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P r e p p i n g

Your

f i s h

The kids all ju s t stared out, not really seeing 
anything. Toby w as fam iliar w ith this face. H e’d 
gotten used to it as a substitute, going over times 
tables and getting the kids to understand 
photosynthesis. They d idn ’t really hear him . They 
w eren’t really  in class, but staring outw ards, day 
dream ing about space and w izards or princesses and 
w hatever else they felt w as m ore im portant than the 
practical things, the real things.

Slam m ing the 25 pound catfish onto the 
long lab  room  table startled them  a little. A couple 
jaw s dropped.



“A lright, c 'M on guys, w akey w akey,” Toby 
said. The k id s’ attitudes d idn ’t change m uch.

The classroom  w as cold. O utside the 
w indow s everything w as dark. The lights in the 
back o f  the room  w ere o ff  to reveal the w ork Toby 
set to w ork on. Tonight the kids w ould learn by 
w atching, and then doing. I f  it w orked before, it 
w ould w ork again. It w as all about having the right 
m essage. I f  you have good intentions, why w ould 
anyone w ant to stop you? A nd w hy w ould anyone 
suspect the sub?

“I know  you don’t like regular school work, 
so I cam e up w ith  a surprise for the lesson plan, but 
don ’t tell M rs. M iller!” Toby to ld  the kids, lightly 
shushing them  w ith  his gloved fingertip. “ I’m  going 
to teach you practical skills, like preparing your

f
ood, that w ay w hen you ’re older and out there on 
your own, you ’ll know  how  to feed yourselves.” 

The kids seem ed to be a little confused.
“Has anyone ever seen their m om m y or 

daddy clean a fish before?” Toby asked.
One o f  the boys, G regory Trotus, looked 

from  side to side at the other kids, and raised his 
hand. Toby pointed at him  w ith  the long serrated 
knife in hand to call on G regory.

G regory slow ly put his hand down. 
M um bling, “M i-m ister S ... .  Can w e please go? It’s 
cold in here, and scary.”

The other children nodded in anxious 
agreem ent.



“Is that how  you all feel?” Toby had his 
feelings hurt like this before, som ething that 
stem m ed back to w hen he was their age. It had 
becom e a passion o f  his to im part his know ledge 
onto children, and teach them  to understand w hat he 
has to offer. But after m onths o f  subbing, the 
heartlessness o f  kids taught him  that they d idn’t 
care.

“W ell, you kids have done a num ber on m y 
heart, you know  that? Y ou’re ju st gonna sit, and 
watch, and m aybe you ’ll learn som ething. Y ou’re 
all fish that I ’m  guiding through these dark w aters,” 
Toby gestured to the outer w alls o f  the sealed shed, 
referring to the outside world. He was obviously 
angry, and he realized he frightened the kids even 
more. He d idn ’t m ean to, but som etim es you had to 
put a little fright in the kids to m ake them  listen.
Toby knew  that.

“I ’ll run through this quickly to give you an 
idea o f  w hat to do. M ake sure you have a clear 
w orkspace. Y ou w ant to have a bow l,” he paused 
and lifted the bowl on the table so the kids could 
see.

“Then you take your knife, and cut from  the 
dorsal fin on the back, to the one at the tail end o f  
the fish ,” as Toby m oved the knife, there was a soft 
slid ing-sound. “Then you grab pliers, and peel back 
the fish skin, take your knife again, and m ake a cut 
from  the fish ’s butt all the way up to its neck, pull 
out all the guts, and drop them  into the bucket 
here.” The entrails m ade a w et flopping sound as
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they hit the bottom  o f  the bucket. “A fter that, you 
ju s t have to rinse the fish off.”

Toby cleaned up the fish, put it in the bow l, 
and into the cooler behind him.

“I to ld  you guys I had a surprise,” he said, "w
alking to the other side o f  the table and turning on 

a lam p to illum inate a sheet-covered m ass atop the 
table. He grabbed the end o f  the sheet and yanked it 
back.

“It’s M rs. M iller!” the kids shrieked.
Indeed, it was. The naked corpse o f  the 

ch ildren’s school teacher lay on the table grow ing 
blue and cold. The kids started scram bling up on 
their feet and pounding on the wall and locked door 
behind them , deafened by their ow n scream s. They 
could scream  and cry all they w anted, it d idn ’t m ake 
a difference. It never m attered before. N o one w as 
on cam pus anym ore. Even the jan ito r had ended his 
shift and gone hom e hours ago.

“W ith people, i t ’s really the same process as 
the fish,” Toby said, unm oved by their continued 
screams. H e proceeded to skin the w om an, gut her, 
and dispose o f  the scraps. He then low ered her into 
the large roll away cooler behind him. The kids gave 
up on escaping halfw ay through the routine and 
instead stood still, w atching T oby’s every m ove.

W hen M rs. M iller w as in the cooler, Toby 
turned back to the table and grabbed the knife. The 
kids shuddered.

“N ow , w hich one o f  you w ants to go first? 
M elanie, w hy don ’t you go first, you’ve been the



closest thing to w ell-behaved today.” Toby held the 
kn ife  out to the girl, handle first. “Y ou see, you 're  
11 fish sw im m ing in a pond th a t’s too sm all, and 

there’s ju st not enough food for all o f  you, and 
som eday, this is what it’s going to com e dow n to. 
G regory, w hy don ’t you lay dow n on the table for 
M elanie? Y ou’re the one who w anted to leave so 
badly.” He patted the blood-sm eared surface o f  the 
table for G regory to lie down.
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 Queen of HeartsDarla held the cover of the newspaper to my 
face. The cover photo showed her being hauled into 
a police cruiser in blood soaked clothes with a grin 
plastered to her face. The bloody handprints she 
made in wiping her brow made her hair cling to the 
comer of her lip. Above read Queen o f  Hearts 
Murders Family! I simply looked past it, terrified of 
what was going to happen.

“Oooo, I look good in print, don’t I?” she 
said. She set the paper down on the table behind me, 
returning to the chair ahead.

It was hard to tell where I was from the 
inside this garage. Concentrating on anything was



nearly im possible. Everything w as blurred. A  dark 
blue bruise spread across the top o f  m y thigh, ju st 
below  the seam  o f  m y skirt.

“Y ou know, I fa n ta s iz e  about the tw o o f  
us,” D arla said from  her chair, not ten feet before 
me.

It was so hard to m ake sense o f  anything—o f 
w hat happened and w hen.

“Especially in the beginning, I liked having 
you for a psychiatrist, she said, raising a cigarette 
to her lips, holding a gun in the o ther hand, limp, 
like a glass o f  scotch—the rem ote control to m y 
uncertain fate.

She has a lean pose: her crossed legs 
cascading to the right, her upper h a lf  tw isted to the 
left, gun hand resting on the chair-arm — her left 
propping the cigarette w ithin reach o f  those dark red 
lips.

“I guess it’s ironic how  the tables have 
turned. I ’m healthy and in control, and you’re there, 
in the bad chair,” she said, w aving the gun tow ards 
m y face, “Y ou’re cute, doll, but right now  you look 
like a m ess— h a h a h a.”

I felt sweat running dow n m y brow, and m y 
hair clung to m y skin like I w as fresh out o f  the 
shower. M y skin w as pruning from  all the sweat and 
I had goose bum ps w here the night air w afted over 
m y exposed flesh. Blood trickled dow n m y nose 
from  our scuffle, w hich I obviously lost. D arla gave 
me another bruise: there was a blue spot on m y left 
breast w here she slugged m e w ith the butt o f  her
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gun. Plus, I ’m  pretty sure m y ankle w as sprained. I 
felt it sw elling under the panty hose; m y heel was 
kicked o ff  from  the struggle.

“ So tell me D octo r... O r I guess I’m the 
d o c t o r  now, you  re  the one w ho’s strapped dow n 
to the chair.” She w as right. I looked dow n and saw  
duct tape securing m y w rists to the chair, up to my 
hands o f  broken nails.

“ So tell m e, Daw n, w hat are you feeling 
right now ?” she asked m e, the sinister grin on her 
face erasing all the w ork I ’ve done w ith her over the 
past five m onths. Saying anything felt im possible, 
my m outh was dry, and m y w hole body shook from  
fear and dread.

“I . . . ” clearing m y throat was rough, like 
scraping dry sand o ff  your legs when leaving the 
beach. “I w ant to go hom e,” I said, th inking o f  m y 
husband.

“N ow  I don ’t think tha t’s fair,” D arla said, 
straightening in her chair. “Here I am, trying to help 
you, and all you w ant to do is go back to him.
Surely he can ’t love you as m uch as I do.

“N o, you need to talk  about how  you really 
feel for m e; th a t’s the heart o f  the problem  here, 
isn ’t it? W e w ere bonding and really getting to 
know  each other— you requested to see me more. 
A nd then out o f  the blue, you recom m end m e for 
m ore thorough treatm ent, and have m e sent off. I 
think tha t’s a funny w ay o f  show ing that you care 
for som eone. D on’t you?” She raised the cigarette



to her lips one last tim e and let a large cloud o f  
sm oke float upw ard from  her lips.

It took me a m inute to process everything 
she was saying. M y spine tensed w ith each o f  her 
m ovem ents. I held onto the ends o f  the chair’s arm s 
for dear life.

Sent her aw ay— yes, okay: she was 
becom ing m ore and m ore erratic, show ing rom antic 
desire for me, and her fantasies o f  lust, violence, 
and passion were grow ing worse. T hat’s w hy I’m 
here now. She was too m uch for m e to handle.

“W ell Darla— ”
“It’s D octor,” she said.
M y whole body shook rather hard w hen she 

interrupted m e, “Yes, yes o f  course I’m sorry, 
D octor,” I tried to clear m y throat again. “ W hen I 
first began to see you, you had been doing so well, 
even though it seem ed a bit difficult for you to open 
up, and— ”

“D on’t tell me w hat’s difficult to open up 
a b o u t,” Darla said. “ I ’ve seen a handful o f  shrinks 
and doctors, thinking they could poke around in m y 
brain and fix me, and the instant I show  a little bit 
o f  honesty, I ’m  shot dow n, treated like a fucking 
lunatic, and I’m  put through m ore radical 
treatm ents. So no honey, don ’t talk to me about not 
being able to open up,” she said.

“Okay, I ’m sorry,” I recoiled  quickly. She 
looked like anything could set her o ff  the w ay she 
w aved that gun around. I had to  regain com posure i f  
I w anted to m ake it out alive.
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“Y ou’re right, we did start to bond, and I 'm  
glad that you could feel com fortable talking to m e 
about w hat happened,” I said. D arla seem ed to ease 
back in her chair a little bit at that. “ I felt that we 
were m aking progress w ith your condition— ”

“N o, no, no, stop that, th is isn ’t about my 
condition, this is about w hy you can ’t let us be 
happy together,” she interrupted again.

“Right, m y jo b  w as to care about you,” I 
said. “A nd from  a professional standpoint, you 
seem ed to be expressing feelings o f  understanding 
for w hat you did, about w hy you did it, and how 
you could recover and m ove on from  that spot in 
your life.” I paused. D arla leaned back in her seat, 
and grinned again. I d idn ’t know  if  that w as good or 
bad.

“A nd then you expressed that you had had 
rom antic feelings for m e, and o f  course, I was 
flattered, and I thought that m aybe, having som eone 
to feel affection for w ould put things in perspective 
for you. I ju s t w anted you to get better, you see.” I 
paused, w aiting to see how  she w ould react, and 
how  I should proceed.

Darla d idn ’t say anything for a m inute. 
Instead she raised her cigarette to take another hard 
drag. She was a tough one to read: I never knew  
w hat direction she w as aim ed.

She raised the side o f  the barrel to her head 
to rub at her right tem ple, “D on’t talk  to m e like you 
h a d  to care about me. I used to think that— but 
w hen you w ould talk to me in the sw eet sort o f
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voice, you really did w ant me, the w ay that I w ant 
you now. A fter you sent me aw ay,” she leaned 
forw ard in her chair, “ I knew  the truth o f  it— you 
were som ehow  scared o f  your feelings, and you 
d id n 't know  how  to deal w ith them — how  to tell 
your husband, or your bosses that you had sunk to 
m y level, fallen for a crazy. T ha t’s it, isn ’t it? 
Because you loved m e?”

The truth o f  it was I d id n ’t think I could help 
her any m ore, and w ith her rom antic feelings m ixed 
in, I d idn ’t think that she w ould get any better the 
longer she stayed under m y care.

It seem ed like I had been here for hours. I 
don’t even rem em ber her grabbing me. She m ust 
have drugged m e. I was too afraid o f  w hat she 
m ight do if  I started looking around. I straightened 
up and tried to focus.

“Well?” Darla asked. H er grin dropped to a 
frown, and her brow  furrowed.

It snapped me back into the reality o f  the 
situation— know ing w here I w as m eant a hell o f  a 
lot less than trying to escape. ‘‘T h a t... that m ay have 
had som ething to do w ith it.” I d idn ’t know  what 
else to do but start lying to cater to her delusions.

‘‘T hat’s w hat I thought.” She put her 
cigarette out in the ashtray; the gun lay sidew ays in 
her other hand, aim ed som ew here o ff  to m y left.

“ I think that i f  we w ant to m ove on from 
this, you ’re going to have to be honest w ith yourself 
and confront your feelings,” D arla said. “You have 
to say it, you have to say it; you w ant to get better,



don’t you? Y ou don’t w ant to be living a lie 
anym ore.”

I gulped; it felt a little easier this tim e, she 
w as feeding m e the script. “ I love you,” she said.

“I love you, D arla,” I said.
She smiled. She got up, and slow ly started to 

saunter over to me, hips swaying. But she still held 
the gun in her hand.

She w alked up to m e, first touching m y right 
hand, m oving it upw ard as she w alked to m y side, 
gripping m y w rist over the tape. She knelt dow n 
directly to m y side.

“There, doesn’t it feel so m uch better to let it 
all out, to be honest and true to yourself,” she said. 
She was real close; I could feel her w arm  breath on 
the nape o f  m y neck, and hear her w et lips smack 
together and slide, inches from  m y ear.

I d idn ’t look at her. I ju st stared straight 
ahead, and nodded.

“Say it again,” she said. I did.
D arla set the gun dow n on m y lap and clung 

to m y torso w ith both arm s. She sighed in m y left 
ear, and I felt her straightened blonde hair cascade 
dow n over m y auburn sw eaty mat.

She reached dow n and felt m y breasts, 
sighing m ore into the side o f  m y head, but I d idn ’t 
feel anything. I w as ju st sat frozen in the chair, 
afraid to do anything that w ould stop her from  
m oving this all along and setting me free. She let 
go, stood behind me, then started to w alk away, but
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I cou ldn’t see to where. All I heard  were the clicks 
o f  her heels again.

“Luckily I know  w hat you  need,” she 
stopped w alking, and then turned back around and 
started com ing tow ards me, the gun sat in m y lap. 
She was right behind me again.

“Y ou used to th ink I needed pills to be set 
straight,” Darla said. I heard her peel o f f  m ore tape 
from  a roll, and m y w hole body tensed up again.
“So it m akes sense that there are som e things w e’ll 
have to take care to set you  straight,” she said, 
pulling the new  strand o f  tape tight across m y face, 
covering m y m outh and low er jaw . I w anted to yell, 
but the fear had overtaken me. W hat was next to 
com e in this nightm are?

She started w alking aw ay again. W ith her 
turned, I tugged at m y bonds harder than  I had all 
night. M y right hand was getting loose.

“ I don’t like this anym ore than you, but it’s 
the cost o f  our love,” D arla stopped again, and 
started w alking her w ay back tow ards m e again. 
“People will be looking for you ,” she slipped some 
kind o f  black cloth bag over m y head, and I lost it.

I started thrashing, try ing to fling m y head 
back at her, and bat her hands away. W ith the bag 
over me, I could barely see anything through the 
dark m aterial. The tears cam e on fast: nasty crying, 
w ith snot shooting from  m y nostrils, and the 
choking sobs, barely audible through m y restraints.

“I knew  you w ould react this way. I know  
you ’ll feel better once it’s all over and done w ith ,”
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D arla said, stroking m y cheeks through the cloth 
and m y m erciless thrashing. She sounded sincere.

“ Stop crying, it hurts m e to see you like 
this,” she said. She stepped aw ay again.

“I ’m  going to go to your house, and— listen, 
s to p .... I’m going to your house, and I ’m going to 
have to kill your husband. It’s ju st the w ay it has to 
be. T here’s no w ay you can truly be rid o f  him  
unless he’s dead,” she said.

I was crying and w ailing m adly, begging her 
not do it. I cou ldn’t even m ove, I was so tired and 
em otionally devastated. N ow  all I could think about 
w as her going to m y hom e, and killing m y fam ily. 
Queen o f  H earts  Strikes A gain! She kept telling me 
how  m uch she loved the nam e the papers gave her. I 
rem em ber the w ay she w ould describe how  she had 
killed her fam ily. She gathered them  all together, 
and started executing them  one, by one, by one, 
against their pleas and cries, begging her not to do 
it. N ow  it w ould be m y fam ily. Queen o f  H earts 
E scapes Police Custody! Queen o f  H earts  Shoots 
P sy c h ia tris t’s  H usband  in C old  B lood!

I vom ited. It ju s t cam e gushing. It filled my 
m outh, unable to escape through the tape. It shot 
through m y nostrils. I choked through m y sobs.

“I t’s the only w ay,” D arla said.
The adrenaline finally kicked in— I was able 

to pry the tape loose from  m y wrist. I grabbed for 
the gun on m y lap. I felt it, and sw ung it up 
haphazardly. I thought I m ade contact w ith her—  
there was a thunk, and I felt her w ithdraw  from
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behind me. I w asted no tim e. I claw ed at m y other 
hand, tearing at the tape to free m yself.

I pulled the hood o ff  in order to see m y 
ankles. Once it w as off, I leaned forw ard, and—

I felt som ething sharp puncture m y shoulder. 
It w as the m ost painful thing. I w hirled m y neck 
around, and picked the gun back up o ff  m y lap. I 
tried to aim  it at her, but she w as behind m e, and 
easily m aneuvered away. I pulled the trigger in 
panic, firing o ff  into the com er o f  the room.

W hen I turned back around to try and get a 
shot at her, she caught m y hand. W e both scram bled 
for the gun. I tried using m y right hand in the 
struggle too, but the knife in m y shoulder caused 
m y hand to v iolently  shake, w eak and useless.

Both o f  m y hands w ere trying to steer the 
gun tow ards Darla, who, standing behind m e, then 
played w ith the knife in  m y shoulder, m oving the 
handle up and down, dropping m y right arm  and 
causing m e to scream  in agony. She finally 
w ithdrew  the blade from  m y backside. I looked to 
m y right, and saw  her driving the knife down. I 
lifted m y hand in a panic, and caught her hand, 
driving the blade dow n m y wrist.

I held m y ow n for a m om ent, but m y 
com bined w ounds w ere defeating me. M y hand 
trem bled as D arla brought he knife closer and closer 
dow n tow ards m y neck.

“P lease ... p lease,” I said through the tape. It 
d idn ’t m ove her at all. She kept bringing the knife 
in closer and closer.
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“You stupid b itch ,” she answered.
The blade w as now  level w ith m y face. I 

stared in it, and saw  m y reflection. M y eyes fearful, 
hair deep red. I tried everything. I pushed aw ay at 
the side o f  the sharp blade w ith m y face, anything to 
get it aw ay from  m y neck. It d idn ’t work. D arla had 
the advantage. I shook hard, trying to do anything. I 
accidently pulled the trigger again— closer— and 
again— I felt the blade touch m y neck— again— and 
it sunk in. I w aved the gun again, and fire d ... and 
then.

Black.

W hite. Like w aking up from  a severe 
im pact— a car crash, or a good knock on the head. 
The floor was cold and wet. I opened m y eyes, but 
everything was so bright, and m y head was killing 
me. I pushed up o ff  the floor, setting m y hand in 
warm  coffee. M y eyes adjusted, and I realized it 
w as blood. I looked up, and saw  a battered corpse 
slum ped over in a chair. A blonde.

“This isn ’t right,” I said. W hen I spoke 
there w as incredible pain in m y jaw , w elting from  a 
p istol whip. I reached up to clutch it, m y shoulder 
no longer in pain, and found m y hand now  held the 
knife. I looked down, and found m yse lf w earing 
D arla’s clothes. The hunched over, bloodied corpse 
wore the sam e battered and w orn clothes I had w orn 
m om ents ago. S tarring at the knife, I once again 
saw  m y reflection. It w as m e, b u t . ..



1 8

Panicked, I stepped closer, and pulled back 
the sw eat m atted m ane, and saw  D arla’s face. There 
was duct tape over her m outh, and tw o sloppy, deep 
stab w ounds in her neck and shoulder.

“ W hat the fu ck .... N o, no w hat is th is?” I 
felt light-headed and sw iveled around. I tried to 
w alk tow ards one o f  the w indow s in the back, but 
collapsed at the edge o f  the table, planting m y hand 
dow n on the new spaper. On the cover was a 
snapshot o f  a crazed looking redhead behind 
low ered into a police cruiser, the face was 
undoubtedly m ine. A bove read Queen o f  H earts  
E scapes Police Custody!



B i g  

R e d

R o g e r

Sarah loved the night shift. A fter scrubbing 
the sides o f  the tank for a w hile she looked down 
and saw  R oger staring up at her. She instinctively 
put her hand on the em ergency sw itch to close the 
m etal grate, but it d idn ’t seem  Roger w as trying to 
escape. She looked out over the dark aquarium  
floor, and d idn ’t see anything unusual. She held 
still, trying to listen for the sound again, but d idn ’t 
hear anything. A  shiver passed through her spine, 
but she w ent on w ith her job .
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R oger was the w o rld 's  largest giant red 
octopus, and the only m ale. W hen the founder o f  
the V entura A quarium  first caught Roger, he 
w eighed 125 pounds, and stretched out to ju s t over 
7 feet. A fter three m onths o f  living in the aquarium , 
Roger had grow n exponentially , possibly because o f  
m ating season or som ething, they w ere sure.

Just as Sarah started brushing again, a huge 
w eight pushed her to the ground. She scream ed and 
started flailing and m anaged to hit w hat had 
knocked her down.

“Nick! You fucking asshole!” she yelled.
“Jesus babe, you got m e right in the nuts,” 

N ick said.
“Good, you scared the shit out o f  m e.”
N ick pulled Sarah back to her feet. “Sorry 

babe. I w anted to surprise you ,” N ick said, leaning 
in for a kiss. Sarah brushed him  off.

N ick was the kind o f  guy w ho got a DUI 
crashing his dad ’s BM W  on prom  night. A nd Sarah 
loved him.

“I got you these,” N ick said, pulling a plastic 
w rapped bouquet o f  roses from  his back— price tag 
still intact.

Sarah sighed. It w as hard to stay m ad at him  
som etim es. She pulled the flow ers in and gave a 
whiff.

“Thanks babe. W hy’d you sneak in? Y ou 
know  I’m o ff  in like, 20 m inutes,” Sarah asked.

“ I w anted to surprise you. T onight’s our 5 
m onths,” N ick said.



S arah 's  face w ent flush, and em braced N ick 
in a slobbery sm ooch. The brush fell dow n to the 
net beneath the m etal bridge over R oger’s tank, they 
started necking pretty hard, and N ick began to 
undress.

Sarah follow ed suite, then  N ick set her butt 
dow n on the cold railing.

“Hey, babe?” N ick said.
“W hat?” Sarah asked, now  blushing that 

they were both naked, once again, at her work.
“D on’t freak out,” said N ick. A nd w ith that, 

he shoved her o ff  the side. Sarah gave a b rie f 
scream  before she was caught by the net beneath 
her.

“Ugh, you dick!” she yelled at N ick, who 
was jum ping  dow n to her side.

The tension on the net m ade a grinding 
sound as the tw o lovers sw ayed briefly, some ten 
feet over the water. Sarah looked dow n, and saw 
Roger drifting across the bottom  o f  the tank.

N ick started kissing Sarah’s neck. She was 
m ad, but still very excited. He was alw ays a 
m adm an w hen it cam e to public indecency.

The tw o rolled around on the net m ore and 
m ore, m aking it shake and sway. R oger looked up 
and saw  the dangling fruit, tantalizing him  from  
above. He sw am  near the surface and reached up 
briefly before returning to the cool w aters, w ading 
in anticipation.

The tan k ’s lights shone up through the 
waters below  them . Sarah was hot and sweaty, and



endured N ic k 's  repeated pom m eling . Both were 
breathing heavily. Sarah turned her head and saw  
Roger below  them , staring up. Suddenly everything 
was drow ned in sensory overload. She heard the 
screeching o f  the sw aying net, felt N ick ’s hot breath 
on her neck as he thrust over and over again. The 
tension on the net rang louder and louder, like a 
collar being tom  slow ly w ith  each m ovem ent.

“N ick,” she said. He d idn ’t seem  to notice. 
He kept w orking aw ay at her.

“N ick!” she said, m ore firm  this tim e. She 
put her palm  against his chest, but w ith each 
m ovem ent he pushed her hand farther away. “ I 
think we should get out, I d o n ’t like this— can we 
g o . . .”

N ick looked dow n at her and saw  the panic 
in Sarah’s face. Sarah sat up, and som ething 
snapped. She let out a quick yelp. H er hand fell 
through a large hole in the net. She spun around, 
trying to gain leverage, but a larger hole ripped 
open, and she fell through, bottom  first.

N ick m ade a grab for her w rist, but m issed
Looking down, N ick  yelled after her as she 

descended into the cold blue water. Sinking, Sarah 
looked around, trying to get an eye on Roger, but 
she cou ldn’t find him. She sw am  to the top as 
quickly as possible.

Sarah sw am  furiously to the edge o f  the
tank.

“Grab it!” N ick yelled, extending the end o f  
the pole tow ards Sarah.
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Sarah looked up and saw  the end o f  the pole 
extended tow ards her. N ick surveyed the rest o f  the 
waters. N o sign o f  Roger. His heart began to calm  
as Sarah neared the pole.

I ’ve w aited  long enough. I f  I ’m go ing  to 
strike, let it be now. The g irl  w asn' t expecting it.
She w as in frenzy, f la ilin g  about. R eal quick. One 
so lid  motion, a n d  s h e 'd  be d rag g ed  back down to 
the depths o f  the tank.

Sarah grabbed the pole. N ick struggled to 
pull her up one-handed, w hile still keeping hold o f  
the net. He m anaged to get her high enough out o f  
the waters to grab the net. H er skin w as shivering 
and white w ith fear. Then she felt stuck. She d idn ’t 
feel pain at first, but after a m om ent her dulled 
nerves scream ed after w hat felt like a whip stung 
her calf. She w as yanked back into the w ater before 
she could look down.

“ Sarah!” N ick yelled. He looked down, not 
seeing anything right aw ay except the sloshing 
w ater and the black and w hite contrast o f  dark hair 
and pale flesh. Then all he saw  w as red. Big Red 
Roger.

N ick froze. He needed to act fast. Instinct 
told him  not to jum p  in, but i f  he d idn ’t, there’d be 
no chance o f  saving Sarah. W ith the pole in hand, 
he jum ped  in.

Once beneath the surface, he saw  Roger had 
sw um  a good tw enty  or so feet away, and was 
diving farther down. N ick pursued him , his vision



blurred by the salty water. H e detached the brush 
from  the pole, revealing a sem i-sharp attachm ent.

Roger had set to w ork on Sarah, engulfing 
her. She could barely see around one o f  his giant 
red tentacles. She flailed hard, but R oger’s tentacles 
held all but her left leg. All she could see w as the 
darkening insides o f  the m onster, as she felt its 
strong, w arm  grasp engulfing her. The pain felt like 
her flesh was being fed through a w ood chipper.

N ick w as close. The m onste r’s back w as to 
him  as N ick thrust the end o f  his m akeshift spear 
into the m onster. The red creature spun around. 
Looking into its eyes, N ick w as certain he saw  the 
eyes o f  death. Its m ad gaze shook him  to the bone. 
Real terror.

Roger extended an arm  and grabbed the 
pole, ripped it from  N ick, and cast it aside. W ith 
another arm , Roger reached out and grabbed a hold 
o f  N ick ’s torso, holding his arm  tight to his side.

The pain was trem endous. N ick sm ashed his 
fist dow n over and over again, try ing to loosen 
R oger’s grip. He failed. N ick m ade a break for the 
spear again, reaching outw ards, kicking his way 
closer. He peered back dow n, and saw  R oger had 
focused again on eating his catch. A lthough it d idn ’t 
looked like he w as ea ting  her anym ore.

N ick grabbed the end o f  the spear. W hen it 
was lined up w ith the back o f  the creature’s head, 
N ick drove it hom e. This tim e the contact was m uch



2 5

m ore solid. It broke through the creatures flesh, 
dipping into the back o f  its head.

Once N ick w as certain the spear was w ell- 
lodged in the back o f  R oger’s head, he set to trying 
to peel o ff  the suckers from  his other arm  and 
rib cage. It was a slow  process, and incredibly 
painful. I f  he drow ned, there w as no w ay h e ’d be 
able to save Sarah.

N ick began to cough as R oger’s blood 
bloom ed into his face. He m anaged to peel o ff  the 
suckers, and started kicking for the top, dragging 
Roger and Sarah w ith him . H e’d m ade it. W ith all 
his strength attem pted to push the hulking, slimy, 
bloody m ass o f  R oger and Sarah up out o f  the 
water.

Turning, N ick started to clim b the net w ith 
his feet and one hand, the other holding onto 
Sarah’s free limb. He struggled to clim b the net, but 
used R oger’s w eight to peel the suckers o ff  Sarah.

It w as working. S arah 's  head w as revealed.
It w as relatively untouched, but was sm eared over 
w ith R oger’s blood. The creature’s inner beak clung 
onto Sarah’s m idsection, ju s t below  her abdom en.

The farther out o f  w ater N ick pulled, the 
w eaker R oger’s grip on Sarah becam e. The creature 
eventually fell back into the water, floating near the 
top in a bloody cesspool. N ick prayed against all 
hope that the net held this time. Only a couple more 
feet, and h e ’d be able to resuscitate Sarah.

A t the top, he sw ung Sarah over the edge, 
onto her back. He clim bed over the edge him self,
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and over her pale body. Her entire m idsection was 
com pletely ravaged.

He started blow ing air into her m outh  and 
pum ping her chest. Everything was m oving at top 
speed— he d idn ’t know  w hat to do, w hat d id  it do to 
h e r?  Oh god , oh god, oh god, p lease  S arah  you 
c a n 't  die, no, no, no, I 'm  sorry, this is a ll  my fau lt, 
this w as so stupid, p lea se  no I  love you.

He got up and grabbed his phone, dialed 
911, then w ent back to chest com pressions.

“ I ’m at the V entura A quarium , m y girlfriend 
is drow ning, she w as attacked by the octopus h e re ... 
I . .. Jesus Christ, I know  it sounds stupid, but she 
needs help, send an— ”

U hh-huuaaack! Sarah spewed out a 
m outhful o f  w ater, and then another. It m ade the 
m ost G od-aw ful puking sound. N ick was so 
shocked he lifted his head up, sending the phone 
bouncing from  his shoulder to the ground and into 
R oger’s tank. He backed o ff  o f  Sarah.

M ore w ater gam e gushing out o f  her, and 
she started coughing. It w as a horribly sour cough, 
like a running garbage disposal.

“O h thank god,” N ick  said, tears w elling up 
in his eyes.

Sarah lay on her side. N ick looked her over; 
the color began to return to her skin. Even som e o f  
the w ounds from the suckers inflicted only 
m om ents ago began to fade. He looked at the 
w ounds on his arm, the sw elling flesh w as still
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throbbing and beginning to sting very badly as the 
adrenaline left his system.

He looked dow n to find his phone floating in 
the tank.

“O h crap. W ell I hope they ’re sending 
som eone,” N ick said, clutching at his arm. “Y ou’re 
going to be okay— w uhh!” he said before Sarah 
pulled him  dow n to m eet her face. She em braced 
him  in a deep kiss, and he let his eyelids collapse.

I f  h e ’d left them  open, h e ’d have seen the 
crazed, deep, dark red eyes, the same as R oger’s. 
The eyes grew  larger and larger.

Dazed, N ick subm erged his love and passion 
for the w om an in his last eternal kiss.

Then som ething actually felt wrong. Sarah’s 
tongue— it was doing som ething weird. It felt like it 
alm ost bit him. N ick opened his eyes, and then it 
sunk in. Som ething was definitely wrong. Sarah’s 
eyes w ere huge, m ad, and horrifying. He scream ed 
a noiseless cry. He tried pulling aw ay, but 
som ething gripped his tongue, pulling his face in 
closer and closer. Then up the sides o f  his face, red 
tentacles spouted out from  Sarah’s m outh. He cried 
and scream ed, and tried to push her away. It d idn ’t 
take long before N ick ’s entire face w as consum ed.

There was a sharp suckling sound, and then 
Sarah peeled aw ay, taking N ick ’s face w ith her. It 
w ent quiet before N ick ’s corpse slum ped over, and 
then fell o ff  the side, into R oger’s tank. H is body 
floated up to the surface, revealing the em pty shell 
o f  his skull. Chunks o f  skull and brain floated and
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bum ped into each other as the w aters sw ayed and 
jerked.


