there isn’t just one—there’s thousands of them, and since they aren’t technically alive, they can never really die. Or procreate. Or blend in with society. So it’s understandable why they’re constantly pissed off at the world.

      But I was still surprised to see one in Ohio, in the city of all places. But not surprised enough to let him stomp my face into shards.

      I rolled out of the way, feeling blood trickle down from my nose to my upper lip.

      The ‘Stein’s boot cracked the concrete into jagged forks. Maddie and Zack were pulling me up. Our backs were against the Cruiser.

      The ‘Stein roared as he swung his fist.

      The Fright Squad dove out of the way.

      Glass exploded from the passenger’s window, raining down on us.

      “Motherfucker!” Zack yelled. “I just got her back from the shop!”

      The ‘Stein spun around and faced us.

      We were weaponless, our backs now up against a brick wall, which I thought the monster could shatter as easily as it had shattered the PT Cruiser’s window. Not good, especially when the ‘Stein wanted to shatter our faces.

      It lurched forward.

      “No humans,” he said. “No humans in Games.”

      Both arms were out in front of him in the classic Frankenstein pose.

      “Uh, guys,” I said. “Plan?”

      “None,” Maddie said.

      Zack started banging on Valentine’s door, but she didn’t answer. Her and the werewolf must’ve been pretty busy not to hear all the commotion outside.

      “Run?” I asked, never taking my eyes off of the monster.

      “Sounds good to me,” Maddie said.

      Just as we planned on bolting, the ‘Stein lurched. He moved a lot faster than I thought he would.

      With his humongous corpse hands, he gripped Zack and me around the neck and raised us off of the ground at least ten feet.

      For a moment, I thought he was either going to pop our heads off or throw us over the five story building.

      “I kill…youuuu,” the monster growled. “I kill you with my bare hands.”

      Maddie ran at him and began banging her fists on his midsection. The sound this act made was like a rubber mallet hitting a brick wall. The ‘Stein wasn’t fazed in the slightest.

      “I kill you nowwwwwwww!”

      His grip got tighter. My brain felt like it was leaking blood. Darkness came over my eyesight as I kicked with my legs for some kind of purchase and gripped the monster’s hands with my own. His flesh felt like cold leftovers.

      Zack was wheezing something. Through the ringing in my ears, I could just make it out.

      “Fuck youuuuuu—”

      “No,” the ‘Stein said. “Kill you.”

      And I was sure this was the end. Damn myself for thinking I was safe without some sort of weapon. Except, what I’d need to beat this particular monster would be either an angry mob with pitchforks and torches or a flamethrower, both of which I probably wouldn’t have brought with me. The Academy hadn’t taught us any other ways to dispatch a ‘Stein because they’re just too damn big and strong.

      “Unless…” the ‘Stein said as Maddie graduated from beating him with her fists to smashing various heavy objects procured from the nearby dumpster against his legs. A fluorescent light tube shattered against the ‘Stein’s kneecaps. I figured Maddie would have better luck trying to grow wings and fly us out of here.

      “What?” I managed to choke out. “What?” My vocal cords burned with fire. I was pretty sure my eyes had popped out of my head and were dangling somewhere near my mouth. Pretty sure I could taste them, too. Either that, or I was tasting blood coming up my esophagus.

      “Unless…you no go to da Monster Games. Human do not belong there,” the ‘Stein said.

      Great, I thought. Not only was I going to die at the hands of some monster, I’d have to disappoint the gaslings, too…you know, by letting what was left of their race die out.

      “So?” the ‘Stein demanded, giving us a shake.

      Maddie was now searching frantically for the Cruiser’s keys. I think she was so distraught, she was going to attempt running him over. That wouldn’t have been very good for the Cruiser, I thought.

      “Your answer?” the monster demanded.

      I’ll be honest here. I was one-hundred percent prepared to tell ol’ big, tall, and ugly that we would back out of the Games when Valentine’s door banged open.

      Out of my peripheral vision, I saw she was holding a large torch. From it, came a huge ball of flames. In her other hand, still on the leash, was the werewolf. No muzzle on his snout. Spike was growling and slobbering like a rabid dog.

      “Get off of my property!” Val yelled.

      Once the ‘Stein caught sight of the flames, he dropped us.

      We landed roughly in the bits of glass from the broken fluorescent bulbs, but that was way better than having your head squeezed off.

      The ‘Stein backed away slowly, a dumb look of shock and terror on his face.

      “Back, you beast!” Val shouted. “Or I shalt killeth thee wh're thee standeth!”

      Spike was tugging at his chain. I was sure he’d break free and run the ‘Stein down.

      That was a fight that would end up very bloody and loud, one that would draw too much unwanted attention—if our scuffle hadn’t already.

      The ‘Stein put his hands up, pivoted, and disappeared into the shadows.

      “C’mon!” Maddie lunged forward.

      Zack, on his knees, reached up and gripped the tail of her shirt.

      “What—” he wheezed and spat blood from his mouth, “—are you doing?”

      “We have to go after him!” she said.

      “He’d kill us,” Zack said. “We have no weapons. Let him go.”

      Maddie looked desperately at me. I shook my head, which was pretty painful, as I rubbed at the raw skin around my neck.

      Looking dejected, Maddie helped us to our feet as Val disappeared back inside and came out without the werewolf this time.

      “Thanks, Val,” I managed.

      “But where the heck were you two minutes ago?” Zack asked. His neck was turning purple near his collarbone. Maddie held him up as if he’d lost the ability to stand on his own.

      Val, despite all the chaos, smirked, mischief in her eyes. “Well, you see, Spike and I—”

      “On second thought, don’t wanna know,” Zack said.

      I mumbled my agreement. That was a mental image I wanted to keep out of my head.

      Later on, Val had given us a cream made out of ground-up toadstools and witch blood for the lacerations on our necks. Maddie helped her pick the pieces of glass from the fluorescent light out of our palms and knees, feeling bad and taking the blame for that.

      We didn’t talk much until we were about to leave again, this time armed with our own torches. Just in case.

      “So,” Val said, dropping her Shakespearean accent, “you three have found yourselves entwined in the Monster Games, have you?”

      I nodded. Our heads were bowed, not meeting Val’s eyes. I think we all felt a little guilty for not telling her immediately.

      In a spewing of overlapping words, we told her all about the gaslings’ predicament and the shady reasoning we thought the Saber Corporation had revived the Games for.

      Val nodded sagely.

      I said, “I suppose you’re gonna tell us we’re idiots for joining the Games, aren’t you?”

      Val looked at us sternly, her eyes like cold steel. For a moment, she didn’t speak. It felt like an eternity. Then, she said, “No, you are not idiots, Abraham. You have a good reason to do what you are doing.”

      “We’re not?” Zack said, and looked at Maddie and I, surprised.

      Val shook her head. “Your courage is admirable.”

    

  



    
      
        
          
            12

          

          

      

    

    







            Another Broken Heart

          

        

      

    

    
      I tried and succeeded at not contacting Octavius.

      If he had found out about our participation in the Monster Games, I think he would’ve ended up back in City Hospital after he flew back from the Bahamas and broke both of his feet kicking our asses. Still, his advice and wisdom would’ve helped us after the inevitable ass-kicking.

      The very next day after our run in with the ‘Stein, I got a visit from Lola.

      She knocked on my door at the ungodly hour of nine in the morning.

      “Abe!” Lola yelled.

      Hearing her voice while I was currently drenched in sweat, smelly with morning breath, and half-asleep was somehow much scarier than any nightmare I could’ve had. I crept out of my room and glanced at the shower, now stripped of its curtain, wondering if I’d have enough time for a quick rinse-off.

      The door rattled again.

      “Abe! Open up! You’re in some pretty deep shit!” Lola said.

      I opted for a change of clothes, moving as fast as Clark Kent in a phone booth with the fate of Metropolis in the balance, lazily tried stamping my cowlick down with my palms, and squirted some toothpaste in my mouth, which turned out to be a horrible idea.

      Then, feeling as if I’d done all I could do, I opened the door.

      Lola burst through before I had the door open all the way and wrapped her arms around me, nearly knocking us down.

      “You big idiot!” she said, grip tightening like an overzealous boa constrictor.

      I’ve never been really good with the opposite sex. In high school, I once asked a girl to prom during lunch, and in the process of asking, I thought it’d look pretty smooth if I took a swig of my chocolate milk. Well…it went down the wrong pipe and I wound up blasting milk out of my nose and all over my potential prom date’s face. I remember her screaming “Why is the milk so warm!?”

      Suffice to say, she didn’t accept my proposal. I didn’t blame her. Ever since that incident, which was about four years ago, talking to the opposite sex seemed as difficult as calculus to me—and I’m pretty terrible at math.

      Here Lola was, though, hugging me in my apartment without me having to invite her.

      Life was just weird sometimes.

      “What?” I managed. “What’s wrong?”

      She held a newspaper in her hands, rolled up like she was about to wack me over the nose like a puppy that had piddled on the floor.

      I saw the large name of the paper: The Daily Bite, which wasn’t shocking. The shocking thing was the picture below the name and the headline over this picture.

      The picture was of the Fright Squad, Zack, Maddie, and myself, each one a portrait from our times at the Academy. One look at it and I was glad I had cut my hair.

      The headline read: Community Calls for Human Resignation from Much-Anticipated Monster Games.

      “Geez,” I said, “they could’ve asked for a picture. I told the headmasters to burn this one. Apparently they didn’t listen.”

      “Abe!” Lola said. Her eyes looked wet and the makeup around them was runny, like she’d been crying. But why? For me? No way. “What the hell are you thinking entering the Monster Games? You’re gonna die before the Opening Ceremonies!”

      “Thanks for all your confidence in me,” I said with a sarcastic smile. I took the newspaper over to the couch and scanned the article. Slayer was passed out, snoring and hugging a plush toy of Patrick, the starfish from Spongebob. He didn’t even move when I sat next to him.

      “Well,” I said after I’d read the article, “this explains the attack last night.”

      Lola brought a hand to her mouth and gasped. “Attack?”

      I shrugged. “No big deal. A pissed-off ‘Stein thought he could send a message by strangling Zack and me to death.” I absentmindedly rubbed at the faded bruises around my neck, thankful for Val’s healing cream.

      Lola looked positively shocked. “Are you okay?” she asked and put a hand on my shoulder. Her touch brought a tingle to my skin (which I know reads like a bad romance novel, but it was the truth). I hadn’t seen Lola since our string of crappy, awkward dates. Like I said earlier, she took a job at the SOD and left our relationship pretty much nonexistent. No texts, no calls, no emails.

      She sat down next to me. I neglected to tell her a rather large and slimy monster had sat in the same spot only last night.

      I think that would’ve ruined the moment, even though, in reality, nothing could ruin this for me. Lola looked radiant. Splendid. Alluring. Every known synonym in the world for beautiful. Her hair was tousled and her skin was as smooth as porcelain. She smelled overwhelmingly of flowers and vanilla—thankfully, because I was sure I didn’t smell too good myself.

      “Why are you doing it? Are you crazy?” she asked me.

      I smiled. “Yeah, probably. I don’t know, though. I haven’t gotten an official diagnosis. No health insurance since I was in high school and it seemed pretty counterproductive to ask Val what she thinks, considering she’s crazy herself—” and I would’ve gone on and on, babbling away if Lola hadn’t cut me off.

      “Abe, you can’t. It’s suicide,” she said.

      “I know. But it’s for a good reason.” I told her about the gaslings and their impending extinction and their miraculous slime and how the Saber Corp wanted it and how I didn’t think it was for any good reason. I talked until I was short of breath.

      Lola still called me dumb, though she had warmed up to the idea slightly.

      “It’s not your job to save a race of monsters, Abe,” she said, putting her hand on my wrist. “Tell BEAST.”

      I laughed. “Yeah, because they’ll jump right on it,” I said sarcastically.

      “Abe.”

      “Lola.”

      It was then I noticed something I hadn’t noticed before. I don’t know if it was because I was too tired from last night, too overwhelmed from the impending Monster Games and Lola’s arrival or what. But what I noticed was that Lola had looked like she’d just showered. Her hair was slightly damp, the blonde curls not as springy as normal. That didn’t make sense. She had moved down to Columbus when she took the job with the SOD. If she drove to Akron after her morning shower, her hair would’ve been dry by the time she got here, right? I’m not an expert on women’s hairstyles or anything like that or a scientist when it comes to figuring out the correct amount of time it would take to dry such and such volume of hair, but the wetness, the strong scent of vanilla and flowers, the keys in her hand that didn’t read KIA like the car she drove the whole time she was employed at NOD…something was up.

      Oh, no.

      This meant—

      “Abe, are you all right?” she asked me.

      I shook my head, blinked a couple times, aware that I’d been staring at her like an idiot.

      “The Games are really getting to you, aren’t they? You look like you’re about to vomit,” she continued.

      “Y-Yeah,” I said. “The Games. Yeah, that’s what it was.”

      The rest of her visit carried on in semi-awkwardness. It could’ve just been me, yeah, but I couldn’t help myself. I really liked this girl—maybe even loved her—and the reason she’d been around Akron, I thought, was because she was here visiting a boyfriend.

      She kept making me promise her I wasn’t going to participate in the Games and I kept saying I’d think about it as images of her and another guy flashed in my head.

      Then she said: “I’m staying over in Northington. Lorne is visiting his grandparents.”

      Hearing that name was like being punched in the face by a thousand penis-tentacles.

      “Lorne?” I asked.

      Agent Gaylord Lorne was the dickhead BEAST operative who I believe played a big role in having the NOD shut down. Though he eventually showed some respect to us when arriving on the scene at Perdition Cemetery as well as a place on the SOD, I still didn’t like him. Besides Doctor Blood, the dark magician who’d killed my father, I would’ve said Lorne was number two on my Mortal Enemies list.

      “Yeah, Lorne. You met him, didn’t you?”

      I nodded. I didn’t add the Unfortunately like I was thinking.

      “Are you guys like—are you guys a thing?” I asked.

      She laughed and waved me away. “No way. He just needed support. His grandad is pretty sick. I don’t think he’ll make it much longer.” But as she said this I noticed her cheeks reddened and she wouldn’t meet my eyes for the first time since she’d been here.

      “Call me if you need anything, Abe,” she said as the anger, disappointment, despair simmered in my gut like some sort of terrible stew.

      “I will,” I said. My voice came out as a whisper.

      She was at the door now, halfway in the hall. It was close to eleven in the morning. She’d been here for almost two hours and I didn’t even realize it.

      “I’m serious,” she said, still avoiding my eyes, and then leaned forward and kissed me on the corner of the mouth.

      I stood there in stunned silence as she walked down the hallway toward the stairs.

      When I finally pulled my eyes away from the closed door that led to the stairwell, I noticed the college kid across from my apartment was in the hall.

      He nodded with a smile on his face.

      “Dude?” He said it as a question, one I didn’t answer. Then he said, “Nice!” and crossed the hall for a high-five.

      I shut the door in his face, now a broken man.
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      The next few days went by in a blur. I didn’t have any more dreams and Lola didn’t make any more surprise visits.

      The Games were only a day away. I wasn’t ready. I don’t think I ever would be.

      Each night, Maddie, Zack, and I met up at the apartment, waiting for a phone call from Walker for a job, but none came our way. If the monsters were out and about they weren’t making any trouble.

      My guess: They didn’t want to be dead and miss out on the Monster Games—well, those that weren’t dead already.

      We were sitting in the living room, pouring over some books Maddie had dragged out of the old and defunct NOD headquarters. SOD was in the process of moving everything out of there, but like usual, they were very slow about it.

      The book currently opened on the coffee table, surrounded by large sodas from the nearby Speedway, was Monster Sports: Blood, Sweat, & Tears…but Mostly Blood. Inside was a long history of the Monster Games, the longest we’d been able to find so far. Not even Val could’ve helped us out in that regard, not to mention that we’d been attacked by the ‘Stein in the process of our visit.

      “So she just showed up?” Zack was asking me about Lola for the fiftieth time. “And she didn’t want to bang?”

      Maddie growled.

      “Oops, sorry,” Zack said. “I mean, she didn’t want to make love?”

      “No, dude,” I said. “It was nothing like that. She was worried.” I pointed to The Daily Bite on the TV stand, the one with our pictures on the front page, which had thrown Zack and Maddie for a loop. Zack had shouted with joy that he was now a celebrity—“In the monster community, at least.” While Maddie complained about how her hair looked. Well, complained is an understatement. She looked like she was about ready to call The Daily Bite’s offices and demand the picture to be burned. She even mentioned contacting a lawyer before Zack calmed her down and told her she looked beautiful like she always did. She smiled and kissed him and I felt right then that despite all of the chaos and madness, the getting choked by ‘Steins and chased by ghosts and creatures from beneath the Rodanian Mountains, that life was good. If there was something worth fighting for, it was evident in Zack and Maddie’s relationship. Though they hadn’t said it yet to one another, I could tell they were in love.

      This, of course, made me think of Lola, which snowballed to Lola and Agent Lorne, who must’ve been old enough to be her father or, at the very least, her older brother, staying in some room by themselves, doing God knew what.

      It was just a passing feeling.

      Not because I’m strong enough to put it out of my mind or anything like that—because I’m not—but because the air shimmered and cracked and a smell like moist basements invaded our nostrils. I would like to tell you I was used to this smell, but if I did, that would be a lie.

      In truth, the smell was so harsh that I thought I was going to choke.

      Once the confusion passed (believe me, when a giant swamp monster just randomly spawns in your tiny apartment, confusion is just one of the many emotions coming over you), Fizzler stood, dripping on my carpet.

      I pointed at the wet spot. “Couldn’t you bring a towel?”

      He followed my finger. “Oh, Abraham,” he said, taking a step over to the kitchenette and dripping on the tile. “For future visits, I shall spawn here.”

      “Or don’t spawn in my apartment at all,” I mumbled.

      “Pardon?”

      I shook my head. “Nothing.”

      “You almost gave me a heart attack,” Zack was saying as he was cradled in Maddie’s arms.

      “Yeah, we need a better way of doing this,” I said.

      “I agree,” Fizzler said. He stood straight up, his scales rippling and shining with reflected light from the living room. “However, we do not have time.”

      I noticed in Fizzler’s odd, fish-like eyes, that there was something like worry in them. How a creature of his size and ferocity could worry, I didn’t know, but he was doing it.

      “It’s time,” he said as we all stared at him.

      “Yeah,” I said. “For what?”

      “Bed,” Zack promptly answered.

      “No,” Maddie said, now looking at Fizzler with big eyes. “It’s time for…the Games?”

      Fizzler nodded sagely.

      “But—” I began and shot up from the arm of the couch. “I thought we had another day.”

      “The Opening Ceremonies start in less than twelve hours,” Fizzler went on in his steady, deep voice.

      “Twelve hours?” I almost jumped through the ceiling. Since our visit to the swamps and the cave near the Rodanian Mountains, we hadn’t heard much from the gaslings, which made me think I might’ve dreamed it. Or maybe they forgot about us accepting their offer. Deep down, I had hoped they’d forgotten.

      Since we’d accepted, life had been a steady stream of monster threats. Five days out of the past week, we’d been sabotaged or humiliated or ridiculed in some way.

      Zack caught a gremlin letting the air out of the tires of his PT Cruiser. Maddie was taking a shower when she heard something knock against the window. After she wiped away the fog, she saw a vampire sitting on a nearby tree branch. He had a camera around his neck too, so we didn’t know for sure if this was sabotage or just some pervert. Me, well, after the article was released in The Daily Bite a pack of werewolves in their human forms threw a few hot dogs my way, which I wasn’t quick enough to dodge. I am mostly a peaceful person. I don’t seek out violence. I retaliate when I have to, but I didn’t think werewolves throwing wieners at me really called for retaliation. So I just walked on to the gas station with my hands in my pockets and looked back. Sure enough, the werewolves were picking up these dirty hot dogs. I expected a round two. A round two might’ve resulted in my retaliation—after the penis-tentacle debacle, I realized I could only take so many phallic-shaped projectiles before I snapped. But the werewolves didn’t throw their hot dogs again. Instead, they devoured them in less than two bites, gobbling them down as if they were actually in their werewolf forms, dirt and pebbles and all. It didn’t strike me until later that this incident had occurred on the sidewalk not too far away from my apartment complex in front of a local college bar. To say that sidewalk had seen an ocean’s worth of drunk-vomit, especially on Thirsty Thursdays and Karaoke Fridays, would be an understatement. The joke was on the werewolves. But it also didn’t occur to me until later that most canines—werewolf or otherwise—enjoyed eating vomit, perhaps even more so than they enjoyed eating pork.

      On top of the werewolf incident, I’d seen a couple of ‘Steins hanging around the apartment building. Mostly they’d stick to the shadows out of fear of being spotted, but there’d been one occasion where I’d gone to Walmart sometime after midnight—I’m a night owl by nature—and the ‘Stein had followed me in. This didn’t completely surprise me, considering who Walmart’s late-night clientele usually was, but the ‘Stein kept following me around while I shopped. The aisles’ shelves weren’t very tall so I kept seeing that large, scarred and stitched together forehead peeking over at me under its hood. Sometimes when I picked up a certain brand, like when I smelled at least fifteen different scents of Old Spice, the ‘Stein would laugh at me, as if wearing deodorant was funny or something. Then again, I doubted ‘Steins cared much in the way of personal hygiene. When I was checking out, the ‘Stein strolled past the cashier and I in his parachute-sized overcoat and whispered in a deep voice that was impossible to be heard as a whisper, “We gonna git you, Crowley…” and he disappeared through the automatic door empty-handed, spooking the old lady greeter out of her midnight cat nap and ducking beneath the metal door frame.

      The cashier asked me if I wanted to call the cops, and I said no, but walking out into the dark parking lot toward the Cruiser, which Zack had let me borrow, was quite an exercise in courage, I’ll tell you.

      The last incident was just the other night. I lied in bed, half-asleep, the TV on in the living room, the volume low. From my closet, I heard a whispering.

      Normally, I’d just chalk this up to the fact that I was exhausted and out of my mind, both sick with the realization that one of the few people I considered my enemy was probably sleeping with the girl I’d fallen in love with and the fact that in a few days’ time, I’d be battling all kinds of monsters in front of a live audience. But this voice, this one I was hearing in my room, sounded so familiar.

      “You’re dead, Crowley,” the voice said. “They’re gonna tear you limb from limb. Don’t even have a chance.”

      When it’s the middle of the night and you hear a chilling voice in an apartment that is supposed to be empty, you usually start thinking of all these terrible things. Has someone broke in? Is the Boogeyman in my closet (no, because the Boogeyman doesn’t personally scare people any more since he’d become the self-proclaimed King of the Monsters)? Am I going insane?

      The latter question being the most valid.

      Then I heard the laugh following the voice and I knew instantly who it was.

      Off the bed I went, toward the closet. I threw open the doors. Inside of the closet stood a safe about three feet in height. Those of us at the Fright Squad called it a “Specimen Safe,” which I now realize sounds like we kept vials of semen and other various bodily fluids inside, but I promise, that wasn’t the case. The only thing in that safe, behind those thick walls of metal, was a demon spirit trapped in a ghost catcher. His name was Xaluney and he was a dick.

      I kicked the safe. A mistake. Never kick a thick wall of metal without proper footwear. Once the pain subsided, I said, “Shut up, Xaluney!”

      “Make me!”

      “I will, man. You know I will.”

      “You can’t,” the evil spirit said. Then he added a Na-na-na-na! for good measure.

      The spirit was just trying to get me riled up. If I was riled up, I’d be more likely to do something stupid, like let him out so he could possess me, which would be an act of desperation on the demon’s part.

      “The monsters are already talking about grouping up at the Games. That’s unheard of, Crowley. They’re gonna group up and tear your little Fright Squad apart. Oh yessssss. I hear the plans.”

      “Shut up, Xaluney,” I said again.

      But he didn’t. He kept on talking and I eventually went into the bathroom with my pillow and blanket and slept in the tub with the door shut and locked behind me. Slayer slept on the floor, on the fuzzy rug, snoring and humming the Spongebob theme song in his sleep. It was comforting but I could still hear Xaluney. Apparently, according to him, I wouldn’t last more than five seconds when the first task started.

      We’d see about that. Sooner than later.

      “Come, my friends,” Fizzler said. “The elders await.” His thrumming voice snapped me back to the present.

      “We need more time,” Maddie said. “I haven’t finished packing or told my mom that I loved her.”

      “All that you need shall be given to you in your quarters,” Fizzler said.

      Zack breathed a sigh of relief. “Thank God,” he said, “I keep forgetting to buy deodorant—”

      “You said you didn’t know what that smell was!” Maddie said.

      He shrugged. “Sorry.”

      “Come, my friends,” Fizzler said again.

      “What about Slayer?—” I began, but before I could get an answer or protest once more, the air shimmered and I felt that sickening feeling of my soul being flushed out of me through my pores.

      It sucked. It really sucked.
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      When we came out on the other side, the urge to throw up wasn’t as bad as the first time.

      For me, at least.

      Zack, however, spewed his guts all over a crimson runner.

      Slowly, I looked up, trying to put the sounds of Zack’s heaves to the back of my mind.

      We were in some kind of royal palace. The walls were gray stone, as smooth as marble, as shiny as a newly minted coin. The room was brightly lit by greenish flames in large sconces. On either side of the red carpet were pools of swamp water. Green like the flames. It really threw off the royal look of the place.

      “This is them?” a booming voice said.

      I allowed my eyes to follow that voice. As they scanned up the runner, they came to a stop at the base of a platform. On the platform sat a gasling even larger than Gizzler and Fizzler. By all indications, this was a male gasling, but, like I said before, who really knew when it came down to the sexes of these swamp creatures?

      This particular gasling sat in a chair higher than the four others. He wore a crown and a velvety red cape with a white fur fringe around the collar. This, of course, was dampened by the natural slime that leaked out of the gosling’s glands or gils or whatever, but he still, somehow, looked regal.

      “This is them, my king,” Fizzler said. Out of the corner of his mouth, he told us, “Rise.”

      We did. Not very easily, though.

      “The humans Abraham Crowley, Madilyn Pepper, and Zackary Murphy,” Fizzler said.

      “Hi!” Gizzler said from near the row of chairs on the platform. “I know dem.”

      Along with the king, the other gaslings looked quite old. White hairs sprouted off the sides of their heads. One of them wore glasses. Another had a chunk of its ear missing. To the king’s left, was, what I realized for the first time, a female. The only reason I knew this was because of her rather large mammary glands hanging from her chest, which she did not bother to cover up.

      Zack was half bent over with Maddie’s hand on his back. He looked as green as the gaslings. “Sorry about throwing up on your nice rug,” he said.

      The king waved a hand, as if it wasn’t a big deal at all.

      “Approach, my friends,” he said.

      Fizzler gave us a little push.

      I was the first one to budge. I walked up the runner, my footsteps muffled. All around us on the walls were large paintings depicting gaslings. One riding what looked like a horse. Another of a group of younger and smaller creatures playing with a ball shaped rock, smiles on their faces. One of a female, her sagging breasts nearly to her waist, holding a torch. And many more. None of these, I noticed, depicted gaslings in battle.

      I stopped at the foot of the platform. Even sitting down, the gaslings towered over me. A steady thumping in my chest was all I could hear for the moment.

      The king clapped his webbed hands together. “Welcome, humans!” he said. He smiled wide, showcasing fangs even larger than those of Fizzler and Gizzler.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      “We are honored to have you in our stead,” the king said. “My name is King Plizzler. To my left is my queen, Hizzler. The rest of the elders are as follows: Tizzler, Splizzler, and Fred.”

      Fred, the one too old to have a name ending in “-izzler.”

      The older gasling with his missing ear waved. His eyes looked at me but they were hazy.

      Maddie and Zack stepped up now so we were all even.

      “It means so much to us that you have accepted our offer,” the king said. “Gizzler and Fizzler speak very highly of you.”

      “Enough chattering,” the queen said. Her voice was whip-like, harsh. “The fate of our race depends on you. This is not about fun and games. This is about victory.”

      “Ma’am,” I said, “we will give it our best shot.” I cleared my throat. “Losing the Games means more than just the end of your race. It means our death. We don’t want to die.”

      “Good,” the queen said.

      “Go easy on them,” the one named Fred said. He spoke with an air of confusion in his voice. “They are brave for taking on this challenge.”

      The other elders mumbled their agreement.

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Fred didn’t seem to hear me. He was now looking up at the high ceiling, into the shadows.

      I turned back to the queen and nodded. “You have nothing to worry about,” I said.

      It was all I could say. I’ll admit that I was a little nervous. How could I not be? I’d never been in the presence of royalty before, gasling or otherwise.

      Before I could say anything else, the doors behind us burst open.

      A clamoring of voices echoed among the hall. My first instinct was to go for the weapon on my hip, but then I realized I had no weapon. Fizzler had whisked us off before we’d even had the chance to stock up. I was pretty sure we weren’t going back home anytime soon, either.

      I guess it didn’t matter that we didn’t have our weapons, really. In the old days of the Games, you couldn’t bring your own. You could select one from the Games’ armory. So no tricks. For a competition containing a couple dozen monster species, you need more than just one weapon. You could chop a werewolf’s head off with a silver sword, but you couldn’t stab a ghost with it. You could kill a vamp with a stake, but if you tried staking a werewolf, you’d only piss it off.

      “What’s going on?” Maddie asked.

      The voices that had filled the hall belonged to a sea of swarming monsters.

      I took a step back, almost tripped over the platform and landed in the king’s lap. That would’ve been pretty awkward.

      “Don’t worry,” Fizzler said out of the corner of his mouth. “It’s just the press.”

      But it wasn’t the normal press. CNN, MSNBC, and FOX News employees weren’t among the various creatures holding video cameras and microphones and notepads.

      No. This was the monster press.
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      A banshee in a cloak unhinged her jaw and screamed at Maddie, “How does it feel knowing you’re going to die? What do you have to say for yourselves?” Then she screeched, signifying an impending death. We didn’t really worry about it. It wasn’t like we had a choice, though, because a barrage of different creatures were shoving microphones up to our faces and clamoring. I could hardly think.

      Fizzler stepped in front of us. “Please, please, one at a time!” he shouted.

      The crowd quieted.

      A different gasling, which one, I didn’t know, ushered us to the platform where the elders sat, where we stood and had questions fielded to us.

      A zombie raised his hand. He held a microphone. But a vampire behind him tripped and nudged his back, causing the arm to fall out of its socket. It landed amongst the feet and claws with a wet slap.

      “This is crazy,” Zack muttered.

      Flashbulbs went off, blinded us. The monsters clamored. The crowd grew larger and larger. When a cyclops rumbled through the front doors, I was pretty sure we were at capacity and if a fire marshal had seen all the monsters crammed inside, stretching the length of the hall and knocking against the stone columns that held it up, I was pretty sure the gaslings would’ve been given a pretty hefty fine for allowing such a fire hazard.

      “What is your strategy for survival?” a headless horseman asked me. He held his head in the crook of his arm, wedged up against his hip.

      “Uh,” I said.

      Maddie interrupted. “We’ll just survive, that’s it.”

      The headless horseman, judging by the frown on his face, didn’t like this answer.

      “Next question,” Fizzler said.

      “Is it true you hate all monsters?” a ghost asked.

      “No,” I said, stepping forward. “Of course not.”

      “We only hate the monsters that try to kill us!” Zack said, grinning.

      The crowd erupted. More flashes. Monsters scribbled on their notepads. Some of them jeered and growled. The werewolves in the hall emitted a stench. The vampires hissed.

      “I am sorry,” Fizzler said. “No more questions.”

      He escorted us through a back door behind the thrones.

      “Geez, that didn’t go too well,” I said.

      “Better than I expected,” Fizzler said.

      “What did you expect?” Maddie asked.

      Fizzler’s face remained stoic. “I was sure they were going to kill you.”

      Great, I thought.

      “But there is still the Games for that,” he added. He stopped suddenly. All three of us ran into his massive, slimy bulk. “Excuse me,” he said. “This is for authorized personnel only.”

      I couldn’t see who he was talking to. Zack was looking at me like maybe Fizzler had gone crazy.

      Then there was a creak, like rusty hinges opening on some gate. Except, it wasn’t hinges.

      We were looking at an old haggish mermaid. She sat in a saltwater bathtub on wheels, her human-like part of her body sticking out of it. She smiled a sly smile at us.

      “I am authorized,” the mermaid said.

      Fizzler bowed. “Marena. I’m sorry.”

      Marena Psydin. That’s who the mermaid was. I’d heard of her. In our research after the attack at Val’s I found out she was one of the executives of the Saber Corp now.

      “No problem,” Marena said. She wheeled closer. “I just wanted to meet our human Champions.”

      “Here we are,” I said. I wasn’t too fond of Marena. Many years ago, she’d orchestrated a genocide in the Pacific. Her reasoning? The place was too crowded. With fish. With mermaids. Mermen. You name it. She was never brought up on charges by BEAST because she took the exec job with Saber. Which really meant she hid.

      “Abraham Crowley,” Marena said, smiling. She stuck out a hand.

      I just looked at it.

      She withdrew it. Still smiling.

      “I’m so honored to meet you. Not many people live to say they’ve survived a run-in with Doctor Blood.”

      Maddie and Zack shifted uncomfortably. Doctor Blood was a trigger for me. Usually. But I kept my cool.

      Marena said, “Will you be strong enough to survive the Games?”

      I didn’t answer. I left. The rest followed me, leaving Marena behind.
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        * * *

      

      Fizzler and Gizzler took us to our quarters. It was just a tent outside of their swamp palace.

      The tent had a bed, a refrigerator stocked with almost every known food, a separate space for our bathrooms, and a television in front of each bed. At first glance, it really wasn’t much, but it was still better than my apartment. By a long shot. Not to mention that there wasn’t any ghosts in any closets mocking me.

      “This is where you will come rest after each event,” Fizzler said.

      “Can I stay with them?” Gizzler asked. “I wanna watch the moobies that Abe likes!”

      “No, Gizzler, you must stay in your own quarters,” Fizzler said and Gizzler lowered his large head so he was looking at his feet.

      “You can visit, buddy,” I told him. “We can watch movies and play games and stuff.”

      He looked up and smiled at me. “You mean it?”

      “I do.”

      “Gee, Abe, you’re the best. I really hope you don’t die!”

      Me, either, I thought.
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        * * *

      

      We stayed in that tent for a couple of hours. The Fright Squad didn’t talk much.

      I wound up falling asleep and not having any dreams. I guess that was pretty nice.

      The next day, was the Opening Ceremonies and then we’d have a feast—a monster feast with a bunch of foods we humans probably wouldn’t find appetizing—and then the Games would begin the following day.

      As to what the first task was, we still had no clue. Fizzler said he was trying to find out, scrambling around and asking for intel, but the gaslings weren’t well-respected in the monster community beforehand. Now that they’d found and took advantage of a loophole that let humans take their place in the Monster Games, they were almost as hated as we were.

      During that first night as we stayed in the tent, I heard a soft hissing, as if someone had been slowly letting the air out of a balloon.

      I stood up, listened closely.

      The noise seemed to be getting louder and louder. I tiptoed across my third of the tent and peered into Zack’s. He and Maddie were asleep on the bed.

      The hissing grew closer.

      At the tent’s entrance, the tarp started moving. I froze. Now the hissing seemed like it was wrapping around the place.

      Rustling outside, too.

      Whatever was out there sounded like it was both very close and very far away, almost like it was everywhere.

      And here I was with no weapon, no plan—a sitting duck.

      “Gizzler?” I called out, thinking it was the gasling taking me up on the visit.

      No answer.

      “Gizzler, if that’s you—”

      I didn’t get to finish whatever I was going to say. The tent buckled in as something vicious struck my side.

      Cold. Wet. Slimy.

      I hit the ground hard and clocked my head against the metal refrigerator door. My vision jolted, sputtered, went out, and came back fuzzy.

      Then I saw it, what had attacked me. It was a snake, but not just a normal snake. It was a basilisk.

      Luckily, I hadn’t seen its face, just the long curving body, the thick scales, and the tail that ended in a point. If I stared into the basilisk’s eyes, I would die.

      Fighting with one’s eyes closed is not easy.

      But that’s what I had to do.

      If you are unaware, a basilisk is a large reptile, usually a snake, that is hatched by a serpent from a chicken’s egg, which is, when you think of it, weird as hell. The basilisk possesses a deadly gaze. Meaning: If it looks at you, you are probably going to die.

      The basilisk hissed and lashed at me again. I had to rely on my hearing to anticipate where the strike would land. I zigged left toward the tent’s opening while the basilisk apparently zigged right. All the air whooshed out of me as its cold, slimy body smacked into my stomach. I doubled over, wheezing.

      This scuffle, as you may think, was not loud. Basilisks have the gift of silence, the better to sneak up on their prey that way. But I was trained to hear silence even though each movement was as soundless as socked feet walking on sand.

      But if I had any chance at surviving the attack, I had to make noise and I had to make noise now.

      The problem: I could hardly breathe, let alone scream. When I tried, the noise that came out was as loud as a whisper.

      Zack and Maddie, I knew, were heavy sleepers.

      The snake slithered somewhere behind me. Coldness rolled over my ankle.

      “Help,” I wheezed.

      “Go ahead,” the snake said. “Ssssss-scream if you want.”

      I realized the sound of his voice was fading. He drifted away from me. The cold-blooded bastard must’ve sniffed out Maddie and Zack in the other part of the tent—or probably had just known of their presence. I mean, we were public enemies one, two, and three in the monster world at that moment.

      I clawed at my throat, flicked my Adam’s apple with the hope I could jar my vocal cords back to life.

      No luck.

      And I dare not open my eyes.

      Noise, I was thinking. Noise.

      But how? How do I manage to make noise when I could barely breathe?

      “Kill them now and be a hero,” the basilisk said. It drifted farther away from me. I tried screaming again, sounded like a tea kettle.

      My back was up against the fridge, the fully stocked fridge. I reached up and grabbed the handle, trying to pull myself up. The door unlatched, I fell forward into cold food. Then it hit me—I knew how to make noise.

      If Bubba, the fat agent who used to work with us at NOD, was still around, he’d think what I was about to do was sacrilegious.

      I plunged my hands toward what I thought was the top shelf and pulled everything I touched out and onto the hard floor. Jars shattered, eggs broke, a jug of lemonade splashed over my socks. I didn’t think I could’ve made any more noise unless I’d thrown a stick of dynamite inside and let the explosion do all the work for me.

      Then the smell hit me, the combinations of pickles and lemonade and mayonnaise, pungent, nose tickling. I coughed silently.

      The monster had come back. “Stop that,” it hissed. “Stop that or I’ll keep you alive while I digest you.”

      I gulped. That didn’t sound very fun at all. I’d rather avoid that if I could.

      “What was that?” Maddie said from the other room.

      Finally.

      The snake darted away from me again.

      “B-B-Basilisk!” I said. “Close your eyes!”

      “Shit!” Zack added. “I can’t see anything.”

      “That’s the point,” Maddie said.

      A sound like the television falling over and shattering, followed by another sound—swish-swish. The snake came back toward me.

      I felt its large head pummel into my legs as I tried to stand. I sailed through the air and hit the bed I should’ve been asleep on. Tried getting up. Wasn’t very successful.

      “Abe?” Maddie called.

      More racket. Zack and her stumbling around sightless, wobbling like drunk people, I was sure.

      “Must kill you!” the basilisk said. “Crush you. Eat you!”

      My hand closed over something familiar as I tried to get up. It’s a known fact that these days it is almost impossible to lie down for bed and not browse your smartphone as you try to drift off to sleep. While I like to think I’m not a brainwashed drone like everyone else, I’ll admit that, like you, I am one of those people that scrolls through the social media apps while my eyes fry and my brain gets tired and the hours tick on. Even though we were somewhere far away from regular cell phone towers and I didn’t have any service, old habits died hard. I was flipping through a book of poetry I’d downloaded to my Kindle app, looking for a poem I would one day recite to Lola before I proposed marriage to her. I know, I know. It was a long shot, but I figured it paid to be prepared.

      So there my phone was, in my hand, and I knew what I had to do.

      A whip-crack. Zack screamed.

      “Zack!” Maddie yelled.

      He didn’t answer. That wasn’t good. If he was still unconscious, he’d undoubtedly have something smart to say. Alas, no words came out of his mouth.

      “Let go of him!” Maddie screeched.

      She must’ve had her eyes open.

      I hoped she didn’t have her eyes open, but the hissing behind me let me know that the basilisk’s head, the dangerous part with its deadly eyes, was right behind me while the back half of the large snake stretched into the other side of the tent where Maddie and Zack were. The basilisk was pretty large. I guessed it was anywhere from fifteen to twenty-five feet in length. Maybe even more. I really didn’t want to open my eyes and find out.

      But I had to. Had to open them and hope the basilisk wasn’t in front of my face. Luckily, my sense of hearing was starting to make up for the fact that I couldn’t see. The hissing was loud behind me. That was good, but it didn’t mean that the snake couldn’t strike out in front of me in the blink of an eye, stare at me, and then turn me into stone.

      “Abe! He’s choking! Zack’s dying!” Maddie shouted. She heaved like she was lifting some great weight, no doubt trying to pry the snake’s cold flesh from Zack. But she’d probably have more luck with lifting the back end of a semi-truck with her bare hands.

      So time was running out.

      Against all the fear, I opened my eyes. There, in front of me was the phone. Not the snake.

      I swiped sideways and opened the camera. That was the hard part. The rest was gravy…or so I thought until the snake hissed and wrapped its body around my neck, squeezing tight, cutting my breath off so fast that I’d felt little veins burst all over my face. My hands shook and I almost dropped the phone behind the bed, on the mayonnaise and lemonade covered floor.

      “This is better,” the basilisk whispered. Its tongue flicked out and rubbed against my ear. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t thinking of the penis-tentacle. That dreadful night in Woodhaven will haunt me for the rest of my life.

      But if I wanted to survive I had to forget about penises and tentacles.

      I had to take a damn picture.

      Wheezing, I shoved the camera next to my face. The snake was hissing and spitting nonsense into my ear. I heard the shutter click through the rush of blood. The hissing stopped.

      “What?” the basilisk asked. It let up on its grip.

      “A picture,” I wheezed. “It’ll last longer.”

      With a crack and a screech, the basilisk opened its mouth. He knew he’d have to kill me now. No more playing with his food.

      I shoved the phone back farther. As I did this, I felt the snake go slack. The hissing stopped, the spitting stopped, and the grip around Zack and I eased up.

      “Are you okay?” Maddie was asking Zack.

      His voice was scratchy and he breathed heavy but he answered with a “Yes…I think.”

      I opened my eyes. Didn’t look at my phone.

      The basilisk was dead on the floor, like stone, around my feet like some great reptilian skin I had shed.

      Maddie and Zack came over and helped me up onto the bed.

      “How?” Maddie was asking me.

      It felt so nice to be able to breathe again. We don’t know how much we take that simple act for granted until we no longer have it.

      “My phone,” I managed after a few moments. “Took a picture.”

      “Gave him a taste of his own medicine,” Zack said. He raised his hand for a high five but only got it up about halfway before he winced.

      “Delete the picture,” Maddie said.

      I did. With my eyes closed, this wasn’t an easy task.

      “Probably should burn your phone,” Zack added. He looked down at the basilisk. I wasn’t surprised to see its eyes had burned out of their sockets. All that was left in the hollow holes was a bit of ash with flecks of gold.

      “I hate snakes,” Maddie said. “And that’s the biggest I’ve ever seen.”

      “Well, babe, you ain’t seen nothing yet,” Zack said and winked.

      Maddie didn’t find this as amusing as Zack and I did. Maybe it wasn’t the time for a colorful comment like that or maybe Maddie had just found it plain gross. I don’t know. But I do know it felt good to laugh right then. We needed that laugh.

      I stood up, rubbed at my neck. It had gone through a lot in the last week or so. The fact it was still in one piece surprised me.

      The room was trashed. The fridge still hung open, cool air blasting out over the spilled contents. Mayonnaise had splashed the walls, mustard stained the bedspread. The television was shattered into a thousand pieces. Maddie’s bed was shredded as if the snake had struck out at her with its large, venomous fangs and got mattress instead.

      “Geez,” I said.

      “Yeah,” Zack said. “I’m glad they didn’t make me give them my credit card when we checked in.”
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      While we were in the process of cleaning up, Fizzler had come in with two guests.

      This is how he entered: “Knock, knock. I have surprise visitors for you.” He was trying his hand at a knock-knock joke.

      But then Octavius stepped through the closed flap with a smile and a Caribbean tan on his face and all the pain and fear and uncertainty went out the window.

      If you don’t remember Octavius, I’ll give you a refresher course. He was the former director at the NOD of BEAST, where the Fright Squad worked before we became the Fright Squad. When Doctor Blood and his gang of monsters attacked the HQ in search of his mutated she-vamp, a minotaur had broken off its horn in Octavius’s stomach. Luckily, he didn’t die, but he’d been in the hospital recovering for two weeks before he decided a much-needed vacation to the Bahamas was in order (against the doctor’s orders, that was).

      “What in the heavens happened here?” Octavius said.

      It was then I noticed the other unexpected visitor.

      Standing as high as Octavius’s knee was Slayer.

      “Slayer!” I shouted. “Glad you got away from the TV to come visit.”

      I bent down in the mustard and ketchup and pickle juice and opened my arms. The little goblin waddled over to me, his robe flowing out behind him, his sharp teeth broadcasting a goblin smile too big for his face. With the force of a meteor crashing to earth, the goblin ran into my arms and knocked me backward. I hugged him, got my feet under me, and lifted him up. Zack and Maddie pried him away, Zack ruffling his hair, and Maddie smothering him with kisses. If you told me a year ago that Madilyn Pepper was going to end up kissing a goblin just before the Monster Games, which she was participating in, started, I’d say you’re the craziest person I’d ever met.

      But life was like that sometimes.

      Sometimes you kissed goblins beneath the Rodanian Mountains.

      Fizzler stormed in behind Octavius. He surveyed the damage, his face as stolid as ever, then he caught sight of the basilisk and he nearly jumped out of his scaly, swamp-creature skin.

      “Don’t worry,” Zack said, kicking the basilisk with his shoe, “it’s dead. Abe killed it with a selfie. I kept telling him all those selfies were gonna hurt someone…” He chortled. Slayer echoed, his human laugh getting better. “Now look what he did.”

      Fizzler bent down and picked the basilisk up around its head. This huge snake must’ve weighed over five-hundred pounds, yet the gasling lifted it as if it weighed nothing.

      Ashes fell from the basilisk’s eye sockets, drifted down over the food-smeared floor like some sort of depressing snow storm.

      “I recognize him,” Octavius said. “He belonged to Marena Psydin.”

      “The mermaid?” Zack asked.

      His voice rippled through the tension currently thick in the air. I’d almost forgotten he was there.

      “Yes, the mermaid,” Octavius answered. “She wants you dead so she sent her pet. Now, Abe…” He looked at me, then at Zack and Maddie. I crossed my arms and put my foot down. This would’ve been more effective had my shoe not slipped in the various condiments on the floor but I guess you can’t win them all.

      “If you’ve come to talk us out of this,” I said, “you can’t.”

      “Well, I don’t know, Abe…” Zack said. “That gold doesn’t look as good now since a basilisk tried to strangle me to death, you know?”

      I turned around and glared at him. He shrunk away from my stare and sat on the bed with a plop.

      “Oh, I know,” Octavius said. “Your father was the same way, Abraham. Once he set his mind on something, there was no denying him. And though I don’t wholly agree with your decision to participate in the Games, I know I cannot stop you.”

      “Then what do we owe the pleasure?” Maddie asked.

      Octavius said. “Slayer and I have come to cheer you on. Lord knows you need all the moral support you can get. And to give you pointers when I can.”

      “Coach us?” I asked.

      Octavius said, “Not quite. They certainly won’t let me. But I’ll do my best. The Games are brutal and dangerous. The chances of winning are quite slim when you are a monster. But when you are a human? The chances are nearly nonexistent. You’ll need all the help you can get, my friends.”

      Of course, we knew all of this. The only time in history a human participated in the Games was a decade before Vladimir Spires won the last Games two-hundred years ago. The human was crushed to jelly by the jaws of a hellhound. They didn’t even say his name in the history books. These books were written by monsters, of course, which might’ve had something to do with it.

      “It is Marena Psydin’s basilisk, I’m afraid,” Fizzler said. He almost sounded like he didn’t believe himself. “I remember those markings.” He pointed to the diamond shapes along the snake’s hide.

      “What does that mean?” Zack asked.

      Octavius crossed the tent and examined the snake closer. “It means,” he said, “you have greater enemies in these Games than your competitors.”

      “Saber Corp,” I said and looked and Maddie and Zack. “I knew I didn’t like her.”

      “Ah, makes sense,” Zack said.

      “You’d think they’d be a little more coy about it,” Maddie said.

      “Why should they?” Octavius asked. “The public doesn’t want you in the Games. Saber would be seen as heroes had they succeeded in getting rid of the scum before the competition started.”

      “Don’t hold back, Captain,” Zack mumbled.

      “They’re scared,” I said. “They know we’re a threat.” Which didn’t really make sense. We were the least threatening beings at the Games. Except for the pixies…maybe.

      “The slime,” Maddie said.

      Fizzler perked up at the mention of his species’ greatest resource.

      “They know we can stop them from getting the slime,” Maddie continued. “So they figured it would be easier to just kill us outright. Eliminate any chance of us standing in their way. The public would love them for it.”

      “I’m afraid,” Octavius said, “they will not let you stand in their way, no matter what. If you win, they will go back on their promise to leave the gaslings’ habitat and kill you all anyway. Yes, Fizzler here has informed be all about your agreement. I must say, the Fright Squad continues to surprise me.”

      I could tell Octavius was proud. That felt good. I smiled at him.

      Octavius nodded back. “Luckily for the Fright Squad, you know what you are doing.” He looked down at the remains of the basilisk.

      “And unlucky for them,” Zack said, “we’re gonna win these Games.”
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            I Punched a ‘Stein and I Liked It

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the night went by too fast. Before I knew it the sun was shining through the canvas and I was waking up with the smell of mayonnaise and pickles encrusted in my nasal passages.

      I didn’t sleep well. Judging by the way Maddie and Zack looked, their eyes bloodshot, their hair tousled, they didn’t sleep well, either.

      Octavius, Slayer, and Fizzler walked into the tent with beaming smiles on their faces. They were the epitome of chipper. I wasn’t a morning person at all. As a monster-hunter, the mornings were about as detrimental to my health as the sun was to a vampire without sunglasses.

      Luckily, there would be no competition today. It was only the Opening Ceremonies and the feast later on in the day.

      The first competition, which we would find out about at the Ceremonies—I hoped—would begin tomorrow night at sundown. The rumors floating around the grounds, according to Octavius, were that it would involve some kind of rabid monster. That sounded just dandy. The element of the first task was air. We knew that for sure.

      This is how the Opening Ceremonies went:

      We were ushered into the spectators’ arena. It was larger than the Colosseum in Rome. A lot newer, too because it had just been renovated. The large Rodanian Mountains loomed overhead. The sun was behind them. All around the arena were large video screens. You might know them as jumbotrons like you’d seen at various professional sporting events, but these were much bigger than those. I would call them humongotrons.

      We walked into the arena with the other competitors. There were only about twenty or so species involved in the Games, as it turned out. The species not there had either denied sending representatives or had moved and forgot to notify the committee about their new mailing addresses. Among the species that had accepted their invitations were werewolves, vampires, cyclopes, minotaurs, centaurs, demons, ghouls, banshees, ‘Steins, and pixies to name a few. Since the vampires were the last race of monsters to win the Games, they went out first.

      Maddie, Zack, and I were dead last. The demons were in front of us. They looked pretty stereotypical in case you’re wondering. Their skin was bright red. They had horns and forked tongues and a wiry tail that ended in a spade. One of them even had a pencil-thin mustache that he kept twirling all devilishly whenever he looked back at us. They all held pitchforks that were sharpened to deathly points.

      We were waiting in the shadows as the announcers of the Games called the monster races out through a portcullis one-by-one. Every species was met with raucous applause and cheers from the audience. Some cheered on louder than others.

      Octavius, Fizzler, and Gizzler waited with us.

      Octavius said to me, “No reason to be nervous.”

      “I’m not nervous.”

      “Speak for yourself,” Zack said. He was holding Maddie’s hand tightly. Maddie’s teeth were chattering.

      I should’ve been nervous. I don’t know why I wasn’t. We had no weapons, no plan, no idea what the tasks would be. Not to mention every monster in the Games hated us and wanted to rip our guts out. But we only had so many guts to go around.

      The banshees were two spots ahead of us. The announcers called them out into the arena now. There was a smattering of applause but the bulk of the noises that followed the banshees entrance was a horrible screaming/screeching. I absentmindedly wondered if that was a sign of how many of the monsters were about to die or if the banshees were just really pleased to be taking part in the Games.

      “Yeah,” one of the demons said with a grin. “You’re all gonna die.”

      “Thanks,” I said.

      The announcers called the demons out. They traipsed toward the turf and the platform beyond like a bunch of happy monkeys.

      “Remember,” Octavius said, “do not listen to anything they say to you. Ignore their jeers. Focus. Focus.”

      I nodded. Walked forward so I was in front of Maddie and Zack, who were still holding hands.

      The announcer said in his slippery voice: “Last and certainly least, taking the place of our gracious hosts the gaslings, are the humans.”

      The crowd went deathly quiet then broke out into a series of boos, curses, and screeches of what I thought was pain.

      “Abraham Crowley, Madilyn Pepper, and Zack Murphy are the humans’ representatives for the Games.” The announcer raised his voice so he could be heard over the raucous crowd.

      I walked forward. It took a lot for me to put one foot in front of the other, but somehow I was doing it.

      A glance over my shoulder at Maddie and Zack and then I entered the light. I made sure to stand up as straight as I could and when the monsters in the crowd—so many of them that they all kind of blended together—started throwing things at me, I made sure to just take it. Eyeballs bounced off of my back and shoulders. Popcorn and fried bugs spilled from above over our heads.

      “Death to all humans!” some old crone was yelling.

      “Burn! Burn!” a large worm gurgled.

      Up the walkway we went. The monsters on the platform watched us with smug looks on their faces. The werewolves stood tall and proud with their large, hairy paws clasped behind their backs, a snarl beneath their snouts.

      The crowd continued booing.

      I stood at the bottom of the platform steps. The announcer and judges up there looked down at us with indignation.

      “Not very nice,” Zack said behind me. He had to speak loud to be heard over all the jeers.

      As I led the way down the line toward our place on the platform, a ‘Stein stuck his huge boot out in the aisle. I saw it at the last minute. Wasn’t fast enough to avoid it.

      I tripped. Fell down on my knees with a clatter.

      The crowd went absolutely crazy. The ’Stein’s deep laughter shook the entire stage. I raised my head and saw the cameras had zoomed in on my face. I was broadcast on all those screens around the arena, looking about seventy-five feet tall.

      This was a pivotal moment. I knew that. In the shadows from where we had entered from, I knew Octavius, Slayer, and the gaslings were watching, waiting with baited breath. If I showed the pain on my face, I would’ve lost before the Games had even begun.

      So what did I do?

      I smiled.

      Stood up.

      The ‘Stein was still laughing. “Stupid human,” he said. He, like the demons, was stereotypical in his appearance as well. I figured that was because the species elected to send the best of the best and the best of the best was usually the image that had burned into the collective culture’s mind. So this ‘Stein had bolts coming out of his neck and his hair looked like it had been colored on the top of his head with the blackest Magic Marker in existence. He wore a green suit coat and black pants that you couldn’t even find in the biggest of big & tall men’s stores. He was almost a spitting image of Boris Karloff’s Frankenstein.

      Still, that didn’t stop me from punching him in his large, stitched-together corpse’s face.

      As soon as the punched connected I instantly regretted it. The ‘Stein was obviously made out of more than old body parts. He was made out of steel or cinderblock.

      I instantly cringed. Felt my knuckles crackle like I’d broken them, and began shaking my hand as if I could shake the pain away.

      “Damnnnnn,” Zack was saying.

      The crowd went off louder than before. Pure pandemonium.

      The ‘Stein toppled over and fell back into his two other teammates—a woman ‘Stein that had a large beehive-looking hairdo streaked black and white and another male ‘Stein a little shorter than the one I’d just decked in the face.

      “Order! Order!” the announcer was saying. He was half-worm so he didn’t run to us so much as he inched over by scrunching his lower half in and out, in and out.

      But there was no order. Not anymore. If one could call a million spectators shouting death threats at you order.

      Now a werewolf and a vampire fell out of their spots and held the ‘Stein back while Maddie and Zack held me back. I made a big show of putting up a fight. I’ll admit that I shouted a few obscenities, too.

      The half-worm announcer was back at the podium. Maddie and Zack dragged me through the slime-trail he’d left. He tapped the microphone. A screech of feedback attacked our ears. Terrible.

      “Gonna kill you!” the ‘Stein was shouting. “Gonna rip you apart!”

      “Good luck!” I shouted back.

      Back to our places on the podium.

      “Stupid, stupid,” one of the demons said to me. “Angering a ‘Stein.”

      I ignored him.

      Next to the demons were the werewolves. They were looking at me with a curiosity that I took as a good sign.

      “What a start! What a start!” the announcer said. “But please, contestants, save the violence for the Games!”

      The crowd cheered. They were amped up beyond relief.

      The announcer went on. I mostly tuned out and planned my next move.

      Zack spoke loudly. “What the hell, man? Where did that come from?” He was grinning from ear-to-ear.

      “Don’t encourage him,” Maddie said, frowning.

      “They wanted a show,” I said, “so I decided to give them one.” But this was all talk. Trying to make myself seem more confident than I’d actually felt.

      One of the werewolves’s ears perked up and turned their head toward me. He was one of the biggest werwolves I’d ever seen. Made Buddy Wolverton look like Slayer. Across the beast’s muzzle were three deep gashes, bleached white against his black fur. The fur was so dark, I figured you couldn’t see the wolf in the night even if the moon was at its fullest and brightest.

      “Good job, human,” the werewolf said.

      His voice caught me off-guard. Because it wasn’t a male. It was a female.

      “T-Thanks,” I said. Tried to hide my fear. Knew that it was worthless. The werewolves could smell your emotions from a mile away.

      But that was all the she-wolf said to me. At least for the time being. Because the announcer was going on about the sacredness of the Ceremonies. Octavius had briefed us on what those entailed. Like everything else in the Monster Games, they seemed stupid.

      This is how they went:

      The self-proclaimed Monster Monarch entered to bigger applause than we’d heard so far. I had never seen him in person, but we’d studied him pretty extensively in the Academy. He was, in regular terms, the Boogeyman. His supporters were far and wide. Those who didn’t support him called him the Booger-man. Those who didn’t support him were small in number. I, personally, wasn’t a big fan. In the Academy we’d learned about the countless lives he’d taken. He was an immortal agent of fear. Many times, BEAST had tried to take him down and found they just couldn’t do it.

      He stopped in the middle of the walkway lined with monsters. In one hand he held a torch that burned a sickly green flame. His other hand stretched out its long fingers in a wave. There was so much blood on those hands, crusted beneath the long, sharp fingernails. But what else could we expect? The Boogeyman was a walking promotion of what monsters loved doing best.

      He was tall and thin. He wore a dark cloak with the hood down. His face was corpse-pale. His lips were black. Eyes yellowish.

      I saw him smile and I saw that his smile was normal in the human-sense. He had a good smile, a winning politician’s smile. On his head sat a crown made of twisted bones. Ancient. On his hip was a staff with an orb at the top. It is said a great power lies within that orb, the lost souls of the countless victims the Boogeyman had devoured. Not many people can wield such a power. It would be dangerous to even try.

      Now he put his arm down and the crowd, buzzing with excitement, began to quiet down.

      Up the platform he came. He shook hands with all the monsters—those who had hands, at least—looking them in their eyes and spoke words I couldn’t understand in a soft voice.

      Then he came upon the Fright Squad. He looked us over as if we were trash. Much to the crowd’s pleasure. He didn’t shake our hands.

      I was glad. I didn’t know if I wouldn’t have punched him, too. I’d imagined I could get away with punching a ‘Stein who I was expected to kill in less than twenty-four hours’ time. But the Boogeyman…punching him wouldn’t sit too well.

      On the platform, raised on a dais, which was just another platform on top of this platform (stupid, I know) sat a bubbling cauldron. I was not surprised to see the Saber Corporation’s logo stenciled in white on the black iron. Wondered if they allowed sponsors two-hundred years ago. Probably not. Then again, think of the Olympics. McDonald’s and Coca-Cola of all businesses are some of their biggest sponsors.

      The Boogeyman dipped the torch into the cauldron. It started bubbling furiously. Spilled drifting fog. The crowd, surprisingly, remained quiet for this sacred ritual. Well, mostly quiet. There was a series of sharp whispers sweeping through the surrounding stadium seats. All the monsters I could see in the crowd were wide-eyed, slack-jawed.

      The bubbling stopped and flames spouted from the large cauldron. Shot straight into the sky, an electric green.

      The crowd broke out into more cheers as the Boogeyman stood before the cauldron with his arms wide open. He ate it up.

      This went on for a solid five minutes. I’m not kidding.

      Some of the participants had tears in their eyes.

      The Fright Squad? Well, we looked around and at each other with confusion.

      “So they burned some water,” Zack said. “Psh, I do that every time I try to make pasta.”

      To more cheers the Monster Monarch took the microphone out of the worm-man’s grubby hands.

      “Good evening!” the Boogeyman said. “And welcome to the Monster Games!”

      More cheers.

      “We have many action-packed days in store for you, my monstrous friends! But first, I’d like to bring attention to the great monsters who have made the reemergence of the Monster Games a reality.”

      A large spotlight shined in the upper reaches of the stadium. There, next to large banners proclaiming the Saber Corporation’s greatness, was a glassed-in box. The type of place you might see executives and big shots watching an NFL game from.

      On the big screens all around the arena, the faces of a few bejeweled monsters raised their hands, claws, and various unsettling appendages.

      Maddie leaned over. “There’s Marena Psydin,” she whispered.

      She sat in her portable vat of water. Fake smile. She raised her webbed hand in a wave. Like the gaslings, the mermaids fingers ended in vicious claws known to tear the heart out of any unlucky man or woman lost at sea who might have stumbled upon their territory. I was sure Marena had torn many hearts out.

      Living in Ohio, BEAST never dealt with the mermaids because they mostly stuck to the oceans. Though, from time to time they’d been known to end up in a river or a lake. Not for long otherwise they’d die without the salt water. From what I’ve heard, we were lucky not to have to deal with them.

      The other suit-and-ties waved, too. A mummy without a head wrap. Dusty face. Cheekbones as sharp as the mermaid’s claws.

      A golem.

      And a tall demon in a tailored suit.

      They were a bunch of corporate types. You’d never see them out and about wreaking havoc and killing, monsters nor humans. It would hurt their image. Couldn’t risk that. But these corporate types had a lot of clout in the monster world. Case in point: they got a basilisk to attack us back in our tent last night. Not many people without clout could do that.

      “Yes, without the wonderful Saber Corporation, these Games would be nonexistent. I don’t know about you, but I could not stand another two hundred years without them!” the Boogeyman said.

      The crowd shouted back their derision.

      “We have many strong competitors on this stage with me tonight,” the Boogeyman continued. “It is going to be quite a joy watching them compete for the items.”

      More cheering.

      “But the items are worthless without the Champions’ bracelets.”

      More cheers.

      “Without further ado,” the Boogeyman continued, “I shall bestow them upon our Champions!”

      A husky minotaur and a cyclops carried a treasure chest up the platform and set it on the table surrounding the podium, where the worm-man sat.

      The minotaur and cyclops bowed and drifted down the platform, back into line with the other monsters on the walkway. They were handed their flags again. Raised them high. The sigil of the cyclopes was a dot. The sigil of the minotaur was a bull with long curving horns.

      Inside the chest, the Champions’ bracelets glinted.

      Flashbulbs erupted all around the stadium. I couldn’t get a good look at the bracelets because I was blinded by the cameras. Luckily for me, they eventually stopped taking pictures.

      I saw the bracelets were pure gold, about half an inch thick. If I could describe them in one word it was money. Because these bracelets must’ve set the Saber Corporation back a good amount of it. But I figured that didn’t matter much to them. They had their hands—or claws—in a lot of different businesses. From what we’d learned about them,  their biggest business was weapons manufacturing. Another red flag. We didn’t know the true reason they wanted the gaslings’ slime, but we figured it wasn’t for anything good. Could they make weapons out of the slime? I wasn’t sure. Wouldn’t put it past them, though.

      The Boogeyman went down the line and handed the bracelets to the monsters with a bow. The crowd ate this up. Seeing the Boogeyman, self-proclaimed Monarch of the Monsters, bow was something they’d apparently never expected.

      So many cameras went off that for a moment it didn’t seem like nighttime around the Rodanian Mountains any longer.

      Each monster took their bracelet gracefully. Except for a ‘Stein. One of them had been so eager to take it from the Boogeyman that it had accidentally crushed the gold in its palm.

      Seeing this sickened me. Mostly because that ‘Stein had just crushed enough gold to keep our little monster-hunting business afloat for the better part of a decade.

      “No worries!” the Boogeyman said. He gave the ‘Stein another one and a minotaur snuck up the stage and deposited another gold bracelet in its place. Took the crumpled one. Who knew what would become of it?

      Then, of course, the Boogeyman came upon us. The demons had received their bracelets just before, but they weren’t paying any attention to it. They, like everyone else in the arena, had their eyes glued on the humans.

      A smattering of boos erupted when the camera zoomed up on our faces. We didn’t look very good. We looked like we’d been attacked by a basilisk the previous night and didn’t get much sleep afterwards.

      The Boogeyman stamped his staff down. It didn’t look particularly heavy but the sound of it hitting the platform echoed all around the stadium. Everyone silenced.

      The staff disgusted me. It was the yellow-white of old bones yet it rippled with a lively energy.

      Maddie shifted away. Zack put a comforting hand on her lower back.

      I stood my ground. I knew that the reason that staff rippled with lively energy was because of the souls within it. All those people frightened to death by this entity before me. The majority of them probably children. Then, in the globe at the end of the staff, I saw something. It was the screaming face of a person in pain. Of countless faces in pain.

      My stomach lurched. Head spun. I started flexing my hands into fists. Found that the right one was already feeling sore.

      But I had to remind myself that I wasn’t here for the Boogeyman. I was here to win the Monster Games.

      It was like the Boogeyman knew this, too. He smiled knowingly, as if to say Try me. If I went for him, if I slugged him like I’d slugged the ‘Stein, there was no way we’d make it to the Champions’ feast, let alone the first task, in one piece. We’d probably end up becoming the feast.

      Before the boos could begin again, the Boogeyman spoke up.

      “Now, now, there is no need for that! The humans are a fine race. They have done much in this world. Not so much in the other worlds, but that’s another story. They’ve filled me up as well. And that alone is worth a round of applause.” The Boogeyman cackled. It was a high and mocking laugh. Exactly how I’d expect the boogeyman to laugh. The crowd broke out into applause, but I didn’t think it was for us so much as it was for the Boogeyman’s joke.

      He continued. “I think I speak for all of us, humans, when I say that we look forward to watching you die.”

      With that, he dropped the three bracelets from his hands. They clonked on the platform at our feet.

      The crowd ate this up.

      I bent down, got the bracelet, and put it on my wrist. Maddie and Zack did this, too, though I could tell Zack was fuming. His ears had gone pink and Maddie had a cautious hand on his forearm in case he thought of doing something stupid.

      Leave that up to me.

      Before I could, however, the Boogeyman turned away, his long, gangly arms open wide. Hugging the entire crowd. He stood over by the flaming cauldron.

      “Let the Games begin!” he shouted.

      A barrage of fireworks painted the sky in reds, blues, greens, purples. Shook the entire platform. Every monster in attendance was on their feet. Again, if they had feet. Clapping. Howling. Hooting.

      The Monster Games had officially started.
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      “You did well,” Octavius said as we left the platform and went back through the portcullis.

      The Champions’ feast was next. It wasn’t open to the public, but it would be broadcast all around the world. So that meant it would be filled with cameras and monster journalists. That meant the Fright Squad would be the butt of many jokes.

      I didn’t want to go.

      “Punching that ‘Stein in the face,” Octavius said. “Your father would’ve been proud.”

      “Yes, yes,” Fizzler said. “Our king is proud as well. The queen…not so much.”

      “Sorry,” I said.

      “Do not apologize!” Fizzler said. “The elders need a shakeup. Your race’s violent nature is quite…a shock.”

      “Great,” Zack said, “Abe punches one ‘Stein in the face and he’s a national gasling hero.” He scowled at Maddie. “You should’ve let me punch the Boogeyman!”

      “And get us all killed?” Maddie said. “Yeah, right.”

      I turned to Octavius. “Any word on the first task?”

      He had some clout among the monsters, too. Surprisingly. I thought they would’ve hated him as much as they hated us. Turned out they respected him. Complete opposite. Octavius may have been a hell of a monster-master, but he was a fair monster-master. If you didn’t break any laws against humans, he’d let you go. Plus, you know, he wasn’t participating in something as sacred to the monsters as the Games. Octavius acted the way anyone in BEAST should’ve acted. But that was rarely the case. Lorne and Dalton from the SOD were the epitome of how not to act.

      Octavius shook his head. “I’m afraid not. Everyone’s tight-lipped. It’s the first Monster Games in a long while. They’re doing everything they can to keep it a surprise.”

      “What about the basilisk?” Maddie asked.

      “Oh, we ate its remains,” Fizzler said casually.

      Man, that was gross. I tried picturing anything else besides the gaslings eating the giant snake.

      Even Octavius cringed at this.

      “Not what I meant…” Maddie said.

      “Dude,” Zack said, “how was it?”

      “Delicious,” Fizzler answered. “Fried basilisk is quite a delicacy. Not something us gaslings get a lot.” My stomach roiled again. Fizzler looked at me. His bottom lip drooped. “Again, we do not possess your gift of a violent nature.”

      “I’m usually not violent,” I said. “Not unless I have to be. There’s nothing wrong with that, I think.”

      “Yeah,” Zack echoed. “If a basilisk slithered into your house while you were sleeping wouldn’t you want to kick its snake ass?”

      Maddie said, “I’m pretty sure snakes don’t have asses.”

      “You’d be surprised,” Octavius said.

      We arched our eyebrows at the old monster-master.

      “I-I don’t know what I would do,” Fizzler answered. “I suppose I’d ask the basilisk to kindly leave my home.”

      “That won’t work!” Zack shouted.

      A group of witches ambled by us, giving us their meanest glares from behind their crooked, warty noses. I was never fond of witches. Still, I smiled at them. Wouldn’t hurt to at least try to get someone on our side.

      “I suppose I don’t know what I would do,” Fizzler said.

      “You’d kick his snake ass!” Zack said. “That’s what you’d do. You’d take a damn selfie with it and make the basilisk stare at it until his eyeballs turn to ash!”

      “I am afraid I don’t think I could do such a thing,” Fizzler said.

      “That’s okay,” Maddie said. “The world is violent enough.” She motioned behind her at the arena. A fitting example of the kind of violence the world thrived on.

      “There’s nothing wrong with standing up for yourself, though,” I said. “Fizzler, I think you may have to when this is all said and done.”

      “I have no worries, Abraham. I know you will emerge from the flames victorious. And the monsters as well as the gaslings shall bow at your feet.” The swamp creature bent his knees as if to show me exactly what he meant, but I grabbed his slimy arm before he could do it.

      I shook my head. “Bow to no one, Fizzler.”

      Also, if any other monsters saw him bowing to humans I didn’t think he’d make it to the feast in one piece.
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      The feast was held in a large, circular room. The place was built right into the Rodanian Mountains. So close to the gaslings’ dwellings that I could see the tree Gizzler took me up a week ago standing on the rising land.

      Saber Corporation’s banner hung all over the walls. The biggest banners hovered above the head table. That was where the Boogeyman and the bigwigs of the monsters sat. The representatives from the Saber Corporation, too.

      The mermaid Marena Psydin kept shooting me dirty looks. Like she was surprised her basilisk failed in killing us. I wanted to flip her off. Didn’t.

      It would take a lot more than a surprise basilisk attack to kill us. I wish I could’ve told her this. But she never got close enough. Not yet, at least. When I mentioned this to Maddie, she put on her best motherly I’m-disappointed-in-you face, and I knew there was no chance I was leaving our dinky table in the back of the room.

      That was where they sat us. Go figure. It was right by the bathrooms. How was that, you ask? Let me give you a hint. Most monsters elected not to use the toilets. Most of them decided the floor was to their liking.

      Octavius and Fizzler sat with us. Slayer and Gizzler had taken a liking to one another and were back at the swamp, watching the ordeal with the elders, who were too afraid to show themselves. For good reason.

      The fact they’d nominated humans in their place did not sit well with anyone from the Saber Corporation. Octavius told me there was talk about changing the rules. The Saber Corporation had the final say in the matter, didn’t they? They were the ones funding this whole sickening affair.

      In the end, they opted not to. Thought the drama was good for ratings. Octavius had other ideas. He said it was because the monsters watching the Games wouldn’t sympathize with such a lowly race as humans. And since the humans and the gaslings had formed an alliance, the support for the Saber Corporation’s eventual takeover of the swamps, the slime, and the Rodanian Mountains—all mostly belonging to the gaslings—would be through the roof.

      A posse of photographer gremlins and golems, who were dripping clay all over the floor, hovered around our table.

      I’d hoped they’d eventually get bored with us. We weren’t doing anything particularly interesting. But they never did.

      They must’ve taken a thousand pictures each. By the time the feast was over I knew I wouldn’t see worth a damn.

      Then the food came and I kind of wished I’d been blinded.

      It was not food meant for humans, that was for sure.

      Zombies dressed up in suits and ties, their faces peeling off, their bodies in varying states of disgusting decay, brought over pitchers of blood, baskets of fried hearts, closed vials of floating white gases (undoubtedly souls), pickled fingers, horse hooves, cow heads, goblets full of chilled brains, and so much more disgusting stuff. The zombies kept looking at us. Wanted to eat us. It took a lot a self-control not to, I bet.

      “Can we just go?” Zack asked, poking at a semicircle of severed toes arranged on a bed of lettuce. “I think I’d rather eat the mayonnaise and pickles off of the tent’s floor.”

      Fizzler, on the other hand, was quite enjoying the feast. One of the zombies had brought a bowl of squirming bugs. Maggots and worms by the looks of them. Fizzler had to ask politely almost three times before the zombie would fulfill his request, but had eventually won out with pure persistence. Zack kept telling him he had to be aggressive.

      “If they don’t come in the next five minutes, Fizzler,” he had said, “I want you to stand up and punch the next zombie butler you see in its rotten face! Give all the photographer gremlins a picture worth taking!”

      “I am afraid I cannot do that, Call-Me-Zack,” Fizzler had answered.

      “Leave him alone, Zack,” Maddie said.

      He did. The next thing we knew a zombie, with about as many squirming maggots in his decayed teeth as were in the bowl he’d brought, set the food in front of the gasling.

      The maggots squeaked as Fizzler’s great jaws crunched down.

      I started nibbling on the lettuce and celery they put on the plates for show. Yes, it was possible for me to still be hungry in a room full of sickening meals and monsters.

      “We’ll leave when Fizzler is done,” Octavius said.

      Zack gave him a fed-up look. Sighed.

      “Let him enjoy himself,” Octavius said.

      So we did.

      When Fizzler finished we stood up. Cameras clicked and flashed and the nearby monsters watched us with snarls on their faces.

      The Boogeyman stood at the head of the table, laughing very loudly with a few of the Saber Corporation bigwigs. I doubted the joke was funny. I didn’t doubt it was somehow at the expense of the humans.

      I scanned the table. Didn’t see Marena Psydin. I thought that was weird. Mostly because she was probably up to no good.

      Then I turned around and there she was, right behind me.

      She was no Ariel, I’ll tell you that. Sitting in her tub of saltwater on wheels, she peered out at us over the murky glass with large eyes. Eyes that were gold with a black slit for a pupil. Like cats’ eyes.

      “Leaving so soon?” the mermaid asked. Her voice was like a drowning man’s last plea before water floods his lungs.

      “Marena,” Octavius said. “How wonderful to see you.”

      “Octavius,” Marena snarled.

      The way they spoke to each other made it seem like they had gone way back. I didn’t know if that was the case, but it seemed like Octavius was about as popular as anyone at the Games.

      “The spread isn’t exactly up our alley,” Zack said. “I was hoping for, like, a Chinese buffet type deal. Not really into fingers and brains.” He patted his stomach. “I’m trying to watch my weight.

      Of course, the mermaid didn’t find this funny.

      Neither did the rest of us. I would’ve had the tensions not been so high.

      With a flick of her head that sloshed some of the water out of her portable tub, Marena’s hair, which was like a thousand thick eels growing from her pale scalp, whipped backward.

      This close, in this lighting, I got a really good look at her. She was much scarier in person. Her tail fin took up most of the tub, coiling around the glass like some great water snake. Deep scars embedded in the tissue. Blue-green in color. Scales, too. Her upper half was technically human. But calling it human was like calling a gasling a warrior. Her skin was the color and consistency of spoiled milk. Her ribs jutted out far enough for me to count them. Her breasts were deflated and drooped almost to the beginning of where her fish-half began.

      She drummed a clawed hand on the edge of her glass. I wished they would’ve found the peddles in front of her so she could wheel on out of our faces, but they didn’t.

      “I’m surprised to see you here,” Marena said.

      “Why so?” Octavius asked.

      “Yes, we’re in the Games, aren’t we?” Maddie added. “And Octavius is our friend.”

      They were playing more games than the Monster ones. I didn’t care for that. The basilisk attack didn’t kill me, but it sure pissed me off.

      So I spoke up. “You’ll have to try harder than a dumb snake,” I said. “Don’t you know who we are?”

      Marena’s lips parted. Rows of jagged teeth visible for all.

      A gremlin stood on a chair for a better view of this whole situation. Marena saw it out of the corner of her eyes, turned her head, hissed, and the gremlin nearly fell off of the chair in fear.

      “Brash, aren’t you, young one?” Marena said. The opened mouth formed a smile.

      “No, Abe’s real!” Zack said. “As real as the streets! As real as the Fright Squad!” Then he started barking. Maddie had to pinch him to get him to stop.

      All eyes were on us. The conversation around the dining hall halted. Even the Boogeyman was looking on in curiosity, his staff held at his side like a weapon he was prepared to use at a moment’s notice.

      Marena, of course, didn’t know what the hell Zack was talking about or why he had begun barking. I really didn’t know, either. I assumed this was some sort of intimidation technique.

      It hadn’t worked.

      With that same smile on her face, Marena said, “Believe me, Fright Squad, I intend to try much harder to make sure you suffer. Ask around the contestants. Find out just what I’m paying for the three of your heads. They would make fine mantle pieces. And if you somehow avoid my hitmen, believe that I have more than a few tricks up my sleeve.”

      “Same as always,” Octavius said. “All bark, no bite.”

      “Be careful, Octavius,” Marena warned, ignoring him. “Or you may find yourself on my mantle as well.”

      Maddie chuckled. It caused us all to look in her direction. She’d been so quiet up to now, so civilized. “Assuming you mean you’re going to decapitate Octavius, which I’m pretty sure that’s what you meant, how would he find himself on your mantle if he’s dead? Humans don’t live very long when their heads are detached. I don’t know about fish-women.”

      “We could find out,” Octavius mused.

      “Damn!” Zack said. He threw up a fake gang sign, flashed it in the mermaid’s face. “You just got served!”

      Again, no one knew what this meant. Not even me.

      Maddie continued, ignoring her boyfriend’s outburst. “That sounds quite good, Octavius.”

      Zack went absolutely bonkers. Jumping up and down. Shouting. Whispers rippled through the dinner crowd. I sensed a certain calm before the storm.

      “Is that a threat, human?” Marena demanded.

      “No.” Maddie stepped forward so she was now almost eye to fish-eye with the mermaid. “That’s a promise.”

      Marena scoffed. Hatred on her face. “We’ll see about that. We’ll see about that.” The mermaid reached out for her pedals. With a squeak the tub of water lurched forward violently. A wave spilled over the top and splashed on our shoes. Soaked me down to my socks.

      That was okay. Seeing Maddie stand up for us like that was worth it.

      “I don’t think she likes you all very much,” Fizzler said.

      “Really? What made you think that?” Zack asked. “I didn’t think she sent the basilisk to our tent for hugs.”

      “Good,” I said, also ignoring Zack. “We’re not here to make friends.”

      Then again, we had enough enemies as it was.
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      The rules of the first task came the next afternoon. I believed the other contestants had had them for much longer than us. They probably had them delivered the previous night or that morning. Maybe even before that.

      But that was okay. We knew what to expect. No matter what the little scroll of paper said, we knew it would never be to our advantage.

      There wasn’t much to the rules of the first task, either. We were allowed one non-projectile weapon of our choice. The item we were hunting was called the Fang.

      Octavius sat in the tent going over the scroll with us. “The Fang,” he said with a chuckle.

      “What is it?” Zack asked.

      “Apparently it is a fang,” Octavius answered.

      That made sense.

      “Yeah, but what’s it significance?” Maddie asked.

      “You’ll find out, I suppose,” Octavius said.
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      Next thing we knew, we were back in the arena, back in the shadows behind the portcullis. The crowd was going absolutely crazy.

      Octavius told us that they could sit in the arena and watch the Games play out on the big screens or watch them from home. Drones would be following the Champions around, getting everything on video.

      The playing field for tonight was about a half-mile stretch up the mountain. We were required to get to the end in one piece. At the end was a large building made of old stone. It was barely visible from the arena. There, inside, we expected to find the Fang. Whoever got it first would win the most points. A hundred to their overall score. Apparently there was either more than one Fang or the thing regenerated because second and third place got fifty and twenty-five respectively. Then everyone below that would be rewarded twenty and below. But points didn’t matter if you were dead. Points only mattered if you wanted to get into the last round. The championship round. That seemed like a long way away.

      We just knew we had to survive, and we knew that was going to be pretty hard.

      The Boogeyman spoke, his voice amplified a million times louder. “Bring the Champions in! Bring them in now!”

      The portcullis raised. We were smacked in the face with the screaming voices of thousands of excited monsters. They were sitting in the bleachers decorated in Saber’s logo.

      I’ll admit, I was nervous. I hadn’t been this nervous in a long time. And it wasn’t because of the imminent death on our horizons. No. It was mainly because I had never been good at sports. I’m sure I’ve mentioned that a few times before. In gym class I was often picked last for any game we played. In dodgeball, I always took the most balls to the face. I know how that sounds, but it’s true. The last time I exercised for fun was pretty much never. And here I was entering this arena like a dollar store gladiator.

      The Boogeyman clapped. The noise shook the arena. Amplified by the microphone.

      “You ready?” I asked Maddie and Zack.

      “Are you?” Maddie replied. “You look like you’re about to pass out.”

      I looked down at the sword I held in my hand. It was a throwback to when we’d stormed Perdition Cemetery, when the NOD was attacked by Doctor Blood’s evil mutated minions. That sword I had defended myself with was gone, yeah, but when we were given our choice before entering the arena, the sword was about the only thing I could pick up and not blow a vein in my head in the process. Zack took not a hatchet but an ax, this one a lot bigger than the one he’d used in Perdition Cemetery. Maddie took a scythe like she was the Grim Reaper. It was almost as tall as she was.

      I looked around at the other competitors. The cyclopes had battle axes twice the size of me, much larger than Zack’s. The werewolves wore daggers on their belts, daggers that were still about as long as my sword. The vampires each had swords, too, but they weren’t like mine. Mine was a brutal thing some blacksmith with only a few fingers had probably forged. The vamps’ swords were like the kind of swords you’d see the Three Musketeers use. They were long and skinny and deathly sharp.

      The ‘Steins each held medieval weapons. A mace, a halberd, and a bardiche, which was basically a long pole with a curved axe head at the end. At the top of the axe head was a point that would rival the vamps’ swords in sharpness. One hit would prove deadly to us. Lop off an arm, sever an artery.

      The reason I know these weapons is because Medieval History was about the only subject I paid attention to in high school. So I knew just how deadly each of those weapons were. Especially when operated by a race of super strong inhuman monsters that had a grudge against me.

      The one I’d punched in the face looked over then. He held the mace.

      Among the others were a smattering of blades, clubs, lances. The succubi wore glittering brass knuckles on their hands, a spike about six inches in length on each of the crests.

      “Champions, line up!” the Boogeyman yelled.

      We were herded to the other end of the coliseum. Another portcullis rose. Beyond the opening were the mountains. A rising field of lush green. It looked as if a bulldozer had cut a path through the trees. It was wide enough for about half of the twenty or so races to walk through side-by-side.

      “The rules are simple,” the Boogeyman said. “Grab the special item first and win the most points. Tonight’s special item is the Fang.”

      The crowd gasped.

      A few of the monsters were looking around like they were real worried. I didn’t know why.

      “Yes, the Fang!” the Boogeyman went on.

      “He sounds like a prick, doesn’t he?” Zack said.

      I grinned, but the grin didn’t tell how I really felt. Which was terrified.

      I heard a deep laugh behind us. Turned around. There was the werewolf who’d congratulated me on punching the ‘Stein in the face.

      “He is,” the she-wolf said.

      “Don’t we know it,” Zack said.

      Maddie hit him, probably for talking to the competition. I don’t know how I felt with having the werewolves behind us and all, but there was nothing we could do about it now.

      “The twist,” the Boogeyman said, “are these!” He pointed to the sky just above where the new opening in the arena was. A boom rocked the ground, like someone had let off a barrel’s worth of fireworks.

      But there were no pretty colors, no bright explosions.

      Swarming in the air were more vamps.

      “Their eyes,” Maddie said. “Look at their eyes.”

      They were far away, but we could still see their eyes. They were a vicious red.

      Which could only mean one thing.

      “Rabid,” Zack said softly.

      The crowd gasped again.

      “Yes, these vampires have the Madness. And they will attack anything they see moving within the field of play. Even their fellow kin,” the Boogeyman said. With a grin, he continued. “Did you think it would be a cakewalk? No! This is the Monster Games!”

      Another boom. This time fireworks lit up the night sky. In that crazy brightness, I singled out the gaslings in the crowd. All that were left, the elders, Fizzler, and Gizzler looking up at the sky with dumbfounded looks on their faces. Sitting below them were Octavius and Slayer. Octavius didn’t care for fireworks. He was looking right at me. He nodded. I nodded back. Slayer waved. Lip quivered. He was scared for us. I was scared for us.

      “Places, everyone!” the Boogeyman shouted. He spun around so viciously, his minotaur minion wasn’t expecting it and took an elbow to the shoulder. The Boogeyman hardly noticed this. Now he was looking toward the opening as officials carrying the many sigils of the participating monsters ushered us forward. It felt like we were being marched to our death despite the jovial mood of the crowd, the smell of firework smoke in the air, and the bright lights all around us.

      We lined up at the mouth of the portcullis in rows of three. We’d been placed somewhere in the middle. The werewolves were behind us. So were the ‘Steins. This had been the case, no doubt, to cause a little drama at the beginning of the first task. Get the Monster Games right off to a bloody start.

      “Dead,” the ‘Stein I’d punched in the face said. “So dead.”

      I ignored this.

      On our left were the succubi and the demons. Both groups looked focused. Didn’t care that we were there.

      I kept looking over my shoulder at the ‘Steins. At their medieval weapons. At their protruding jaws full of jagged corpse teeth, hearing that deep voice say “Dead.” It didn’t make me feel too good, hearing that.

      The flag holders ushered us forward even more. Now we were about three rows away from the Rodanian Mountains and the course beyond.

      Maddie squeezed Zack’s forearm.

      “It’s gonna be okay,” he said.

      But was it? I didn’t know. It certainly didn’t feel like it was going to be okay.

      “We’re gonna kick monster ass,” Zack said.

      “Let’s just survive,” I said.

      As long as we didn’t die and as long as we didn’t get last place in each of the tasks, we had a chance. Because we’d end up in the last round. The last round was what we needed to win.

      I looked over my shoulder again, gripping the sword tightly. I looked past the ‘Steins, the harpies, the banshees, the werewolves. Saw Octavius and Fizzler and Slayer on Gizzler’s shoulders.

      The elders raised their webbed hands up. I raised mine back.

      “As soon as you hear the starting gun, my friends,” the Boogeyman said, “you may begin your destruction. But remember, you may have to work together. The Fang is hidden. First place takes the most points. But first place means nothing if you’re dead.” He cackled and stamped his staff down on the stage. The worm-man waited patiently behind him. He was the commentator, I assumed.

      We heard the terrible roaring of the Madness-infected vamps. They glided around the tree tops. Red eyes alert for anything worth eating. Like vultures.

      The Madness is what the monster community calls rabies. A vamp is bad enough by itself. A vamp with the Madness? Double the fun if getting sucked dry is your thing.

      “On your mark, Champions! Get ready! Get set! Go!” the Boogeyman shrieked.

      Another explosion. This one signified the start of the Games and possibly the end of our lives.

      With a lurch, the crowd of monsters swayed forward.

      We had no choice now.

      The ‘Stein, as soon as the gunshot and the fireworks went off, barreled into my back.

      The rest of the monsters—most of them, at least—went out in an orderly manner. That really wasn’t saying much for monsters.

      The other ‘Stein plunged forward up the path, left the Fright Squad and two of the ‘Steins behind.

      The crowd cheered at this display of violence.

      I stumbled, tripped, and took Zack down with me, in turn, taking Maddie down, too.

      So there we were, in the dirt with two ‘Steins hovering over us. The one I’d punched in the face and his Bride of Frankenstein pal.

      He held the weapon high over his head, which, with his height, was like nine feet in the air. He looked like the Empire State building. Except, a lot more dangerous.

      “Die!” the ‘Stein shrieked.

      In this moment, I was pleased to notice that he’d been sporting a swollen lip and a purplish bruise on his disfigured face. Courtesy of me.

      The Bride, her beehive hair swaying with the movement, raised her pole up like a Olympic javelin thrower.

      She meant to skewer us while the male beat my face in. Just mine. He didn’t give two shits about Zack and Maddie.

      Unfortunately, I liked my face despite most people not liking it. It was my face.

      I rolled over on the dirt. Heard the crazy cheers from the crowd. Heard the grunt from the male ‘Stein. The jingle of the ball and chain as he reached backward for force. Then the whip of the ball as he propelled it forward.

      In this moment, everything played out in slow motion. Which was unfortunate because if I was going to die I’d just want to get it over with. Don’t need to beat around the bush.

      I gripped around for my sword. My fingers found it and I knew it was too late.

      The mace was inches away from my face. I was inches away from death—

      A roar rippled through the air. A big, hairy blur flashed over me. Reflexively, I closed my eyes, expecting the death that would inevitably come.

      But it didn’t.

      I opened my eyes now and there hovering above me was the she-wolf. She was holding her dagger. It had met the chain of the mace, stopping the ball from hitting me.

      I don’t know if the blow would’ve killed me. It may not have, but I do know that it would’ve easily ripped most of my face off.

      Now it wouldn’t.

      “Let’s play fair here,” the she-wolf said.

      The crowd sat in stunned silence. Everyone in the arena could hear her voice.

      Quickly, I scrambled out of their shadows. Helped Maddie and Zack up from the dirt.

      “Stay outta dis, dog,” the ‘Stein said.

      The she-wolf didn’t like this. She growled. Bared her teeth. Teeth that were entirely terrifying.

      “Frank,” the female ‘Stein said. Her voice sounded slightly worried. “Frank, let’s go. Byron needs us.”

      The male ‘Stein backed away. The she-wolf didn’t put her dagger down. Their eyes were locked in place.

      “Not the end of dis,” Frank the ‘Stein said. “Not the end at all.”

      The crowd started booing. Jeering. On one of the big screens standing tall over the coliseum, the camera panned around twisted and ugly monster faces, their eyes alive with fire and hatred.

      “I’ll get ya, human,” Frank said. “I’ll get ya when your little dog protector ain’t around.”

      With that, Frank and the Bride left the arena, heading toward the path.

      “Thanks,” I said to the she-wolf. I stuck out my hand. She was up on her hind legs now, almost taller than all three of us combined.

      She didn’t take it. She instead looked at it with mild indignation.

      “First one’s free,” she said. “I only did it ‘cause the ‘Steins are insufferable. The next one ain’t gonna be free, Abe.”

      Well, I didn’t know how to feel about that. I guess…afraid? But that wasn’t new. Not since I’d arrived beneath the Rodanian Mountains.

      She fell forward on all fours and raced out of the arena.

      “We’re so fucked,” Zack said. The hateful crowd was at our backs. Hateful competition in front of us.

      He was so right.
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      The first task was well underway. We had just exited the arena and the portcullis slammed behind us with an earth-shaking crash.

      The mountains loomed ahead. In the distance, I saw those vampires swooping over the treetops. There must’ve been fifty of them. One dove downward as we looked on, and I heard a monster scream terribly. It sounded like a banshee.

      I felt my face, which had been beet red from the ‘Stein trying to kill me, drain of all color. Maddie and Zack looked equally as corpse-like.

      I took a step forward.

      “Well, we aren’t gonna get anything done by just standing here,” I said.

      “We’ll survive, though,” Zack said.

      “But the gaslings won’t and you’ll never have enough gold to buy that motorcycle you wanted or,” Maddie said, grabbing at Zack’s sunglasses, “those Ray-Bans you saw at the mall.”

      Zack nodded, but I saw he had gulped at the same time.

      He was scared. We all were scared.

      “Let’s go,” I said. “We can do this. We can do it for Fizzler and Gizzler and the elders!”

      Just then I heard the announcer’s voice over the speakers in the arena, where all those hateful monsters watched.

      “The self-named Fright Squad waits around, obviously terrified. As you know, most of the humans are like this. That’s why they’re so tasty!” the worm-man said.

      The crowd ate this up.

      Overhead, something whirred. It caused me to jump, holding my sword high for protection. I thought it was a vampire. It wasn’t.

      It was just one of the camera drones.

      The drone paused, its red eye blinking, focusing on us. I looked it right in the lens and raised my middle finger.

      Zack did, too.

      Maddie didn’t. She just shook her head at our immaturity.

      We heard another monster scream. This one sounded like a harpy, but I wasn’t sure.

      And we were already jogging up the mountain path when the announcer’s voice confirmed whoever it had been.

      “Shit,” Zack suddenly said.

      We were in the thick of it now. Trees lined the walkway, hanging over us. That wasn’t what had caught Zack’s attention, though.

      What had done that was the severed demon’s head beneath one of these trees. Black blood pooled in the path. We found the body a few feet away.

      “Not cut off,” Maddie said, examining it closer. She was the only one of us who could. “Ripped off.”

      “Poor bastard,” Zack said.

      I shook my head, glad I still had one to shake. “C’mon, let’s go. I think I see the rest of the pact. We can still catch up.”

      I pointed up ahead the winding path. There, a heavy cloud of dirt hovered. Bat wings flapped in and out of the maelstrom.

      “They’re distracted,” I continued. “We can sneak past all of that. Get to the castle. Find the Fang.”

      “Sounds simple,” Maddie said.

      “It’s not,” I said.

      “Gee, Abe, you really know how to give a pep-talk,” Zack said.

      I pushed forward up the mountain. We saw a few other dead monsters. Another demon, this one skewered on the end of a broken tree branch. His eyes were wide open in pain and terror. He had died that way. A mummy hung from a tree, its old wrapping paper was its noose. Someone had strung him up like a piñata, had beaten him to dust. As we passed, it moaned. Weak.

      “Looks like we missed all the fun,” Zack said.

      We passed through the dirt cloud. Heard the roars of werewolves and the hissing of vamps. They were nowhere to be seen. The sounds were coming from the castle, which was about a quarter mile away.

      Aside from the ‘Stein’s attack in the arena, things had been going easy.

      I knew it wouldn’t last.

      Sure enough, a shriek from above filled our ears. I looked up just in time to see a darker blot against the dark sky swooping down toward us.

      “Aw, shit!” Zack yelled.

      We dove out of the way into the cover of the trees. The vampire, the rabid vampire, didn’t care.

      The beast bombed through the canopy. Leaves rustled and fell. Branches cracked.

      The vampire crashed to the rocky soil. Landed crumpled and gashed.

      We stood there looking at it with our weapons raised.

      Nothing happened. The beast didn’t move.

      “Is this it?” Zack asked. “Is this the rabid vampire?”

      Still, nothing happened.

      “That thing is nothing compared to the she-vamp we saw at Lover’s Pass,” Zack said. He made a motion forward. Maddie tried to hold him back. All that had done was slow him down. I knew what he was doing. He was making the same mistake we had done when attacked by Buddy Wolverton in Woodhaven.

      Zack bent down and picked up one of the broken branches. He meant to poke the rabid vampire with it. Or so I had at least thought.

      Instead, he took his ax and began peeling the bark away. Sharpening the wood into a stake.

      “Can’t take any chances,” he said. Once the wood resembled a stake, for the most part, Zack said, “Who wants to do the honors?”

      Neither Maddie or I stepped forward.

      “The castle,” I said. “Leave the vamp. There’s about twenty other ones we have to worry about.”

      “Aw, man,” Zack said. “You scared? What’s the worst that could happen?”

      “No!” I said. “Don’t say that!”

      “Zack,” Maddie said, incredulous, “have you learned nothing?”

      A rhetorical question.

      “What?” Zack said.

      Behind him, sure enough, the rabid vampire rose.

      It was horrible. I’d never seen such a messed-up, unholy thing. Not even the vampire I had shot out of the sky at the hospital a few months ago looked like this.

      The rabid vampire’s eyes were as red as the decapitated demon we’d passed on our way up here. From its mouth, its fangs jutting both upward and downward, a sickly gray foam spilled. One ear was twisted and twitching. The veins running along its wings were the color of ichor. It came at us with gnarled claws the length of my sword.

      Then it opened its mouth and the stink that came from its mouth was like the stink of a pile of dead bodies baking in a desert heat. With the opening of its mouth, it roared. Well, it was more like a screech. Something straight out of hell. It reminded me of butcher knives raking down a chalkboard, gouging it. My ears rang when the sound was over.

      It lurched at us, lightning fast.

      But we were faster.

      Somehow.

      We dove out of the way and the vampire charged into the trunk of a tree behind us. It hit it so hard the trunk cracked.

      “Form up,” I said.

      “What the hell does that mean?” Zack asked.

      “Never mind!” I said.

      It was too late to explain because the vampire charged at us again, its fangs bared and dripping venom.

      I swiped at it with my sword. Clipped one of its wings. The beast hadn’t even cried out as black disease sprayed the surrounding trees. I thought it must’ve been so sick that it felt no pain, and that was the worst kind of monster to go up against.

      “More!” Maddie said.

      Sure enough, black wings beat against the air. Another vampire landed in a tree above us, its red eyes peering down.

      "We have to run,” I said.

      I hated to admit this, but it seemed we didn’t have a choice.

      “They’ll catch us,” Maddie said.

      “I’m with Abe,” Zack said. “We don’t stand a chance. All we got is this crappy stake I made.”

      “Make more then,” Maddie said.

      He looked at her like she was crazy. Then he looked at me like I was crazy.

      Maybe we all were.

      “We have to run,” I said. “There’s no other option. We don’t have the weapons. And I’m not getting close enough to that thing to chop off its head.”

      The vampire on the ground crouched, ready to spring.

      “So we run?” Maddie asked.

      “Don’t say it so loud,” Zack hissed. “They’ll hear you.”

      “I honestly don’t think the vampire really understands what we’re saying.” Maddie rolled her eyes at Zack.

      I didn’t know if they could understand us. I just knew we had to run.

      “Yeah,” I said. “On three.”

      Counted.

      Zack took off on two, screaming and flailing his arms. I bet the arena crowd loved that. The rabid vamp’s red eyes shot open as wide as they could and it sprang forward.

      Maddie and I took off on about two and a half.

      But we didn’t get very far. We got back to the path up the mountain, somehow closer to the castle than we were before. Except, waiting for us on the road, holding their medieval weaponry, were the damn ‘Steins.

      Frank and his ugly bride.
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      “Uh, now’s not the best time, guys,” Zack said. He tried running out of their reach, but their arms were so long, they snagged Zack up like a couple of Mr. Elastics from The Fantastic Four.

      “Let him go!” Maddie screamed. She came at the Bride with her scythe raised up.

      The Bride, with her free hand, gripped the pole and launched Maddie into the air. She did a front flip before landing hard on the rocky ground. The force of the hit caused her to wheeze, gasp for any air. But all the air around her was dusty. She began coughing hard. I thought she was about to die.

      Zack flailed in the Bride’s arms. He was getting nowhere.

      From down the mountain, we could hear the cheers from the arena crowd. A drone flew overhead, hovered over our scene.

      Entertainment at its finest.

      Frank punched his large palm. I stood there holding my sword. From behind, twigs snapped, leaves rustled, as the rabid vamp came for us.

      “Yeah… Not the best time,” I said to the ‘Stein.

      Up above, the other rabid vamp that had been eyeing us jumped from branch to branch. I saw it out of the corner of my eye.

      “Always the best time to die,” Frank said.

      “Aw, c’mon,” I said. “You can do better than that. But I’m serious, we’re about to…” I didn’t finish the thought. An idea had come into my head.

      The ‘Stein didn’t care. He smiled, which looked positively ugly on his stitched-together face. “Don’t matter,” he said. “The Fang is a trap. The Games are a set-up. No one will win. Not you. Not me. No. You can’t win.”

      “What?” I asked.

      But the ‘Stein ignored me. “Crush the other ones,” he said to his bride. “I’ll deal with the smart mouth.”

      Great, now I’d have to punch him in the face again. I didn’t think my fists could take it.

      Closer and closer the vamp came, thunderous footsteps, broken branches, gouged tree trunks. I had to time it right. It wouldn’t be easy but I didn’t think it would be particularly hard, either. The ‘Steins were stupid by nature. When they were created by that mad scientist all those years ago, he hadn’t sought out the best brains to put in their cavernous heads.

      So in my own head, I was counting the seconds until I thought the vamp would emerge.

      Three…two…one…

      As soon as the rush came, I dove to the side.

      A black blur streaked by me. The ‘Stein was strong, but it certainly wasn’t fast.

      “Frank!” the Bride shrieked.

      The vampire sunk its claws into Frank’s massive chest. There was a pouring of blood that washed over the rabid creature, but the vampire loved it. Relished it.

      Frank bellowed out in pain. Fell to his knees.

      In all the chaos, the Bride let Zack go. He instantly rushed to Maddie’s side. She crawled on her knees. One of her nostrils was leaking blood, but otherwise she seemed okay. Or so I thought.

      I ran over to them.

      More vampires were diving out of the sky, their maws dripping foam, their eyes wild.

      Pretty soon, Frank was covered in so much wiggling black stuff, he looked like a piece of food covered in ants.

      The Bride tried her best to pry them off, and because of her brute strength she had a little luck, but before we knew it the vamps covered her, too.

      The ’Steins may have been created in a lab but they had blood. And blood was all the vamps wanted.

      So blood was what they got.

      “Can you move?” I asked Maddie.

      She winced. Zack had his arm around her but she wiggled out and tried moving on her own accord. She limped off into the shadow of the trees. We followed her.

      I figured the vamps would be a while. They had a lot of blood to snack on. A monster as big as the ‘Steins had to have gallons. At least the aftermath of the vamps’ attack made it look that way.

      Maddie’s leg was bleeding pretty badly. Zack ripped one of his shirt sleeves off and tied it around the wound tight, but it didn’t staunch the flow.

      “I’m good,” Maddie said. She must’ve seen the way I looked at the blood soaking through her jeans. It was turning the blue black. “I promise, I’m good.”

      But when she took a step forward, her leg gave out on her and she would’ve crashed to the floor had Zack not been there to catch her.

      I helped him walk her over to a couple of boulders. They created a shelter. It was dark and cool within.

      We eased Maddie to the ground. She winced.

      “I swear I’m okay,” she was saying. “I mean it.”

      With his index finger, Zack poked the wound. Maddie cried out in pain, loud enough for Zack to stumble backward.

      “What the hell?” she snapped.

      “I-I’m sorry. I just wanted to make sure you weren’t faking.” Zack tried for a kiss.

      She pushed his face away and glared at him. It was such a death-filled stare that I turned my head away from her, afraid she might somehow steal my soul with it.

      I needed my soul just like I needed my face.

      Once this blew over Maddie tried getting up again. This time, Zack wouldn’t let her.

      “I’m fine!” she yelled.

      Zack shushed her gently.

      Though we were farther away from the vamps’ feast down the trail, there were still other monsters to worry about.

      “I’m going,” I said.

      “No,” Maddie protested. “Just give me a minute. Let me catch my breath.”

      “You’re not going anywhere,” Zack said. He looked positively conflicted. He turned to me, a scowl on his face, Maddie’s blood and streaks of dirt on his clothes. His sunglasses were crooked. “Maybe we should just call it,” he said. “Just wait until it all blows over.”

      “Forfeit?” I asked. “We can’t forfeit.”

      “I’m beginning to think no amount of gold is worth our lives,” Zack said.

      Maddie blew a raspberry. Her face was ashy and her eyes were distant. “Ha!” she said. “Zackary’s gone soft. I never thought I’d see the day.”

      “It’s not about the gold now,” I said.

      Really, it never was.

      It was about the gaslings, about Fizzler and Gizzler and the eggs in their magical slime and even the elders. I wouldn’t give up that easy. No. Not yet.

      Then a strange voice came into my head. The voice of a dead monster. It was Frank the ‘Stein telling me the Games were fixed. No matter what I’d do, I’d still lose. But was that true? There was no way. That wouldn’t be fair… Then again, when have killer monsters ever been fair? Why would they send a basilisk to kill me if we’d never be able to win anyway? I didn’t know what to believe.

      “You can’t go on by yourself,” Zack said. “It’s not safe.”

      “As soon as I do and as soon as I finish the task, it’ll be safe. And the sooner the better. Maddie needs help,” I said. “I win and she can get the help she needs.”

      “I’m fine,” Maddie blubbered. “I’m bleeding a lot, but I’m fine, I swear.”

      Zack gently grabbed her hand.

      “Are you sure?” he asked me.

      “No other way,” I said. “The building isn’t far. I have to try at least, don’t I?”

      Zack didn’t answer. He saw the determination in my eyes. Maybe he sensed it, too.

      It was then that the crowd in the arena roared so loud that we could hear it all the way up here. Fireworks went off down there.

      Shit. That meant that one or all of the monsters had made it to the Fang. Neither Zack or I said anything about losing first place. Right then, it didn’t matter. All that mattered was getting out of the task before Maddie or Zack or me wound up dead.

      “We’ll be right here,” Zack said, breaking the silence.

      I got up from my crouch. Listened to the wind, to any other noises. The cheers died. The rolling echo of the fireworks faded. I heard nothing besides the ripping and tearing of the ‘Steins’ flesh. I hate to say it, but right now, since it was a distraction to the rabid vampires, that was a good sound. The best damn sound I’d heard in a long while.

      I gripped my sword tight and turned my back on the rest of the Fright Squad, ready to prove an arena full of thousands of monsters wrong.

      “Abe,” Zack said before I left. “Try not to get killed, man.”

      I looked over my shoulder and tried a smile without much luck.
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      The path to the building was clear. The closer I got to it, the more it looked like a medieval castle. I thought that was odd. Of the many monsters competing in the race, I’d only seen a handful among the weeds and bramble. Dead.

      The rest. Well, the rest must’ve made it to the castle.

      I approached the building. Up and around a bend. There, the last demon was stuffed into the yawning maw of a dead banshee.

      Someone had a sense of a humor, obviously. I didn’t find it funny. If anything, it was a little scary.

      I looked behind me. The wind picked up speed. Howled like a werewolf.

      Up here, closer to the top of the mountain, I could see the land of Rodania beyond. The arena. The swamps. Even a speck on the horizon that was the tree Gizzler had taken me up. I saw the stones where Maddie and Zack were currently hiding. I hoped they’d be all right. I really did. And though, I was slightly worried about them, a different part of my mind was telling me that they’d be okay. Zack may be a horrible shot, but he was a part of the Fright Squad, and the Fright Squad weren’t chumps. No matter how many times Lorne or Dalton from the SOD might’ve commented so on our official Facebook page.

      In the distance, I also saw more rabid vamps joining the feast of the ‘Steins. They were little more than large bones now, like the fossils of dinosaurs. But there were plenty of other monster corpses to dine on.

      Just as long as they weren’t dining on Maddie or Zack. Or even me.

      I turned back. The castle’s entrance was twenty feet away from me. Over the howling of the wind, I heard no other noises.

      The place was spooky. Gothic in appearance. A handful of towers ending in points as sharp as any blade jutted into the sky. Windows were blacked out by dirt and dust and age. The stone was a faded gray, white-washed by the elements.

      I wondered whose castle this was.

      Then again, did I really want to know?

      Holding the sword, I stepped forward. Up the brick walkway. Through the opened doors taller than even a ‘Stein.

      Inside, the smell of dust and cold stone hit me. There was almost no light. It was like walking into one of those impossible doorways, like the one I’d seen in Perdition Cemetery.

      A shudder rippled through me.

      I had to keep telling myself that I was Hercules Crowley’s son. I was a founding member of the Fright Squad. I was brave. I wasn’t scared.

      But it was the silence that got to me, I think. That was the worst part. That, and being alone.

      The Fright Squad without its squad was just but one person. And the odds of one person against an army of monsters weren’t good.

      Through the entrance hall, my eyes began adjusting. I thought I saw a flicker of light. I squinted, which I thought was funny. Why squint when I could hardly see in the first place?

      The human brain was an odd thing.

      But I was right. My eyes hadn’t deceived me. Through a crack in a door in front of me, firelight shined. I approached this door. It had its own gravitational pull and I’d been sucked in, unable to fight my way out.

      Just as I’d reached to push the door inward, it opened by itself.

      The scene that greeted me caused my heart to freeze. My insides filled with ice cold water. I suddenly felt like I was drowning.

      I had entered some great hall, a place where kings and queens entertained guests, not entirely unlike the hall where we had our Champions’ feast the previous night.

      That feast had been pretty gross because of what had been on the menu, but this…this was worst.

      Scattered among the white marble floor were the mutilated bodies of all the contestants. Well, those who made it here.

      Decapitated vampires. A banshee with her scalp ripped off, not cleanly, either. The last ‘Stein looked like he’d been put through a meat grinder. I saw two werewolves that weren’t wholly werewolves anymore. They were in the process of changing back to their human forms. One was a man with long blonde hair and a darker beard. He looked like he might’ve been a rockstar in another life. The other was bald and old, his face wrinkled and contorted with pain. In their chests, pulsing blood like fountains, were smoking holes.

      Silver bullets.

      Someone had shot them with silver bullets. Guns weren’t allowed in the competition. No projectile weapons.

      So how? So who?

      These were questions I couldn’t answer. Nor was I sure I wanted the answers to.

      Against the fear, against my better judgment, I stepped forward through the gore and the bodies. My soles squeaked in the blood. The sound carried far and wide in the large hall.

      As I got closer and I managed to get a hold of my fear again, I saw what waited for me at the other end. On a throne covered in cobwebs and dust.

      A glittering fang.

      The Fang.

      In my excitement, I sped up. I slid, caught myself, and realized it probably wasn’t the best idea to go and start sprinting through the leaking brains and guts of the downed monsters.

      On that throne was my ticket to winning the Games. It hadn’t occurred to me that I would have no one to compete against anymore.

      The monsters were dead.

      I stopped in front of the throne now and looked at the Fang. It was a long and curved dagger made of bone. It had once belonged in the mouth of some great beast.

      What the hell am I supposed to do with it? I wondered to myself, looking down at the Champions’ bracelet, which possessed empty holes around its circumference.

      Shove the fang into one of the holes? There was no way it would fit.

      Another curious thing, I thought. I saw no cameras. If this was the most important part of the first task then where were the drones whirring above my head, broadcasting this terrible scene to the monsters in the arena, the view boxes, and at home?

      So much was wrong. So much was off.

      Yet, here I went being stupid again. Typical Abraham Crowley behavior.

      If Maddie and Zack had been with me, I don’t think I would’ve reached out for that bone. I don’t think I would’ve even entered the dimly lit hall. Not after I’d pushed the doors open and saw the blood and entrails dashed all along the white marble floor.

      Alas, they weren’t here. Which meant that it was a perfect time for me to revert back to my natural state. Perfect time to do what I did best.

      Act stupid.

      I reached out and my hand hovered around the great artifact. Aside from feeling like Indiana Jones at the beginning of Raiders of the Lost Ark, I felt a buzz ripple through my palm. It was not wholly pleasant, either. My hand opened. Blood spilled out from the wound. I barely noticed.

      As my fingers closed around it, a gurgling voice reached my ears, giving me a warning.

      Too late.

      I held the Fang, raised it up with a manic smile on my face.

      “I won!” I said.

      That was when the pained voice finished and I realized who it had come from. Against the wall to my left, covered in shadows, was the she-wolf who had saved my life. Her gut was slashed open. She was in the process of reverting back to her female self. That meant she was half-wolf, half-woman at the time my eyes found her. That meant she was naked.

      What did I do? Well, I did what any respectable guy would do, I gawked like an idiot. When I caught myself staring, my jaw hanging open, the Fang at my side dripping with my own blood, buzzing and all but forgotten, I mumbled an apology.

      “L-Listen to me!” she barked. Her voice, despite her current condition, was very strong. “It’s a trap. P-Put it back and r-run for your life.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked. My mind was whirling. I’d been so caught up with winning, I forgot I might not be able to.

      The ‘Stein’s voice repeated in my head again. It’s fixed. No one can win… I could barely hear it, barely make out the words.

      Something was happening. Something I wasn’t prepared for.

      But go figure, right?

      The air in the room grew colder. My back was to the empty throne as I looked at the half-naked, transforming and dying she-wolf. Behind me, I felt a presence. An evil presence. A shadow came over the entire hall. The flames flickered and dimmed.

      “He is here,” the she-wolf moaned. “He is back. Run while you s-still can!”

      “You should’ve listened to her, young Abraham,” a new voice said, a voice I knew very well.

      I spun around slowly.

      Sitting on the throne like he owned the damn place, was Doctor Blood, my number one mortal enemy.
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      “I knew I smelled something rotten,” I said.

      Doctor Blood smiled. Sat up straighter in the old throne. Then he snapped his fingers.

      From the shadows high above in the vaulted ceiling, came rabid vampires. They were snarling, drooling, looking at me like I was the most delicious thing they’d ever seen. Covering them was the different colored blood of the monsters they had massacred before I’d gotten here. The most prominent of those colors being red.

      “I knew you’d make it up, my friend,” Doctor Blood said. “You are quite strong. Maybe even stronger than that wasted specimen your father was. I had no problem disposing of him. Now you…you, Abraham Crowley, have proven your worth to me. Perhaps I’ve done you a favor by not letting you be raised by such a weak man. If one could call Hercules Crowley a man…”

      He was just trying to get a rise out of me. I’ll admit, he was doing a great job.

      But something was off. I couldn’t move. My arms and legs went rigid. Every muscle in my body but my eyes had frozen up. I couldn’t even snarl at the Wraith in front of me. Couldn’t even swivel my head to try and plan my exit. The rabid vamps crept closer. Out of the corners of my eyes I saw they weren’t rabid. Not with the Madness, at least. They’d been infected by Doctor Blood’s infinity disease, like the many creatures that had attacked and shut down the NOD a couple of months ago. Like the werewolf and naked hunchback ghoul at Perdition Cemetery.

      The flesh of their faces wiggled and squirmed. I had terrible flashbacks of the penis-tentacle. Not for the first time since the Monster Games had started, either. Luckily for me I couldn’t see any genitalia hanging low, ready to pounce.

      Yes, I looked.

      It was the cut in my hand. The Fang had done something to me. Had brought Doctor Blood here. How?

      Doctor Blood looked positively pleased. He straightened up on the throne, looking down from the dais, with a shit-eating grin on his face. I was sure he was gonna start clapping.

      That just made me hate him even more. I didn’t think that was even possible.

      Against the voodoo magic of the Fang holding me back, I spoke up.

      “Why?” I asked. “Why?”

      “Simple,” he answered. “I hate you. You’re my worst enemy. The one I fear the most.”

      “Your honesty is refreshing,” I said. “But you’re still a p-prick.”

      Doctor Blood laughed. Slapped his knee. “Joking, of course! About the fear, that is. I don’t fear you. But I do hate you, Abraham. That is why I’ve decided to put an end to your existence.”

      The vamps were so close now I could smell their foul odor.

      “Great,” I said. “Is this the part where you explain to me your master plan?”

      Doctor Blood smiled with his sharp teeth and stood up. He reached in his pocket. I was sure he was going to pull out a bouquet of dead flowers like he’d done when he’d captured us at the cemetery, but he didn’t.

      Instead, in his hand, he held a dead dove.

      He threw it at me.

      I could hardly move so the corpse hit me square in the face. Anger rippled through me. I wanted to throw the bird back. Couldn’t.

      Doctor Blood thought that was hilarious. He doubled over with laughter.

      If I could’ve moved, I would’ve punched him in the face as hard as I could. Harder than I’d punched the ‘Stein. But I couldn’t move.

      “You think I have a plan?” Doctor Blood said. “I never have a plan. I just…go with the flow.”

      “Are you sure?” I asked. “You seem like you have a plan.”

      I noticed it was getting increasingly difficult to talk. My tongue felt swollen and my vocal cords ached. The Fang was doing this to me, I knew. I had to get rid of it somehow.

      Doctor Blood shrugged.

      “Sometimes I have a semblance of a plan. Like tonight. I did plan this. I have a very powerful friend in the Saber Corporation. She let me know about the ruckus your so-called Fright Squad was making amongst the monster community.”

      “Oh, you haven’t h-heard?” I asked.

      “I don’t exactly subscribe to The Daily Bite. I feel I’ve grown beyond such trivial things. I spend my time in a state of consciousness, in a state of being, your puny mind couldn’t begin to understand.”

      “You t-talk b-b-big for a guy who runs from losing fights.” I was trying to get a rise out of him. Rile him up like we’d riled up Xaluney back in Woodhaven.

      Doctor Blood walked right up to me. He was inches away. The man who’d killed my father, who’d attacked the NOD and injured Octavius, and I could hardly move a muscle in my body. I wanted to strangle him. I wanted to rip his face off. I wanted to stab him with the Fang.

      Couldn’t.

      “That is called strategy,” Doctor Blood said.

      “Yeah, like a plan,” I added.

      He snarled. “Whatever you call it, it is why I am still alive and your father isn’t. It’s why you won’t be, either.”

      “It was M-Marena Psydin, wasn’t it? That’s your friend,” I said. I knew it as soon as I met that wretched mermaid, and I never thought I could hate two people as much as I hated them at that moment.

      “Very clever, Abraham. What gave it away?”

      “Oh, I don’t k-k-know.” The words were really struggling to come out. I couldn’t feel my mouth. “The fact she t-tried t-t-to k-kuh-kill us with a b-b-b-b-b—” I couldn’t even finish that last word.

      “Yes, Marena is quite the firecracker, isn’t she? A body of a goddess and a brain like Einstein. She’ll prove very useful.”

      Majorly wrong on both observations. Didn’t waste my breath pointing that out.

      “For what?” I managed.

      “Well, for my bid as ruler,” Doctor Blood answered.

      There it was. There was his plan.

      “Yes, you didn’t think I’d travel all this way just to kill you, did you, Abraham?” Doctor Blood gave a little jig. The tails of his suit coat flapped, fanning around the smells of death and sick vampire that had made a permanent residence in my nostrils. “You’re hardly worth that, my friend. Killing you is just a bonus.”

      Even though he’d just said he was here to kill me. Can’t trust crazy people, I guess.

      He turned.

      I flexed my hand. Or at least I told my brain to tell my muscles to move.

      I got nothing.

      Not even a twitch. I was frozen solid.

      “I am here because all eyes are on the Monster Games. Such a savage competition. I don’t know why they would bring them back, but alas, I’m not on that little committee.” He paused, turned back around, that devilish grin on his face. “Then again, without these Games, my takeover would be a lot less…magical.”

      The vamps hadn’t moved. Pretty soon, the only muscle in my body that I had total control over were my eyes. They darted from corner to corner, judging the distance.

      “And you, Abe, you and your friends, will be the perfect offering to all those monsters watching. They hate you. I mean, they absolutely despise you.” He looked at his fingernails, picked at a piece of dirt beneath them. “Then again, you are pretty easy to hate.”

      With a manic burst of energy, Doctor Blood jumped up. He landed in a pool of dark blood. His soles squeaked beneath him. He almost fell and he thought that was the funniest thing in the world.

      “A little secret, Abraham. Do you want to know?”

      I couldn’t reply. Couldn’t even nod my head.

      “I believe you are so easy to hate that your father didn’t even like you. Yes…yes, I learned the truth. You can learn a lot about a man in the last moment’s of his life. He hated you and that bitch he married. Your mother, in case the Fang has started working on your mind already, Abraham.”

      My eyes swiveled around in their sockets. Suddenly, an iciness spread through my skull. A flash freeze. Water thrown out the window on a subzero winter’s day. I could feel it spreading to my eye sockets. To my sinuses. Pretty soon, I wouldn’t be able to see, wouldn’t be able to breathe.

      “Yes, anyway, I suppose I am a man with a plan,” Doctor Blood said. “I will kill you and win the hearts of every monster around. I will take the mermaid as my queen. I will spread our ways of monstrosity to the far reaches of humanity. I will disband that pitiful organization called BEAST and all its subsidiaries. My time has come. And you, my friend, your time is up.”

      Doctor Blood reached out and took my hand in his own. He worked on my fingers, which were as stiff as a corpse’s, and pried the Fang away.

      “So let’s get this started, yeah?” Doctor Blood raised the Fang and, with a vicious thrust downward, he stabbed the bloody floor.

      A void opened. But there were no tentacle monsters spilling forth. Not this time.

      The Fang was some kind of key. That was how he’d gotten here. That was how we’d leave.

      “Bring him,” he said to the vamps.

      Cold claws touched my shoulders, pushed me forward.

      Into the void, I went, trying to scream, but only breathing sharply out of my nostrils.

    

  



    
      
        
          
            24

          

          

      

    

    







            Let’s Start a Revolution

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t come out to cheers.

      I came out to stunned silence.

      The crowd was as thick as it had been before. They had sensed something, I think, something big. The camera feed on all of the large screens was black.

      On the platform in the middle of the arena, where I would’ve held the Fang up and received my points had everything gone as planned—then again, it rarely does for me, right?—stood the Boogeyman, the worm-man, and the Saber Corporation’s representatives. Marena leaned forward in her tub of saltwater, her scaly arms hanging over the lip of the container, as she looked on at Doctor Blood with some kind of sick love.

      “What is the meaning of this?” the Boogeyman demanded.

      It was the first noise anyone had made since our arrival. I was still frozen. Otherwise, I would’ve screamed.

      “Abe!” Zack said.

      I couldn’t turn my head, couldn’t seek out the voice that had called my name.

      “Abe!” he said again.

      He was here, which meant Maddie was here, too. I wondered briefly how they had arrived. Doctor Blood must’ve found them. A magician’s trick.

      “Yes,” Doctor Blood whispered. “I brought along the rest of the Fright Squad. Can’t take any risks. Have to kill you all. But it should be easy enough to kill the girl. She’s practically on the way to bleeding out herself.”

      Maddie. No.

      “You’re dead!” Zack said. “You piece of shit, I’ll kill you!”

      “Order! Order!” the Boogeyman was shouting.

      A ripple of confusion went through the crowd. The video feed suddenly blinked back on. All around me was the twisted grin of Doctor Blood, magnified. My stomach clenched. Seeing that grin made me want to vomit.

      “What is he doing? Get him out of here!” the Boogeyman shouted to his minotaur minions. The large monsters rushed off the platform, heading in our direction like a group of pissed-off bulls.

      The vamps with Doctor Blood lunged. Doctor Blood waved them down, as if to say I’ll handle this.

      How he could, I didn’t know. There were five minotaurs. Each one was at least three hundred pounds heavier than Doctor Blood, who was just a tall and skinny old man. He shouldn’t have stood a chance.

      But then again, they didn’t know the true power of a Wraith.

      The minotaurs got about five feet away from smashing Doctor Blood into powder with their sharp horns before, with a wave of his hand, those horns were ripped straight from their heads. The sound they made as they pulled free from the beasts’ skulls reminded me of the time the mutated vamps had yanked the rookie Johnson’s head off. It was a sort of wet ripping noise.

      Blood sprayed from these fresh holes in the minotaurs’ heads. Their mouths opened in silent screams. Silent, because before any of the terrible screeches that would undoubtedly escape their throats could come out, Doctor Blood waved his hand again and the minotaurs ripped in half at the waist. Their heavy bodies thumped the dirt, which the blood drank greedily.

      Someone in the crowd had screamed.

      The microphone the Boogeyman was holding fell from his hands, hit the stage. Feedback whined sharply throughout the arena.

      Doctor Blood kept walking toward the platform. He stepped through the twisted entrails and detached horns of the minotaurs without sparing a second glance.

      Cold claws bit into my flesh again. Now I was dragged through the gore in Doctor Blood’s wake, the rabid vampires flapping their wings as they pulled me.

      The Boogeyman took a hesitant step backward as Doctor Blood approached the podium. The worm-man wasn’t so careful. He inched his way right off of the stage, fell hard, and slithered to safety somewhere behind. I couldn’t exactly see where because I couldn’t turn my head. The Saber Corporation stood up, but not in fear. In respect. They had smiles on their faces and love in their eyes. Marena Psydin especially.

      The vamps righted me so I was facing the podium. Doctor Blood’s back was to me. The crowd’s gaping eyes stared on in stunned silence.

      I tried searching out Octavius, Fizzler, Slayer, and the rest of the gaslings, but I didn’t find them. Everyone seemed to blend in. Or maybe my eyes were just going bad on me. It would’ve made sense. But I did see Zack and Maddie. Zack stood with his arms around Maddie, making sure she didn’t fall over. Her jeans were dark with blood. Her leg was shaking. Jesus, she didn’t look good. Still, I saw consciousness in her eyes. She knew what was going on—what was about to happen.

      She knew I was dying. Knew we were all about to die. We had the Fang to thank for that. And Marena Psydin. And the Monster Games.

      Speaking of the Fang, aside from being a key it was also the poisonous tooth of some great beast that now was spreading its poison into me. Giving more power to Doctor Blood.

      The Wraith picked up the microphone. He tapped the tip of it. Thud-thud. He cleared his throat.

      “I didn’t want to do that. I’m sure you are clever enough to realize that was only self-defense,” he said, then cleared his throat again. He seemed slightly nervous, which I thought was such an odd thing because he had been in total control. Despite being vastly outnumbered by all the spectating monsters, no one dared make a move, no one dared perform an act of bravery. Not after what they’d seen done to the minotaurs.

      I tried flexing my muscles again. Nothing happened. Nothing worked.

      I was broken.

      Helpless.

      “Tonight I come to you with an opportunity.” Doctor Blood paused for dramatic effect. It worked. The nervousness he possessed was gone. He was a natural showmen. “This opportunity is a great one. You may follow me, bend your knee—or your shell or worm body, whatever—as I take control of this puny earth.”

      Mumbles from the crowd. Monsters looking back and forth from one another. Fear in their eyes. Something I’d never seen. The epitome of fright had been frightened.

      “Too long have the monsters been oppressed,” Doctor Blood continued. “Too long have we been ridiculed and mocked and looked over. Take Hollywood films for instance. Why are the monsters always the bad guy? The villain? Why are they hunted in these films? Why are they killed? Why are they hunted in the real world? Hmm? BEAST stretches far and wide, but they have been weakened. They can be easily defeated. This world is up for grabs. So, I say, with our claws, with our gnarled hands, with our fins—” he glanced sideways with a smirk on his face toward Marena, “—by the gods, let’s grab it!”

      Silence.

      My body was shaking. I felt the poison coursing through my veins. Nothing I could do about it.

      The first monsters to rise up in the stands were a trio of giant spiders taking up nearly two whole rows of seats with their massive bodies. They lifted on their back legs, raised their front legs high. Their great pincers clacked together. Echoed in the quiet of the stadium.

      “There! Smart monsters,” Doctor Blood said.

      Marena sloshed in her tank of water, clapped her webbed hands. The other representatives of the Saber Corporation grinned. An ancient worm spilled out from the mummy’s mouth. The golem flung clay onto the stage as it clapped. The tall demon raised his arms. They seemed so long that they could’ve plucked the very stars from the sky.

      “More, more!” Doctor Blood was saying. “Trust me. Join now. The alternative is not so sweet.”

      Another pause.

      More monsters stood. No. This wasn’t good. He didn’t need any more help. He was powerful enough already.

      Shaggy werewolves, looking nervous, rose. One of them howled loudly. Vamps, wearing capes, spread them out across their bodies, hissed their approval. A group of worm-men in the front row clapped. The sound of the arena was nowhere near as loud as it had been earlier, but it was getting louder by the second.

      “Smart! Smart!” Doctor Blood said. “The alternative, of course, is death.”

      The others on the fence decided death was not something they wanted. Even those monsters that were already dead. They stood. They clapped. They looked around like scared animals.

      It was easy to pick out the gaslings and Octavius in the crowd now. They weren’t standing. They were about the only ones who weren’t.

      “Now,” Doctor Blood said, “to show you how committed I am to the betterment of monster society, I shall reward you with a sacrifice.”

      He looked at me. If I could’ve felt anything, I imagined I’d feel fear. That was only natural, wasn’t it? Fear of death. Yet, I felt nothing.

      “Yes, I shall sacrifice the Fright Squad. Public enemy number one. The trio of humans, who like many other humans, have made their living hunting our kind.”

      The crowd cheered again. This time, they sounded honest. Like they really wanted us dead.

      That wasn’t surprising. A lot of monsters wanted me dead. I could think of at least one who was currently in a jar in my closet back home. Now, I wondered if I’d ever talk to Xaluney again. Or any monster for that matter.

      “The Fright Squad, brought forth to our precious Games by the gaslings,” Doctor Blood said.

      “Boooo!” the crowd went on.

      The elders looked around at the jeering monsters. Snacks and empty bottles started flying at them. Fizzler and the others covered themselves. Gizzler didn’t. He opened his mouth wide and ate whatever came close enough.

      “The Fright Squad, who has tarnished the Monster Games’ great legacy,” Doctor Blood said. With a jerk, he motioned the rabid vampires to bring me into view while others broke off and grabbed Maddie and Zack.

      I didn’t put up a fight. I couldn’t.

      But Maddie, despite her wounded leg, and Zack certainly did.

      Zack punched a vampire square in the nose after they’d disarmed him of his ax. Then he went for the weapon, only to get plucked away by a different vamp’s claws. His shirt ripped, his skin bled, but he didn’t cry out. He wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.

      Maddie raised up her good leg, putting her weight on the bad leg. She managed a kick in the gut of one of the vamps, hard enough to send it stumbling backward, before she fell over in the dirt, much to the crowd’s satisfaction.

      The scuffle was over. The vamps dragged them up to the platform. Zack and Maddie were dirty, bloody, sweating.

      “Put them on their knees,” Doctor Blood said. “I want—”

      “Enough!” a voice shouted from behind. It was so loud that it had picked up on the microphone. I couldn’t see who it had come from, but I’d heard the voice over the course of the Opening Ceremonies and the Champions’ feast to know that it was the Boogeyman. “You are not in any way qualified to call yourself a ruler.”

      Slowly, Doctor Blood turned around. He was much taller than the Boogeyman, much paler. On his face, he wore that savage smile full of serrated teeth. It was a shark’s grin.

      “Ah, yes, I had forgotten about you. The Monarch of the Monsters.” Doctor Blood tilted his head back and laughed.

      “Enough!” the Boogeyman said. He held his staff in front of him. The orb atop it swirled with its captured souls, its power. He lifted it up, but before it could bang down, Doctor Blood pushed his hands out. An invisible force sucker punched the Boogeyman. He crumbled at its touch, fell to his knees, then skittered backward through the maze of chairs and off of the platform.

      The staff crossed the gap, right into Doctor Blood’s hands. He looked down at the swirling orb. Pet it gently with his long, spindly fingers. With it held firmly in his grip, he faced the crowd again. Raised it up high above his head.

      The crowd cheered on louder than ever.

      “Now, where were we? Oh…yes. The sacrifice.” He looked at us savagely. “On your knees.”

      Suddenly, the feeling in my legs came back. Except they weren’t in my control anymore. They were in his control.

      They collapsed beneath me. And I hit the platform with bone-jolting pain. Of course, I couldn’t cry out. My mouth didn’t work.

      “Bring me their weapons,” Doctor Blood said. “I think it’s quite poetic to end their lives with the very blades that had ended many a monster’s life, don’t you?”

      Although, these weapons hadn’t. I guess it was meant to be a metaphor.

      “Yes!” the monsters in the crowd called.

      “Kill them!”

      “Roll them over,” Doctor Blood said. “I want them to look at me while I slice their throats.”

      The vamps kicked us savagely. We rolled over.

      Maddie cried out. Zack cursed.

      Clunking footsteps. Doctor Blood tap-danced over to us. The crowd ate it up. Loved it.

      I was looking up now. There was Doctor Blood standing over me. He had the sword I carried in the Games.

      He admired the blade with a puckered grin on his face. Ran a finger along its edge. His skin opened, but no blood spilled out.

      “A fine weapon, indeed,” he said.

      Then he raised it up right above the exposed flesh of my neck.
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      I was expecting my life to flash before my eyes, but the truth was that I hadn’t lived enough of a life. I was almost twenty-one years old.

      I tried thinking of my best moments, most cherished memories. Came up blank.

      I wished I could close my eyes. I felt like that would’ve made it easier.

      Then it came to me, the thing that always came to me in times of great stress. It was the last memory I had of my father, the time he took that deflated bouncy ball and made us matching hats out of the rubber. How we looked so cool. How we were so happy.

      “Blood!” another voice shouted.

      The crowd gasped.

      Doctor Blood sighed and let the sword sag to his side. “Oh, what now?”

      The voice, I recognized instantly. My frozen face quivered, trying to smile. No luck.

      It was Octavius. I’d never heard him raise his voice before. It sounded so off.

      “Oh, it’s you, Octavius,” Doctor Blood said. He swung my sword around like a lazy gladiator. “Never thought I’d see you again. Didn’t think you had the balls.”

      “Unfreeze Crowley,” Octavius said.

      I couldn’t see him in the flesh, but all around the arena the large screens showed Octavius crossing the dirt toward the platform. He looked very old and frail, more so than I'd ever imagined. Throw on a shabby gray robe and he’d look like a homeless wizard.

      “Unfreeze him?” Doctor Blood repeated.

      The crowd had gone silent again. I didn’t think they were even breathing. Maybe they thought this was entertainment. Doctor Blood wasn’t well-known around the monster community. I mean, I’d would’ve never heard of him if he hadn’t killed my father. Maybe they all thought this was a part of the show. Maybe they didn’t know just how much danger they were actually in.

      “Yes, unfreeze him, Blood,” Octavius replied.

      He paused about twenty feet from the platform. The camera panned and showed the rabid vampires, their squirming faces, ready to pounce. Octavius didn’t pay any attention to them. To him, they were just gnats on a hot summer’s day.

      “You’re fucked now,” Zack said. “Octavius is gonna kick your ass!”

      “Quiet,” Doctor Blood hissed.

      Was that a lack of confidence I caught in his voice? I wasn’t entirely sure, but I thought so.

      On Octavius’s haggard face he wore a smile. “Unfreeze him and fight fair and square,” Octavius said. “These people deserve a fair fight, don’t they? The deserve a proper Monster Games.”

      Doctor Blood didn’t answer immediately, but I saw the monsters in the crowd twist their ugly faces up into something that resembled agreement. Hushed whispers past through them, like a rippling wave in a still pond.

      If I could see Doctor Blood’s face, that bastard, I was sure the snarl on it would be quivering.

      But I couldn’t see him. The camera was still focused on the crowd. They were really playing up the drama here. I almost felt like I was in a movie. Then the camera focused back on Octavius. The monster-master arched an eyebrow as if waiting for Doctor Blood’s answer.

      Talk about ballsy, I thought.

      Doctor Blood had ripped a group of minotaurs in half by way of his strange, dark magic. He could’ve easily done the same to Octavius.

      Or so I thought.

      Octavius apparently didn’t give two shits about that. He was as stoic and silently confident as always. Which was why he’d been our leader at the NOD, why he should’ve been heading BEAST entirely.

      Doctor Blood mumbled something I couldn’t hear and he snapped his finger loudly.

      Then with a feeling of being dipped in icy water my tensed body relaxed. I gasped for breath as if I really had just climbed out of a freezing lake. Something else, too. Searing pain.

      I looked down. Oh, what the hell? A sharp point eased out of my palm. It was the Fang and it was shiny with my blood.

      Had it been inside of me? Was that how Doctor Blood had been control?

      My head emptied. The world spun all around me. I was sure I was going to pass out or at least vomit.

      No time. Can’t, I told myself.

      That seemed to work.

      The Fang floated through the air, toward Doctor Blood’s outstretched hand.

      Then—

      As his fingers were about to grip it, he turned in a blur, whipping his arm in Octavius’s direction, which, in turn, whipped the Fang right toward the old monster-master.

      Octavius expected it. He crossed his wrists in front of his face, a shimmering blue shield sprang forth from the ground.

      The Fang stabbed the shield. A jagged yellow light fractured the magic, but it held. Octavius hadn’t changed his demeanor. He wasn’t struggling, wasn’t gritting his teeth while he cast the spell.

      “Oh, snap,” Zack whispered. “Look at that.”

      The pain coursing through me was almost too much, but I knew I couldn’t wait around on my knees while Octavius dueled Doctor Blood. Mostly because I knew Doctor Blood, as strong as he may be, had the advantage simply by the rows and rows of hungry monsters who had pledged their fealty to him. Also, the rabid vamps.

      Which were my first problem. If I was going to make a move for Doctor Blood, I’d have to get past them.

      Currently, I was weaponless and my body felt like it had fallen asleep. All pins and needles.

      “Clever, old man,” Doctor Blood said.

      “I still have a few tricks up my sleeve.” Octavius smirked.

      “You are certainly stronger than our last meeting, Octavius. When you ran,” Doctor Blood said. He turned to me, looked. “Did you tell young Abraham that? That you ran away while I destroyed his father’s mind, body, and soul?”

      Octavius, for the first time, frowned. A longing sadness in his eyes.

      “No!” Doctor Blood laughed. “No, you didn’t! That’s right, Abraham, the monster-master that took you under his wing was the reason your father died.”

      This stunned me. Octavius had ran away? There wasn’t anything in the report about that. It said he fought Doctor Blood. But the way Octavius looked right now…I wasn’t sure.

      Why would he lie?

      Then, as if to answer my question, Doctor Blood said, “Because he is a coward, Abraham. He is frightened. Just like he is frightened right now. Oh, don’t let that calm look on his face fool you. He is as scared as anyone. And rightfully so. Sometimes, I even scare myself.”

      “I believe that,” Zack mumbled. “Especially when he looks in the mirror.”

      Maddie hissed for him to be quiet.

      I couldn’t say or do anything. I was frozen. Again, but this time not by magic. This news of Octavius’s part in my father’s death shook me to my very core.

      “Enough!” Octavius shouted. His voice jittered. Anger. Pure anger.

      “Enough, he says, enough!” Doctor Blood laughed.

      I was so sick of that laugh. I wanted to tear his vocal cords out so he could never laugh again.

      And sure, my father was gone. Sure, Octavius might’ve ran away. But Doctor Blood was the one who killed him.

      The past was the past.

      If we wanted a future, we had to fight.

      So I stood up. The hissing of the crowd stilled. The cameras trained on me. A collection of fifty-foot-tall Abraham Crowleys standing all around the stadium.

      I certainly didn’t feel like I was fifty feet, that was for sure.

      The rest of the weapons were just out of my reach. If I could get at least Zack’s ax, I had a chance of getting out of here alive.

      The same thing had happened at Perdition Cemetery. Doctor Blood had chained us up, though, and I was able to get out thanks to a very timely werewolf sneeze that greased up the shackles enough for me to wiggle free.

      I realized if I didn’t act soon, if I didn’t just go for it, it would be too late.

      So I went for it.
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      Doctor Blood spun around, his dark suit coat a blur, and brandished not the sword in my direction but the Boogeyman’s staff.

      An explosion of dark light erupted forth from that orb. Sent right our way. Was he a soul-slayer? They were all but extinct. There was no way—

      Inside of the orb atop the Boogeyman’s staff was the souls of his countless victims. Souls are a powerful thing. In the wrong hands one can cause a lot of chaos and destruction with soul power. Doctor Blood’s hands were the wrongest. And if he was a soul-slayer…possessing a power far greater than any the world had seen in a long, long time…well, that would really suck.

      But, as it turned out, not even he could harness the immense power of all those lost souls.

      The world exploded.

      White hot heat scorched the earth. I was launched into the air, soaring for what felt like a long, long time.

      Then—

      I hit the ground. All the breath rushed out of my lungs. I gasped, clawed at my throat without much luck. Slowly, the ringing in my ears subsided and I heard the strangled cries of injured monsters. The confused shouts. The screaming.

      A heavy smoke hung in the air.

      I got up on my knees. They felt like broken glass within my burned skin. My jeans were torn. My shirt was ragged and covered in soot.

      “Maddie? Zack?” I called out.

      A fit of coughing to my right. Someone slapping someone else on the back.

      The smoke began to clear, to rise high toward the moonlight and the Rodanian Mountains behind me.

      I saw the destruction and the words I’d been about to speak evaporated on my tongue, like morning fog in the sunlight.

      The eastern side of the coliseum had been blown away. The monsters that had been sitting up there in the stands were all but dust.

      Fire sizzled and danced around the edges of the stone. Inky black smoke twirled toward the starlight. We had been lucky in the blast, I saw. Well, if you wanted to call being launched through the arena lucky.

      No more spectators sat watching the large screens because the screens were black, their connections shorted out. Maybe the crowd finally realized this wasn’t a form of entertainment any longer. It only took an explosion and a pile of dead bodies to let them in on the secret.

      There were several vampires that weren’t so lucky. Their charred remains lying there and there and over there. Blackened wings. Hands with missing fingers. A leg.

      Marena Psydin’s bathtub on wheels had tipped over. A dark spot spread around her in the dirt. She flopped and writhed like a fish…out of water.

      As I looked at her, I saw her blueish skin turn red. She was choking on the air. Then she stopped flopping. She was dead. Nothing I could do for her. Oh well.

      Through the hole, the platform we’d been launched from looked like a puzzle piece. Where its other half was, I didn’t know. It, like almost everything else, was probably evaporated in the blast.

      What wasn’t evaporated, though, were my friends.

      Maddie and Zack were pretty beaten up. Zack’s forehead spilled blood from a Harry Potter cut. Maddie’s teeth were lined with red. Their hair was covered in black soot. Their clothes about as ripped and torn as mine were. But they were alive, and that was all that mattered. I’d never been happier to see them.

      Slowly, they rose to their feet on shaky legs, Maddie leaning on Zack for support again.

      From them, my eyes scanned farther. More bodies. More broken and twisted vampires. The golem, who was one of Saber Corporation’s executives, had been reduced to shattered clay. The others, besides the corpse of Marena Psydin, I didn’t see.

      Then my eyes stopped on something. A twisted figure. The remains of an old man. And my heart flipped over in my chest. My body, despite all the heat and smoke around me, chilled.

      It was Octavius.

      He looked dead.

      Deader than dead.

      I took a step forward. My leg almost gave out on me. The pain in my knees was unbearable, but then I took another step and it got better. Got further away from my mind.

      “Octavius!” I tried shouting. My voice was a hoarse whisper. “Octavius!” Better this time. “Octav—”

      “Abe!” Zack shouted. “Look out!”

      I was about five steps away from the monster-master when I heard laughing behind me.

      “No!” Zack yelled. To my right, he disappeared from my peripheral vision. I spun around to see him charging the Wraith.

      But, with a flick of his wrist, Zack didn’t make it within fifteen feet of Doctor Blood. He was flung backward as if hit by a speeding truck. Crashed to the dirt, skipped across broken stone and fractured bodies, then came to a halt at Maddie’s shoes.

      He was lucky.

      Doctor Blood was hurt. He wasn’t impervious to explosions, which had been my strategy at Perdition Cemetery a few months ago. I had activated the bomb-ball and meant to blow him to smithereens. Even if the explosion took me with him.

      But he’d escaped with his dark magic. I don’t know how, but I knew I couldn’t let it happen again.

      If he was as weak as he looked, maybe he wouldn’t be able to.

      Had he been at full strength I was pretty sure Zack would be in pieces. Dead. Like the minotaurs.

      Zack moaned. Said something along the lines of: “That hurt like a bitch.”

      I positioned myself in front of Octavius. Tried standing up straight. My broken body wouldn’t let me without much pain.

      “Move away from the monster-master, boy,” Doctor Blood said to me.

      He lost most of his sense of humor in the explosion. Along with part of his face.

      I shook my head. “If you want to get to him, you’ll have to go through me.”

      Doctor Blood smiled. It was a menacing smile. If there was any humor in it I couldn’t tell. His jagged shark teeth looked hungry. His beady black eyes were full of hatred.

      “I’ll deal with you in a moment,” Doctor Blood said. “You’ll get your turn. Oh, yes. Just like your idiotic father. He thought he was brave like you do and look where it got him, young Abraham. Look where he’s at.”

      I clenched my hands into weak fists. All I needed to do was buy some time. Wait until Octavius was better, until he’d get up and kick Doctor Blood’s ass with his monster-master magic.

      But another voice inside of my head was telling me that wasn’t going to happen.

      I would have to take matters into my own hands. And I’d have to do it fast.

      But how?

      Doctor Blood stepped closer to me. He moved jerkily. In pain.

      He was getting closer so he could use his Wraith magic to rip me apart. Maybe that was why he hadn’t killed Zack. Maybe he was saving it for me.

      “Move now, young Abraham, and I promise I will make your death as painless as possible,” Doctor Blood said.

      That was when I saw it. What I needed.

      To my left, under a pile of rubble and stone and vampire parts, was a pulsing black orb. The orb that had once sat on top of the Boogeyman’s staff. The souls swirled around inside of it like midnight fog lit by moonlight. The source of the explosion had remained in tact during the explosion.

      The souls were now calling to me. Somehow. Someway.

      I had no experience in soul-slaying, and it wasn’t my intention to try to tame them. My intention was to create another explosion, hope that it didn’t kill us, hope that it killed Doctor Blood instead.

      I didn’t let my gaze linger on the orb. Didn’t want to show my cards. I looked to Maddie and Zack.

      Zack was probably the closest to it. He was just coming back to total awareness. I could see it in his eyes.

      It was our eyes that had done it.

      I glanced from him to the orb, and that was all that needed to be done. Best friends have a way of talking without words. For the most part, that way hardly worked between Zack and I. I’d say we finish each other’s…

      To which he’d reply with: “Sandwiches. Man, I’m hungry.” Without skipping a beat.

      This time, though, with that mutual look of destruction and understanding in our eyes, he understood. We finished each other’s sentences. Not sandwiches.

      Zack struck out for the orb. He moved so fast that by the time Doctor Blood had noticed, it was already in Zack’s hands.

      Of course, things, by the nature of the universe, do not always go as planned.

      Zack’s hands were not meant to hold the orb of souls, less so than Doctor Blood’s were. A sizzling filled the air and the glass burnt away flesh from his palms. He bounced the ball in his hands, saying, “Ah! Ah! Shit!” reminding me of a game I used to play when I was young called Hot Potato.

      Then the orb fell from his grip. Fell away from me, exactly where it didn’t need to go.

      But—

      Maddie was there. She read the situation and dove for the falling artifact, grabbed it firmly, screamed as it ate away her own flesh, and tossed it to me.

      Doctor Blood smirked in slow motion. He wasn’t scared. Only amused.

      I caught the orb. There was no pain in my hands. No burning. No sizzling.

      Holy shit, I was thinking. How?

      And when I caught it, I did something that seemed as normal and automatic as breathing.

      I twisted the glass and freed those trapped within as easily as if it were the cap on a bottle of Coca-Cola.

      With another explosion of light, souls poured from the open ball. They swarmed all around, spun like a ghastly tornado.

      I could feel their anger. Their power.

      But they didn’t go for me. They didn’t go for Octavius, or Zack or Maddie.

      My tongue was moving, saying words I didn’t know I knew. Speaking spells and wisdom that shouldn’t have come from me.

      And the souls went for Doctor Blood, as if I was in control of them.

      Wispy hands reached out from the spinning mass of souls and gripped Doctor Blood’s arms, dragged him, fought over him. His limbs stretched. One finger found the inside of his mouth, pulled, making him look like a fish on a hook.

      Doctor Blood screamed in agony.

      In terrible pain.

      I could do nothing but watch. Stunned. Wondering if I had done this, if I really had control over these souls.

      There was just no way.

      But—here I was.

      “You haven’t seen the last of me, Crowley!” Doctor Blood managed over his screaming fits. “I will make you pay!”

      It was about as clichéd a phrase a villain could use, but, honestly, it fit him. He was a clichéd villain if there ever was one.

      Before the souls could completely tear him apart, he vanished.

      Blink and you missed him.

      There was nothing I could do. I knew that then. I still know that now. The most important thing at that moment wasn’t getting my revenge. No. It was getting my friends to safety, getting Octavius proper medical attention. Getting far, far away from the Rodanian Mountains.

      I dropped the orb. The glass, no longer full, shattered on a piece of stone.

      The souls hovered for a long moment, a large translucent body. No face. No eyes. But it seemed like they were looking at me. I spoke more words. An ancient language, and then the souls, like Doctor Blood, were gone.

      Freed.

      I turned back to Octavius. Dropped on my knees. He was breathing. But he was in bad shape.

      I placed my hand on his and his eyes fluttered open. “Just like your father,” he muttered before he closed them again.

      What did that mean? Was my father a soul-slayer?

      There was so much I didn’t understand.  How? How could I have done that and not died or even had my hands burned?

      Maddie and Zack hobbled over to me. “What the heck was that?” Zack asked me. “How could you hold that thing?” He raised his hands, showed me his palms. The flesh looked like overcooked bacon.

      “I-I don’t know,” I said. I needed an answer, but it would have to wait. “We have to get Octavius out of here. We have to get him—”

      A new voice spoke from my left, back toward the blown open hole of the arena. “To the egg pit,” it said.

      It was Fizzler. He was flanked by Gizzler and Slayer.

      “Come, come,” Fizzler said.

      He crossed over to us, his face distorted in pain and anguish as he navigated the chaos, the bodies. He bent down and scooped Octavius up.

      With a lightning-crack, we all disappeared.
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      I hadn’t even noticed the feeling of my guts turning to water or the way it felt like my body was folding in on itself.

      We reappeared in the egg pit. The smell was as noxious as ever, but I hardly noticed that, either.

      Octavius, still cradled in Fizzler’s arms, was moved to a deep crater full of the bubbling slime. Fizzler slowly dipped the monster-master in until all that was visible was Octavius’s sharp nose.

      “He will be fine,” Fizzler said. “He just needs to rest.”

      “Thank you,” I managed, trying to sound strong. Like usual, my voice betrayed me. Too much had happened, too much I didn’t understand. I was glad to be alive, yes, and I was even more glad my friends were alive, but I’d been strong for so long. I deserved a break once and a while, yeah?

      Gizzler said, “You’re welcome!”

      “Call-Me-Zack, Maddie,” Fizzler said, “you too shall heal from the slime.”

      “Eh…” Zack said, sniffing the air and grimacing, “I think I’ll just opt for Neosporin and a few Band-Aids.”

      Maddie shook her head, dragged Zack toward a different pit near a cluster of eggs. Together they submerged their injuries.

      Fizzler came back. He was smiling.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m sorry we didn’t win the Games.”

      Fizzler shook his head. “No, Abe, do not be sorry. You may not have won, but you have done something much more valuable than that.”

      “I have?”

      “Yes, you have taught us gaslings what it means to be brave.” Fizzler patted me on the back. Too hard.

      Then he left.

      Maddie and Zack healed up fast. Octavius didn’t. I stayed with him while the slime worked its magic. Maybe half a day later Octavius’s breathing steadied. I knew he was going to be all right.

      I told Zack and Maddie to go home. They didn’t. They stayed with me in that smelly cave. So did Slayer. Surprisingly, the goblin remained on his best behavior, but I could tell he was missing his best friend Spongebob Squarepants.

      I didn’t think I had shown the gaslings what it meant to be brave. I didn’t think I was very brave at all. Nor successful. I’d technically lost the Monster Games, I let myself be tricked into an attack by Doctor Blood, and I let him get away, all at the expense of many lives. That didn’t seem successful or brave to me. Not one bit.

      It wasn’t until two nights later I learned what Fizzler Bondano meant. We were sitting there, Zack, Maddie, Slayer, and I when the ground started shaking.

      I looked at them, confused.

      “What is that?” Maddie asked.

      “I don’t know,” I said.

      “It sounds like—like bulldozers,” Zack answered.

      We got up, went to the mouth of the cave.

      Sure enough, Zack was right.

      About half a dozen bulldozers sat idling in front of us. Stenciled on their sides was the Saber Corporation’s logo. Gruff looking monsters sat behind the controls. The lead one looked like a bullfrog, his neck stubbly, a cigar sticking out of his mouth.

      I stepped forward. Shouted over the rumbling of the engines. “What are you doing?”

      “Gotta plow through here, man,” the gruff bullfrog monster said. “Orders of the Saber Corp. They own this land now.”

      “But,” I said, searching for the words and not finding them. There was no way they could do this, not now. Not with Octavius healing in the slime, with the scores of gasling eggs incubating inside.

      “Move out the way, kid. Otherwise we’re gonna have to plow you over, too,” the bullfrog monster said.

      “Let’s kick their asses,” Zack growled.

      I stood tall. Over the hours, my injuries had healed thanks to the help of the slime, and I was able to project myself better. But that didn’t stop the Saber Corp.

      “You’re that human from the Games, eh,” the bullfrog monster said. It wasn’t a question. “Know what, never mind. You just stand there. It’d be an honor to crush your filthy bones into dust.”

      I would’ve liked to see this bastard try.

      The other bulldozer operators grinned and chortled.

      I didn’t budge. I knew Zack and Maddie wouldn’t, either.

      Maybe I would’ve eventually. I didn’t know. Not for sure. Luckily, it never came to that.

      Because the gaslings, led by Fizzler and Gizzler with the elders behind them came out of the shadows and stood in front of us. Even Fred was in attendance.

      “Leave,” Fizzler said. “Leave and you may live.” His voice was calm, but that didn’t make it any less frightening.

      “Leave?” the bullfrog monster said. “And who’s gonna make us? You?” He laughed again, his coworkers joining in on the fun. “gaslings are about as scary as butterflies!”

      “Yes,” Fizzler said.

      The gasling leaned back, flexed his muscles, and growled toward the darkening sky. It was a sound I can’t really describe. A sound from hell.

      Then the gaslings moved and they moved fast.

      Fizzler and Gizzler grabbed the blade of the bullfrog monster’s bulldozer and ripped it off. Two of the elders tipped another bulldozer on its side and threw the occupant, an unfortunate chupacabra, fifty yards.

      The rest of the drivers got the message: the gaslings were not to be fucked with.

      Idling engines screeched into gear as dozers were thrown in reverse and pivoted away from the cave, disappearing over the hill.

      Fizzler turned back toward us. “See?” he said. “We have lacked courage for so long. The Fright Squad has taught us what it means to be courageous. For that, we are forever grateful.”
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      The next hours of that night went by slow. I left the cave for fresh air, for that breathtaking view of the Rodanian Mountains framing the full moon.

      I thought a lot out there. What else was there to do when one was alone?

      So I was deep in thought when I heard twigs snapping behind me. I spun around, expecting the worst, ready for another fight.

      But I was wrong.

      There, coated in a sheen of that gasling slime, was Octavius. He smiled. His skin looked radiant, his eyes bountiful.

      “Abraham,” he said, and then he hugged me. For a while we didn’t talk. We just looked up at the moon, at the mountains. Then Octavius said, “I’m sorry I never told you the truth about your father—”

      “Another time,” I said. I didn’t really want to know in all honesty. There was enough on my plate I couldn’t fully comprehend. No need to add any more.

      He nodded. Understood.

      “But there is something else,” he said. “Something I saw whilst I was lying on the ground and you put yourself between Blood and I.”

      “What?” I asked, still staring at the moon. I wasn’t sure I could look him in the eye just yet.

      “I saw what you did with the Boogeyman’s orb.”

      I shrugged. “I did what I had to do.”

      “Not many could’ve done that,” Octavius said. “Perhaps no human but you. Not since your father…”

      I glanced at him out of the corner of my eyes. He wasn’t looking at me. He was looking at the mountains before us.

      “You are special, Abraham. Just like I’ve always known.”

      “Thanks,” I said, not really meaning it. Again, my mind was everywhere else. Too much. It was all too much.

      “No, I’m not just saying that,” he said. “You possess a power. A raw, untethered power.”

      I looked at him now.

      He looked at me, too.

      “One that can be refined,” he said.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re a soul-slayer,” he said.

      It just couldn’t be true. They were a myth. If they had ever existed at all it was many, many years ago. They could bend the souls of any creature to their own will, could control the souls like puppet masters control marionettes. The legend said they had grown too powerful for their own good. In the fabled Soul-Slayer Wars of 1424, they had wiped each other out, extinguishing the soul-slaying bloodline for good.

      But…I’d done it. I’d controlled those souls. I knew I had. I’d done what only the Boogeyman himself could’ve done. And I was human…wasn’t I?

      Octavius studied my face and said, as if reading my mind, “Anything is possible, Abraham. Look, you’ve taught one of the most docile creatures on earth to stand up for themselves. You’ve survived the Monster Games, one of the only humans to do so. You’ve battled a Wraith not once but twice and lived to tell about it. You are special, Abraham. You have the potential to be very powerful. Let me train you. Let me refine your skills. Together we can make this world a peaceful place.”

      I said nothing.

      Octavius turned to go. “Thank you,” he said. “And think about it.”

      I nodded. I would.
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      We left the Rodanian Mountains not long after that. I must’ve slept for a week straight. No joke.

      Then, one afternoon, while the Fright Squad congregated in my apartment living room, someone knocked on the door.

      I opened it. No one was there. But there was a box. A large box I didn’t think would fit inside.

      “What is that?” Zack asked. “Are you buying bulk deodorant off the internet again?”

      I shook my head.

      After much maneuvering we got the box inside. It was heavy.

      We opened it.

      A soft yellow light lit our faces as we looked in.

      “No way,” Zack said.

      Maddie squealed. That was so odd. You’d never hear Maddie squeal, but then again, we’d never been in the presence of something like this before.

      It was the gaslings’ weight in gold.

      A note was attached to one of the bars. Thank you, Fright Squad, it read.

      “Oh, man,” Zack said. “Imagine all the designer shades I could get with this. A motorcycle, too!”

      Maddie shook her head, as usual, but she was smiling. We all were smiling.

      So, yeah, we were rich. Pretty well-off. The Fright Squad would live on, but I didn’t find myself feeling any better now that I would have a seemingly unlimited amount of cash in my checking account.

      Because I couldn’t get the image of Doctor Blood out of my mind. Couldn’t shake the fact that he’d gotten away again. Or the fact that I could’ve been a soul-slayer.

      So a few days later, I found myself visiting Octavius.

      He opened the door. I didn’t even go inside. I spoke just three words to him.

      They were: I am ready.
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      This was another fun one to write. That’s pretty much all I have to say about it.

      In this second volume, I’ve grown to love the characters more and more, and I’ve discovered something else.

      This series will probably not have a long-running story to it like my Jack Zombie series does. Each Fright Squad book can be enjoyed on its own. Sure, reading all the books in order will probably help you understand the characters and the world a little more, but it won’t be pertinent.

      Think of them like monster of the week episodes. That’s how the old Star Trek shows were. You could pretty much just jump in on any episode and see Kirk and Spock being their usual badass selves, just like you can jump into any Fright Squad book and see Abe, Maddie, and Zack being their badass selves.

      Some plot points will be resolved over time (like Doctor Blood’s fate), but when? I don’t know. So far, he hasn’t made an appearance in book 3. That could change, though.

      I guess the point I’m trying to make is that I’m just going with the flow, and I don’t really have a plan for the overall story. I enjoy writing them as the ideas come, just as I hope you’ll enjoy reading them as the books get published. In whatever order you choose, of course.

      As always, thank you.

      

      F. M.

      

      May 9, 2018
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        Gone Camping

      

      

      This is the story of the Fright Squad’s time at Camp Moonfall. You might know it better as Camp Nightmare. If not, allow me to explain.

      Sometime in the eighties, Camp Moonfall was home to a series of terrible murders. These murders shut the place down, seemingly for good. Dozens died.

      Except one—the final girl.

      Her name was Rhonda Fowler. When interviewed by the police, her sitting in the back of the ambulance with a rough blanket over her shoulders, a pale-faced cop in front of her shaking so bad he could hardly jot the words down on his notepad, Rhonda said the killer, the person who’d wiped out nearly fifteen camp counselors and two dozen unlucky campers, wore a bear trap over his face. Like it was attached. Like he’d grown it.

      Get that? A bear trap.

      After that fateful night, Rhonda spent some time in a mental institution. Thirteen years, to be exact. She died in the mid-nineties, and her last words were: “He’s still out there…”

      Scared yet?

      I am.

      I hadn’t known this gruesome story beyond what I’d gleaned off the internet—which was hardly ever accurate—so when Octavius told us about it in his new office at the SOD in Columbus, about what really happened, I wasn’t surprised.

      This is where that story begins. In Octavius’s office. It’s quite a wild one.

      Enjoy the ride.
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      Flint Maxwell lives in Ohio, where the skies are always gray and the sports teams are consistently disappointing. He loves Star Wars, basketball, Stephen King novels, and almost anything horror. You can probably find him hanging out with one (or all) of his five household pets when he’s not writing, reading, or watching Netflix.
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