
[image: Image]



















ONE STAR




The Behrg











































This is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places, and incidents are the products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental. 

ONE STAR. © Copyright 2019 by The Behrg. All rights reserved. Published by Pricks Like Thorn Media. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in an form whatsoever, electronic, or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any informational storage or retrieval system without express written, dated and signed permission from the author or publisher.

Cover by Pricks Like Thorn Media. Editing by Karl Drinkwater.
















DEDICATION




To Book Reviewers everywhere.

You are my heroes. 




(Regardless of how many stars you give).
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“This will be the last blog entry here at Modern Maiden of Horror.”

Li pauses from typing and considers how best to approach her post. Opening paragraphs can turn a reader off as quickly as a 3am infomercial. And yet what spews out of her head and onto the page in the next few moments could very well determine her future. And whether that future will include time spent in a state prison.

She continues:

“I do not write today to clear my conscience or defend myself, nor am I looking for a showing of support. A man is dead—a life cut short—and there is no right or wrong in this equation. But in an effort to dissuade rumors from taking hold, I will lay out the facts as clearly as I am able, all the while mourning the tragic loss of an individual who was as real as you and me, with hopes and dreams and—yes, even fears.”

Plenty of fears. 

Li highlights everything after “all the while mourning,” replacing it with: “over the terrible tragedy that has taken place.” 

She rereads the paragraph in its entirety. 

Better.

Her screen’s brightness drops several degrees, preparing for hibernation. Within the darker display, an image moves just beyond the words, a reflection that isn’t quite her own. It raises a metallic object into view as it lowers its head, preventing the gun from being fully seen—at least from the vantage point of the display. 

Words float over the image like raindrops against a window pane. 

Li slams her laptop closed. She knows what comes next. She’s seen it a few hundred times—even after every social media site pulled the video down. After all of her book blogging friends called, texted, or DMed in an uproarious panic. Even after the first call from authorities came in. 

She’s not sure it’s something she’ll ever stop watching. 

She raises her laptop screen, casting off any reflection with the screen’s renewed light. At least for the moment. 

She types:

“At precisely 2:52 yesterday afternoon, William Han, who writes horror and genre fiction under the name Jaxon Creed, committed suicide while on a Facebook live stream. He claimed my one star review of his latest work, Lost Roll of Film, was, if not the reason, at least the catalyst that led to his final act. After much contemplation, I have chosen not to remove the review of this novel from my site as, either way you look at it, the review is now a form of evidence.”

Li highlights “the review of this novel,” adding a hyperlink to last week’s post: THE ROLL OF FILM ISN’T THE ONLY THING LOST—A #BOOKREVIEW OF JAXON CREED’S LATEST BLUNDER. Not that anyone in the book blogging community hasn’t read her review, at this point. She even has a message on her phone from Vanity Fair who’s gotten wind of the story and would like her comments on a piece they’re preparing. Probably some biased critique that goes beyond the landscape of publishing, calling into question whether every Dick, Jane, and Joe who believe their voice should be heard really deserve a platform—even if it is one they’ve created for themselves. 

Outside her one bedroom apartment, a car backfires. The noise is so similar to the gunshot on the video that Li minimizes her screen, pulling up the recorded video to watch it one more time. Han’s hand rising as he lowers his face. The audio signal clipping with the boom of the gunshot. William Han dropping out of frame. The back of his head remaining in focus as his forehead presumably crashes onto his keyboard. 

For the next thirteen minutes and twenty-two seconds, there is absolutely no movement on the video, other than the slow shifting of splattered goop over the laptop’s built-in camera, specs of bone, brain, and tissue creating a kaleidoscopic view. A person who is breathing—even one attempting to minimize any errant movements caused from such an act—will almost inevitably display some sign of life. 

Li would know. She’s tried.

She pulls her post back up. Between the transference of one window to another, the brief reflection she catches on screen looks far more like William Han than herself. 

She writes:

“It is not my place to determine whether my review crossed a line. While critical of Han’s novel, I made it a point—as I do with every review I write—not to attack the author, but rather to focus on the points of his story that did or didn’t work for me. In this case, there was much that didn’t. That’s not to say the story wouldn’t work for other readers. I’ve discovered novels that I’ve enjoyed immensely based on another blogger’s critical review. Reading is a subjective experience, one we each bring our own backstory into, which inexplicably changes the words written into a narrative that can only be experienced once. It’s as close to real magic as anything we could possibly achieve, for how else could the same letters and words put into the same order create such a vast and varied experience? Even if you reread the same novel, the days or weeks or years that have passed will have changed the way you interpret things, spinning a story that, while similar to what you remember, will still be at least partially new.

“This is the beauty of reading and writing, a secret to the universe that we are all privy to. It’s why I’ve never shied away from sharing my honest opinions. Han’s previous novel—or Jaxon Creed’s, if you’re into pseudonyms—was a book I couldn’t put down. Brick by Brick was wicked fun, and you can read my review here.”

Again, Li pauses to link the text to her review, written almost a year ago. It was one of the first reviews on her site. 

She continues:

“In writing this post I am not trying to defend myself. I own the review I wrote for Lost Roll of Film just as I own the tragedy such a review might have incited. Like William Han, and like many of you, I’m acquainted with mental illness and the drain it can be on both body and mind. Turning words meant to be constructive into an attack from which relief can’t be found. Deep down I know my review isn’t what caused William Han to take his life, but I can still mourn my decision to upload my review in the precise moment where Han was at a tipping point and needed only one more thing to send him tumbling over that edge.”

Taking a moment to reread everything from the top, Li runs a hand through her short hair, styled like a boy’s. Her mom would’ve hated her new haircut, though in truth there’s little of Li’s life her mother would have found acceptable. Some people will never understand the demands required of those married to the arts. The need to create. But not only to create; to have one’s creations brought to life. 

Li pushes back from the tile counter and stands. The kitchen is tiny, the standard-sized fridge preventing the dishwasher across from it from fully lowering. Two of the three overhead lights are burned out, one from well over a year ago. Over a matter of time the adjustment to less light in her life has become the norm.

A silver magnet on the fridge with a raised half-mask, purchased at a showing of Phantom of the Opera in Las Vegas what seems like a life-time ago, casts back the reflection of a face that isn’t her own. William Han, his spiky black hair and chubby cheeks, stares back with a morose expression. 

Masks within masks; stories within stories.

“Don’t look to me,” she says, opening the fridge and pulling out a bottle of Coors light from behind the half-empty milk carton and styrofoam container of yesterday’s left-overs. 

When the fridge door settles back into place, it’s not Han’s face the barrel of the gun is pressing into in the reflection of the magnet, but Li’s. She doesn’t flinch when her reflection’s head turns downward seconds before the gunshot goes off. Gore splatters against the refrigerator door. Li wets a rag at the sink without trying to analyze what just occurred. The psychosomatic residue doesn’t wipe away with ease.

One of her first creative writing instructors in college spent almost half a semester pounding into her students the advice of William Faulkner, to “kill your darlings.” She claimed every writer holds onto elements in their stories that are solely for them. Identifying and eliminating those “darlings”—while difficult—was what separated amateur from artiste. Li’s certain, however, that none of the students in that class would have ever thought to take such a concept literally.

She scrapes the bottle cap of her beer against the underside of the counter’s edge, letting the bent cap fall to the ground, then sits back in her chair at the counter. The beer she sets beside her laptop, untouched. Her screen is dark again, but this time there’s no reflection staring back at her—not even her own.

You can’t haunt what’s already dead. 

Or maybe it’s—You can’t haunt the one doing the haunting. 

Even her thoughts are open to revision.

She presses the power button, the screen’s glow filling the room. With each cursor blink a gunshot sounds in her mind. 

One darling down, one still to go.

This is always the hardest part.

She writes:

“I became a book blogger because of my love for the written word. While I’ve dabbled at fiction writing myself, I don’t have the discipline nor the drive to do what these talented authors do. I truly admire every one of you, whether I’ve had good things to say about your books or bad. As an admirer, this blog has been a way for me to feel a part of that process. I hope that in the end, the good intentions I have had will be remembered more than the darkness I may have unintentionally caused.”

The final bulb in the ceiling goes out, swallowing the room in darkness other than the light from her screen. Or at least that’s how it would happen if Li was a character in her own story.

She continues:

“As I said at the beginning, this post isn’t a call for help. I have looked at my life and found myself condemned, and I refuse to allow this darkness within me to affect another struggling soul. While I will save you from having to witness my end, the guilt of what my actions have caused is more than I can bare. 

“I have surreptitiously decided to join Han in an early exit from this life. In many ways this world was always too bright for a creature of the night like myself. My only hope is that, should there be something in that great darkness hereafter, I will be able to find Han and encourage him to keep sharing his visions in the world beyond.

“Thank you for accepting me into your community, however briefly, and never let someone else silence your voice. Until you discover at least, as I have, that you must silence your own. 

“Farewell from your Modern Maiden of Horror.”

Rather than go back through her post, revising sentence structure and word choice, Li clicks the button to publish now. She doesn’t bother adding keywords or hashtags, knowing the post will go viral in a matter of minutes. 

While Li has never written “The End” upon completing a novel or story of her own, she has a ritual which must be followed. She chugs down the cold beer, tears running down her heavy cheeks, then smashes the bottle against the tile countertop. This is the only time she ever drinks, having lost her mother to a drunk driver, but death requires a dulling of the senses. Even if that death is for a friend others might consider “imaginary.”

Few people understand the intimacy of creation. Of seeing the world through someone else’s eyes—their dreams, their longings, their suffering. Yet as each story arrives to its natural conclusion, that connection is inevitably severed. 

Every novel results in death. The deaths of every character within the story—including those who survive. For regardless of whether there’s a happy ending, or a denouement with promise of more to come, the character’s lives—their stories—come to an end. 

Tonight’s death, however, feels even more real. And while Li knows this is just another character she’s created, a dark part of her psyche wonders if we aren’t all just imaginary, playing the role others have written for us. The part in their story they demand we fulfill.

There’s a reason Li doesn’t drink more often. 

Her computer screen still has some of the dried muck from Han’s suicide plastered against it. She taps the keypad, the dark screen coming back to life in a way her characters never can.

Closing out of her Wordpress platform, she logs into Amazon’s publishing portal and scrolls through the dozen pseudonyms she writes under. Li clicks on Jaxon Creed’s name, then allows the site to refresh. She smiles. The sales from the beginning of the month are eclipsed by the insane spike that occurred with Han’s death. And they’ve only grown stronger in the week since. Sure, she had to cut her hair and become—for a moment, at least—a boy, but this just felt like the natural progression for Li’s writing, inhabiting the lives of her characters not just on the page, but in the real world. Making them as real to others as they’ve always been to her. 

Now, adding the double suicide of the blogging persona Li created a year ago to help bolster her own work with positive reviews, she expects sales will not only remain strong, but put her into the category of best-seller. As in New York Times best-seller. There will be repercussions for the way she’s achieved her success, but in the end her creations will not only be out there, they’ll be brought to life by millions rather than the few dozen readers who accidentally stumble onto her work. 

To think, the stratosphere of success hinged not on her work being well thought of, but on a one-star review. And a story that would captivate an audience, whether they realized it was written or not.

Li lets the screen turn black, her word-count done for the day. Standing behind her in the screen’s reflection is not just the fictional Han, but every character she’s ever written, in every story she’s ever inhabited. Their ghosts are with her always, filling her apartment. Her world. Her life. 

But these aren’t ghosts she’s afraid of. After all, she is the one haunting them. 













AUTHOR’S NOTE







Thank you for reading One Star! 




When I started this story, I had no idea Li was an author, and fully expected William Han’s ghost to make an appearance. It’s always amazing to discover characters that turn the story in the direction they want, and I was pleasantly surprised by the twists that came out of this, especially considering I wanted the story to be a love letter to book reviewers and not a “cautionary tale.” 




The idea for this story was born out of the inherent fear I have of posting honest book reviews. I stress over not enjoying a book, knowing I’ll eventually need to drop a few thoughts on my experience with it. While I’ve toyed with the idea of not sharing my opinion on books I don’t enjoy, ultimately I feel even a critical review—if not purposefully antagonistic—can help turn a reader on to something they might prefer that I just don’t particularly care for.




Not everyone likes toast. Some people (like myself) could eat it with every meal, if offered. Others think it tastes like stale bread. And then there are the degrees to which people believe bread should be toasted. Some like it bronzed, others just heated enough to scrape butter across without it getting stuck on the bread. The point is, (besides realizing how hungry I am right now), that we’re all different. But there are some people out there—as scary as this might be—who will think like you. Who will connect to something you connected with. Who will appreciate you sharing your thoughts on said book, art piece, media, etc., because it opens something to them they wouldn’t have discovered without you.




That’s why we review. Not to make people feel inferior or spread lies about how good something is because we like someone when in reality it’s only mediocre. I’ve had plenty of critical reviews for my work and fully expect more with everything I put out. And that’s okay. Because it inspires me to challenge myself and hone my craft, and I also know there are other people my stories will connect with. Once my writing leaves my laptop to the magical land of servers and clouds, it’s no longer my story. It becomes, as Li said in her blogpost, a subjective experience. And I truly believe there’s magic in that process. 




Always remember, it’s okay to have an opinion and share your honest thoughts. And it’s okay for others to agree or disagree. The important thing is to have those conversations—spread your love of fiction, of horror, of the strange—because someone out there may just discover their new favorite author because of something YOU share.




So regardless of whether you did or didn’t enjoy this story, please take a moment to post a review. I promise I won’t come haunting you. 




Yet . . . :) 




And if you did enjoy this story, it’s just one of many dark stories being published in my upcoming collection, The Passengers You Cannot See. This collection is my thesis on dealing with mental illness and depression, though told through a horror lens and through characters you may or may not agree with. And likely, mostly the latter. I’d be honored if you checked it out and explored more of the dark corners that have come crawling out of my mind. 




For those not looking to pull out a few bucks, you can sign up for my newsletter at TheBehrg.com for 3 additional free ebooks, including my critically acclaimed horror story, “The Lines,” and the first book in THE CREATION SERIES. You’ll also get first notice for upcoming releases and exclusive fiction for just my newsletter fans.




Though I’m saving most of the “Thank You’s” I’d normally include for the upcoming collection, I’d be remiss without thanking my writer’s group, The Horror Huddle, for their insights in workshopping this story, as well as my editor, Karl Drinkwater, who challenged me to kill my darlings, resulting in a much tighter story. Any errors or mistakes that remain are solely mine. 




Thanks for reading. Thanks for sharing. Thanks for being a part of this journey.







— Behrg | 2019













	

ALSO BY THE BEHRG




Housebroken:  A home invasion horror novel where the kidnappers offer no motive; want no ransom. They are here only to observe.




Happiness is a Commodity:  A dystopian novella of a future where Happiness must be be purchased from the government. And the price is going up.




The Creation Series:  An apocalyptic thriller series where the seven day process of The Creation has begun anew in the jungles of the Amazon. But in order to Create, one must first Destroy.




The Lines:  A dark literary short story about life, death, and the short distance between.




Still Born:  A horror short story where a grieving couple discover they can hear their dead daughter through a baby monitor. But who are the other voices coming through?
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