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Dedication
For Don D’Auria, who got me started.
For Sara Larson, who kept me going.
And for the late, great Jerry Goldsmith,
whose music haunts me still.
~
 



Haunt:
(‘hont, ‘hänt) verb haunt-ed, haunt-ing, haunts.
1. To inhabit, visit, or appear in the form of an apparition
2. To recur or visit often, esp. as a ghost or other supernatural being.
3.To recur continually to the mind of: OBSESS
<The memory haunted me.>
~
 



PREVIEW OF COMING ATTRACTIONS



Greencastle, Indiana
August 1989
 
There was something wrong with Amy Saunders’ baby girl, Kim, something that gave her the chills.
Her pediatrician, Dr. Weller, assured her there was nothing out of the ordinary, but he didn’t see the way the infant looked into empty corners, the way her eyes would lock on something when nothing was there. He didn’t walk into her nursery to catch her smiling through the bars of her crib, focused on the vacant rocking chair on the opposite wall. And he hadn’t witnessed the way she looked at pictures of Amy’s mother with sunny recognition, the mother that died from complications of diabetes fifteen years before her granddaughter had even been conceived.
“I don’t believe she’s autistic,” Dr. Weller told her.  “Autism is the only psychological disorder diagnosed exclusively on behavior.  Some children tend to have a kind of disaffected stare.  They will look away rather than make eye contact, or they seem to look through you instead of at you.  Kim, on the other hand, responds quite well to her surroundings.  You saw how her eyes were on me as I spoke to her, how they moved to follow my finger?”
Amy nodded.
“Kim doesn’t shy away from your touch, and she doesn’t perform any of the stereotypical repetitive movements we tend to associate with autism.  The problem is, this disorder doesn’t always show in infants.  It isn’t fully present until around age three.  There are other signs we can watch for as she grows.  If she were to exhibit more than eight of them, the diagnosis might be applied, but at this stage in her development, I don’t even think it’s likely.  Certainly not something you should worry about.” 
Amy continued to dress her daughter, the white paper on the exam table rustling. “Then what is it?”
“I don’t think it’s anything.” He finished his notations and looked her squarely in the eye. “I know you’re concerned-”
That was a laugh. Weller couldn’t possibly know. Had he spent nine months waiting to hold his little girl, only to have her cut out of him and shoved into a glass box? Did he have a daughter turn blue at his breast the first time he tried to feed her?
“— but Kim has made remarkable progress. The circumference of her head, her size and weight, are on the small side to be sure, but they still fall well within the normal percentiles. She had a rocky start, but she’s a healthy six-month-old baby girl.”
“But why is she always staring at nothing?”
This brought a smile to Weller’s face. “Nothing to you. Remember, you’ve got twenty-eight years of learned and accumulated experiences. Where you see nothing, Kim might see a mark on the wall, a fold in the curtain, a fly.”
“But the picture of my mother —”
“Do you and your mother have similar features? Is there even a slight resemblance?”
She looked at the tiled floor of the exam room. Her father always said she had her mother’s eyes, her nose and her smile.
Weller saw the realization play out on her face and nodded. “My son used to see Wonder Woman on TV and call her Mommy. Linda Carter had the same dark hair as my wife.”
Amy grinned nervously. “You wouldn’t believe the things I was thinking.”
“You thought Kim was seeing ghosts?”
She winced at the words, her voice wilting to a whisper. “Well ... yes.”
He offered a polite chuckle. “I’m not a psychic, mind you, but I don’t think that’s the case.”
“You must really think I’m silly.”
“Not at all.” He capped his pen, shoved it into the breast pocket of his shirt. “The first child gets watched like a hawk, parents always on the lookout for problems. I’ve got one mother who takes her son to the emergency room every time he coughs.” Amy and Dr. Weller shared a smile. “You’ll be letting your next one juggle flaming torches. You’ll see.”
Amy smiled, and when she took Kim home, she told her husband, Stan, that everything was fine.
That night, Amy awoke to the sound of heavy rain droplets pelting her window. She looked at the alarm clock, saw the time glow red in the dimness. 2:33. Her brow furrowed and she rolled over toward the baby monitor, trying to hear her daughter. Kim normally cried to be fed long before now.
Fear washed over Amy like a bucket of cold water. She threw on her robe and moved quickly down the hall to the nursery. When she opened the door, her racing heart screeched to a halt in her chest.
Kim lay in her crib, tucked beneath her light blanket, giggling. Hunched over her was the silhouette of a stranger. The figure turned its shadowy head toward the open door, its bright eyes burning in the darkness like the failing embers of a bonfire.
“Stan!” Amy rushed into the room, ready to tackle the intruder, but found nothing but air between her and the wooden railing of the crib.
Whoever it was had gone.
She snatched up her daughter and held her tightly to her breast, tears soaking the peach fuzz that covered the baby’s soft scalp. Light filled the nursery, and Amy whirled to see Stan at the switch.
He scratched his paisley boxers, his voice hoarse as he spoke, “What happened?”
“Someone’s in the house.”
“What?”
“They were here, by the crib.”
He looked around. “Nobody ran past me.”
She kissed Kim’s forehead, rocked the child frantically in her arms. “They were right here and now they’re gone.”
Stan nodded and held out his hand. “Wait here. I’ll go check the doors, make sure they’re all locked.”
Amy was still trembling. “Call the police.”
He shuffled his bare feet into the hall. “Let me check the locks before we get 911 involved.”
Amy felt a draft. She shuddered and went to the window, made certain it was still latched. It was.
A few minutes later, Stan reappeared. He walked up to her, stroked her back. His gaze was loving, free of alarm, and when he spoke, his voice was calm and comforting, “Everything’s locked and latched. There’s nobody in here.”
They were silent for a few moments as Amy looked around the room and wrestled with her fears. She’d been so certain someone was here, and yet ... it was pouring outside. Anyone who broke into the house would leave a trail of water and mud. The carpeted floor of the nursery was spotless.
Finally she said, “Kim’s sleeping in our bed for now.”
Stan brushed the hair from her forehead. “Sure, hon. Sure.”
As they walked from the room, Kim looked over her mother’s shoulder. Her tiny hand reached out for the empty rocking chair in the corner.
It swayed slightly ... back and forth ... back and forth ... back and forth.



December 12, 1992
Harmony, Indiana
 
The world outside the old cinema’s ticket booth was dead, frozen beneath a shroud of glistening snow. Shelly Wells watched the flakes blow and drift across the parking lot, her breath fogging the cold, curved glass. When the movie let out, the patrons would have to dig for their cars before they could leave.
Time in the cold might be just what these perverts need.
For the past year, the once grand Woodfield Movie Palace had been a porno house.
A national theater chain built a huge new multiplex just down the road. Twelve auditoriums, the largest one wired with digital sound. Of course, all the Hollywood studios now wanted their films to open in this state-of-the-art showplace, forcing the Woodfield’s single screen to take scraps.
The Woodfield’s owner and manager, Delbert King, tried booking art-house features, classic films, second run movies at cheaper prices, anything to attract an audience and put butts in the seats, but when those failed to pay the bills, he put the butts up on the screen. Now they were just breaking even.
Shelly sighed.
Their affair had been her idea. She’d been a student at Stanley University when it started, and thoughts of screwing an older, more experienced man had filled her with excited flutters. She warmed Delbert to the idea with little comments on the lobby floor, double entendres, just to see him sweat. When the summer of 1987 rolled around, she arrived early for work one day, well before opening, dressed in a short skirt with no underwear beneath. She’d made herself wet thinking of what would happen when she asked Delbert to help her change into her uniform, and the reality had been even better. He’d been able to bring her to orgasm several times, and when they finally emerged from his cramped office, they found the rest of the staff banging on the exit doors, waiting to be let in.
She smiled at the memory, but it faded quickly.
In 1988, Shelly graduated. She moved up to Chicago, attempted to put her journalism degree to good use. When that failed, she looked for anything that would buy groceries. She returned home to beg from her parents, but they were of little help. And then Delbert came into her life again, offering her a job and a place to live, and she was quick to agree.
Too quick.
The man lived on the verge of poverty, and there was no reason for it. Sure, the Woodfield was a huge money pit, but he also owned the land on which it sat. From time to time, developers approached him, offering huge sums of money for the property, enough for them to move away and start over, but Delbert would have none of it. He told Shelly the land was worth far more than what they offered, but she could see that he simply had no interest in selling.
“This is a historic landmark,” he was always saying, pointing up to the auditorium’s huge silver screen. “The original Frankenstein had its Indiana premiere right here.”
Her eyes narrowed.
Now Delbert had become Frankenstein. This damned cinema was his monster, and he spent every waking moment here, trying to keep it alive. Every morning, he cleaned the windows. Every night, he polished the popcorn kettles until they shone. In the spring, he landscaped the grounds and applied fresh paint to the outside walls. In the winter, he shoveled every square inch of pavement. And worse still, he spent cash they didn’t have to repair broken seats, fixtures, and equipment.
After three years, she’d finally had enough, enough of their fights about money, enough of Delbert’s excuses, enough of the perverted patrons they now attracted, and more than enough of the Godforsaken Woodfield Movie Palace. When they closed for the night, Shelly was prepared to give the man an ultimatum: his precious theater or his lover.
His choice.
A rattle at the box office door, keys in the lock. She knew it was Delbert and turned away. She didn’t want another fight, and after sitting out here alone and stewing about their problems, she knew that’s what she would get if she looked at him.
“The snow’s getting worse,” Shelly said.
He closed the door behind him. “Yeah.”
“What did you need?”
“I love you,” he told her.
She shook her head in disgust. There was a time when that would have made everything better, but not now. Shelly hated to admit it, but she didn’t even think it was true anymore. “And ...?”
“I know you want to leave.” There was no emotion in his voice.
She felt an icy stream course down her back. How could he know that? They’d had their fights, but she’d never come right out and said what she was planning ... or had she? She must have. How else could he know?
“I do,” she confessed, her eyes still on the snow. It was easier to be honest when she wasn’t looking at him, easier to hurt him when she couldn’t see tears in his eyes. “We never talk anymore. We never spend any time together.”
“We’ll always be together.”
Something hard pushed against the back of Shelly’s head: the barrel of a shotgun. The blast tore her skull into shrapnel and smashed through the glass in front of her.
Delbert King fell back against the door in tears. Blood cascaded down the outer wall of the booth, carrying clumps of soft tissue over the TICKETS SOLD HERE sign. He shoved the bloodied barrel into his own mouth and blew his mind onto the ceiling.
The Woodfield was intimate with death, but it would be nineteen long years before it would taste real life.



AND NOW OUR FEATURE PRESENTATION



1
The bedroom looked empty, but Kim Saunders knew they weren’t alone.
She took a few terrified steps, held out a small digital recorder, and forced words to her lips, “Are there any spirits here who would like to communicate with us?”
No reply. At least, none she could hear right now. It was possible the recorder had registered Electronic Voice Phenomena, EVP for short; a stray word, a phantom phrase, perhaps the echo of horrors that occurred long ago. She wouldn’t know for sure until they listened to the playback.
Kim swept the room with her flashlight, searching for a sign that something was wrong, but everything was neat, orderly. There was a clock radio on the bedside table, an open math textbook lying next to it, and a pair of emerald eyes staring back at her from behind the bed.
She jumped, then realized she was gazing into a mirror.
Her reflection was so pale. She ran a hand through her shoulder-length brown hair, watched her twin on the wall do the same, and turned away.
Her roommate, Tashima Ishmail, was next to cross the threshold. She was as dark as Kim was pale, a small diamond stud sparkled on the side of her nose, and her hair was woven into long, beaded braids. “Is this where they found the little girl?”
Kim nodded.
Ten years ago, amid rumors of incest, Henry York had murdered his wife and child in this house. He stabbed them with a butcher’s knife while they slept, then he turned the blade on himself. Subsequent owners had reported hearing footsteps in the hall, followed by screams. The current resident even claimed to have seen the little girl, Anna, sitting on the edge of this bed in the middle of the night, but when the lights came on, she was gone.
Tashima looked down at the mattress as if searching for blood. “I don’t even know why I’m takin’ this Parapsychology shit.”
Kim managed a grin. “Because you never wanted to hear the name ‘Freud’ again.”
Tashima had often complained that Freud was discussed at length in every television, film, and radio class she took. Thankfully, Parapsychology fulfilled her Psychology requirement.
“That dude was the one who was sick in the head, if you ask me,” Tashima chuckled.
“I put the motion detectors in the hallway,” Kevin Heiliger told them as he entered the room. His blonde hair was spiked with gel, and he wore one of his many Phi Kappa Psi T-shirts. His video camera had a “Property of Stanley University” sticker on the side. “I think we’re ready.”
Kim nodded. She unclipped the walkie-talkie from her belt and pressed the red “talk” button. “Joss? We’re all set in here.”
Silence.
She pressed it again. “Joss?”
A crackle of static, and then, “You never said ‘over.’”
Kim rolled her eyes. “Joss, you’re an asshole. Over.”
He chuckled through a new burst of static. “There you go. I’ve got video feeds up on the monitors from the stationary cameras and I’m ready for anything.”
Kim chewed her lower lip, wishing she could say the same. If someone so much as said “boo” right now, she thought she would run screaming from the room, and she’d trample anyone who got in her way.
Tashima aimed an infrared thermal scanner at various points in the room, taking temperature readings. “Seventy-two degrees ... Seventy degrees ... 11:32 pm. No hot or cold spots to report.”
“Anna ...” Kim held up her recorder and looked at the ceiling. “If you’re with us, we have digital cameras and audio equipment that can see and hear you.”
“Professor Burke says not to use technical terms,” Kevin reminded her. “The spirit of someone who died in the past won’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”
“Anna was killed in the nineties. They had CDs and video cameras.”
“I just think we should stick to the language in Burke’s —”
“Remington Steele’s used to all those castles back in England,” Tashima pointed out. “These are American ghosts.”
Kim offered Kevin the recorder and smiled. “We could trade. You could ask the questions and I could film.”
“She was killed by a man. She’s not going to respond to me. Burke says —”
“Jesus.” Tashima rolled her eyes. “Enough with the ‘Burke says’ shit. It’s like having the bastard here with us.”
Kim fiddled with the digital recorder, staring at the tiny red LED. “Guys, I’m recording this, hello!”
Tashima looked at her own instruments; sighed. “Well I still got nothin’. I don’t think anybody’s home.”
Kevin panned his camcorder over to the bed. “Kim, why don’t you lay down?”
She glared into the lens. “Fuck that.”
Tashima looked shocked. “11:33 pm, Kim Saunders uses the F-word. Something abnormal is definitely at work here.”
“Why would I —”
This time, Kevin didn’t say “Burke says,” but he quoted the professor just the same, “‘If you exhibit or mimic a behavior the spirit is familiar with, you may get it to somehow manifest.’”
Static on the walkie-talkie, then Joss asked, “What’s going on?”
Tashima grabbed it from Kim’s hand and said, “Kim’s chickenshit.”
“Forgive me for not wanting to lay on a bed somebody was killed in.”
“It’s not the bed,” Kevin assured her. “That’s probably in some evidence locker somewhere. But the woman who sleeps in this room has seen the little girl.”
She stared at the blankets, at the pillow. “Why can’t Tashima do it?”
Tashima held up her hand. “Oh, hell no! Bein’ a black chick in a horror story’s like wearin’ a red shirt on Star Trek, so I’m not doin’ anything stupid. I hear, ‘Get out,’ I’m out the door, okay.” She pointed to her red Nubuck casual shoes. “And this is as close to the haunted bed as I’m gonna get.”
Kim rubbed her right arm.
No.
She eyed the bed.
I can’t do it.
She took a step toward the mattress.
I’m afraid. I —
I need to get over it.
She swallowed, then said, “Fine ... I’ll do it.”
Behind the camera, Kevin looked pleasantly surprised. “Cool. Just ... I don’t know ... lay down and act like you’re going to sleep.”
Kim moved tentatively to the bed, sat on the edge of the mattress. She hesitated, then lowered her head onto the pillow, one hand holding tightly to the recorder, the other clutching the crucifix that hung from her neck, the one that had once belonged to her grandmother. Her pulse was loud in her ears. She breathed deeply and closed her eyes, trying to think of spring break, of parasailing off some sunny Florida beach. Instead, the darkness of her mind filled with the vision of a distant covered bridge. Edna Collings Bridge. She saw it looming toward her, its entrance like a hungry mouth. It swallowed her whole, and then a voice was in her ears, no louder than a whisper, a child’s voice...
“Take me with you.”
Kim’s eyes sprang open and she sat bolt upright on the bed.
“You feel that?” Tashima glanced around.
“What?” Kevin asked.
“It just got colder in here.”
“I feel it.” Kim shuddered. She grabbed the flashlight and turned it on her friends.
Tashima aimed the thermal scanner like a laser, trying to pinpoint the temperature of the room. White clouds of breath fogged the shaft of light as she spoke, “Thirty-five ... Shit ... Twenty-two degrees.”
A siren blared from the hallway.
Kim let out a short, startled scream; Tashima’s shoulders leapt up to meet her own ears.
“It’s the motion detector,” Kevin yelled over the warning cry. He whirled around, aimed his camera into the darkened hallway and zoomed. “Something’s there.”
Tashima took a step back and bumped into the bedside table with her hip. She held the walkie-talkie up to her mouth. “Joss ... where are you?”
“Still down in the living room,” he replied over the speaker. “You need me?”
Tashima hesitated a moment, then said, “Not right now, but be ready.”
A new voice was in Kim’s ear, lower, deeper. This was no child. No, the speaker was older, threatening ...
“Leave us alone!”
In the hallway, from just beyond the limits of their lights, she saw a dark figure approach, a hulking silhouette that grew until it filled the entire doorframe. It held something in long, bony fingers, something that gleamed in the glow of her flashlight, something sharp.
The air filled with a static crackle that coaxed every hair on Kim’s body to stand on end. It was as if the room had become a glutton for energy, condensing it, letting it build and grow, and then someone, or some thing, gave it direction.
Music blared as the clock radio turned itself on.
The open textbook came alive. Its binding lifted from the bedside table, its pages flapped and swayed, and then it flew across the room. Kevin ducked as the book sailed over him and collided with the far wall.
Above Kim’s head, the mirror shattered, raining shards. She sprang from the bedding and the mattress slid to the floor behind her as if it were after her.
The door slammed shut, sealing the room, keeping the knife-wielding shadow out in the hall, and the electricity drained from the atmosphere, evaporated, leaving the world quiet and still.
For a moment, Kim heard nothing but her own breath as it rushed in and out of her mouth, then Kevin broke the silence.
“Everybody okay?”
Tashima was pressed against the wall, the thermal scanner clasped so tightly in her hand that her ebony knuckles had turned a light shade of mocha. Her eyes were wide and bright in the dimness, and they surveyed the room with a mix of awe and terror. “Tell me you got that!”
Kevin tilted the video camera from left to right, then he turned it on himself, looking into the lens as if to make certain it was still intact. He nodded. “Oh yeah, I got it.”
Kim gestured at the door.
“In the hallway,” she managed, shocked by the sound of her own trembling voice. “It had a knife!”
An edge crept into Kevin’s voice. “You saw York?”“I don’t know!” All Kim could think about was the blade.
Tashima moved to her side, put an arm around her. “It’s okay, girl. It’s over.”
“No.” Kim shook her head and pointed, tears welling in her eyes. “It’s still in the hall!”
They looked at one another, then Tashima nodded at the door.
Kevin shook his head; mouthed, “No way.”
Tashima glared at him, nodding more insistently at the entrance and the hallway beyond.
With reluctance, Kevin held the eyepiece of the camera up to his face and reached out for the door. Before his fingers could touch it, however, the brass knob turned on its own.
Kevin leapt back. “Oh shit!”
The trio backed away quickly; pressed themselves into the far corner of the room, their devices held out in front of them like talismans.
The wooden door swung inward, its aged hinges creaking.
Kim tensed; pinched her eyes shut. If the shadow with the knife walked into the glow of her flashlight, if she saw its true appearance, she would go instantly insane.
An excited but familiar voice filled the room, “What the fuck just happened in here?”
She allowed herself to look.
Joss stood at the entrance, the doorknob in his hand and a look of astonishment on his handsome, chiseled face. His white Superbowl XLI T-shirt glowed in the dimness, making him look like an angel. If she hadn’t been so scared, Kim might have laughed at the comparison. Instead, she exhaled and felt tears of relief on her cheeks.
“Jesus.” Kevin gave a nervous chuckle. “I just about pissed my pants.”
Joss focused on Tashima, his pale blue eyes filled with concern. “You alright?”
She hugged Kim tightly and said, “Nothing a pacemaker can’t fix.”
Kevin ran over to him; held up his camera. “Dude, Burke is gonna go crazy when he sees this footage!”
Tashima nodded. “He’d better. Shit, after that, we deserve a fuckin’ triple A plus or somethin’.”
She grabbed Kim by the hand, pulled her toward the door.
Kim tugged back, fear lingering in her watery eyes, her arms still tingling with gooseflesh. “I can’t go out there.”
Tashima rolled her eyes. “Girl, please. It’s gone.”
“What if it’s not?”
Joss moved over to her, put his hand on her shoulder. “Kim, I just came up here. There’s nothing out there.”
Kevin stood in the doorway and put his left hand on the frame. He dangled his foot out into the hall as if to see if something would bite it. Nothing did. “They’re just ghosts, guys ... apparitions, specters, phantoms. They say ‘boo’ and throw stuff around. They can’t hurt you.”
The bedroom door slammed shut on his hand.



2
Kim had been sitting on a chair in the emergency room for over an hour when she noticed the doctor looking at her. He was tall, cute, with short-cropped sandy hair and broad shoulders. It was after one in the morning, and the ER was fairly deserted.
Kevin sat on the end of a hospital bed, his left hand wrapped in a blood-soaked towel.
“It’s gonna be broken,” he predicted as he stared at his own fingers.
Tashima sat next to Kim. She got up and gently squeezed the tip of his index finger. “Can you feel this?”
“Ouch!” He glared at her. “Why —”
“Sorry.” Tashima winced. “But you weren’t movin’ ’em. You don’t have any nerve damage. That’s good, right?”
“Stop trying to make me feel better.”
When Kim glanced at her own hands, she saw that they were still shaking. She clenched her fists, took a deep breath, then relaxed and had a quick look around. Curtains hung from tracks in the ceiling. They should’ve been pulled together, creating a private cell, but the nurse who came to take Kevin’s vitals had left them open.
She watched the young physician, saw his eyes linger on her a moment before returning to a backlit X-ray of Kevin’s hand. Then he glanced at her again, and this time, he flashed a wide, bright smile.
Kim returned an uneasy grin of her own, then forced herself to look away.
Tashima elbowed her. “Somebody likes you.”
She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, right.”
“You should go over and ask him out.”
“You should mind your own business.”
Tashima shook her head; turned and pointed to Kevin’s hand. “What did you feel?”
He blinked. “My ... hand breaking?”
She elaborated, “No, I mean, did you sense something — a presence?”
He gave a little snort. “I don’t know ... maybe. Felt like somebody was pressing on it, trying to close the door.”
Joss pointed to Tashima’s nose. “What did that feel like?”
Her hand moved to the diamond she wore there. “What ... when they pierced it?”
“Yeah.”
“It hurt like a motherfucker.”
“Then why’d you do it?”
She shrugged. “Just always wanted to. Mom never let me when I lived at home. I think it was the first thing I did when I moved here freshman year.”
Kim remembered. “Our little rebellion,” Tashima had called it. They went to this little hole-in-the-wall tattoo parlor on the edge of campus called The Real You. Its ad proclaimed: “We specialize in body modifications.” Kim snickered. For some reason, that always made her think of MTV’s Pimp My Ride. Kim had two additional piercings put in her left ear, one more in her right, and Tashima —
“It was either my nose or my tongue,” she told Joss, “and there was this guy behind the counter who was taking my driver’s license info.” She turned to Kim. “You remember that dude?”
Kim smiled and nodded. He’d been covered in drawings of Asian girls and dragons, rows of metal spikes encircling his eyes and protruding from his lower lip. “The Lizard Man.”
Joss started to laugh, then coughed and said, “Lizard Man?”
“I asked him if it hurt to get your tongue pierced, and he says, ‘Yeah, it hurts, but not as bad as this.’ Dude opens his mouth and —” Tashima pointed to her lips as she spoke. “— he had the end of his tongue slit so it looked like a snake.”
“No way.”
Kim held up her hand. “Swear to God.”
Joss smiled at Tashima. “You’ll go to a tattoo parlor run by the Lizard Man, but you wouldn’t lay down on a little girl’s bed?”
“A dead little girl’s bed,” Tashima pointed out. “I’m not gonna piss off any ghosts, desecrate their resting place.” She paused, then said, “Look what happened to Kevin.”
Kevin shrugged. He lifted the towel a moment, wiggled his fingers and winced.
Tashima frowned, an apologetic look in her eyes.
“It’s not that bad,” he told her. “We probably frightened Anna more than she frightened us.” He quoted Burke again, “‘If spirits feel threatened or provoked, they get upset, just like people.’ They’re generally not dangerous.”
Tashima pointed at him. “See there, it’s words like ‘generally’ that scare the shit out of me.”
Kim remembered the knife. Was it a real blade? What would have happened if that thing had entered the room? She shuddered.
“They’ll act just as they did when they were living,” Kevin told them.
“Living people do some weird-ass shit,” Tashima proclaimed. “You didn’t see the Lizard Man.”
She reached into her purse and produced a pack of Virginia Slims, then looked up at the NO SMOKING sign on the wall above the bed.
“I gotta get out of here and have a smoke before I die.”
Joss laughed and gave Kevin a pat on the shoulder. “You gonna be okay if I take off too?”
“Where you goin’?” Tashima asked.
He shrugged. “Gotta take our equipment back to the lab, start reviewin’ some tape.”
“At two in the morning?”
“The A/V Lab’s empty this time of night. Gives me a chance to get more done.” He looked at Kevin. “You gonna be okay?”
Kevin nodded. “I’ll be fine. Go log that footage before something happens to it. If I’m gonna lose my hand, I want it to have been for something.”
Joss chuckled, then his eyes found Tashima. “I’ll give you a ride. You can smoke all the way home.”
Tashima leaned toward Kim as if asking for permission.
“Go on,” Kim told her. “Who knows how long we’ll be here.”
Tashima stood and grabbed her black leather jacket off the back of her chair. She hugged Kim; whispered in her ear, “Go talk to the cute doctor.”
Kim gave a quiet giggle. “Go home. I’ll try not to wake you when I get in.”
“I mean it,” Tashima insisted, pointing at her with an unlit cigarette. “What have you got to lose?”
She slid the Virginia Slim’s filter between her lips and walked out into the hall with Joss.
Kim watched them move to the automatic door, then returned her attention to the doctor. Love at first sight was not something she’d ever believed in. In fact, she had trouble believing in love at all.
Carter Donovan had told her he loved her after their senior prom. He’d said it again and again over the squeaking springs of a queen-sized bed at the Greencastle Dollar Inn. She remembered that bed well. She’d been sitting on it, sheet wadded up to her neck to cover her breasts, tears in her eyes as he got dressed and suddenly ended their three-year relationship.
“Did I do it wrong?” she’d asked, and the memory of her own pitiful voice still made her cringe.
He’d slipped his arm into his black tux jacket. “No, you were great.”
“Then why?”
“School will be over in a few weeks, and I’m gonna be a Florida Gator in the fall. We’ll be a thousand miles apart. It can’t work. Don’t you get that?”
She looked at her hands, at the dingy brown carpet and the pink prom dress that lay unzipped and inside out, anything not to have to see his face. This was not the person she’d known for so long. It couldn’t be.
“I get it. You’ve finally had me. Touchdown. Game over.” She’d meant it to sound angry, but it was far too shrill, the horrid sound of her heart tearing in two.
“That’s not true. We’re young. It’s not like we’re gonna run out and get married or anything. I just think it’s best if we move on.”
She continued staring at the dress. She’d shed it so easily, so willingly, as if it had been a dried husk of snake skin she’d been itching to be rid of. Her eyes narrowed. “Best for you, you mean.”
“Kim, why won’t you look at me?”
“Take me home.”
“Don’t you want to go to any part —”
“Take me home.”
He’d dropped her off in front of her house and that was the last she’d seen of him. That summer, she’d started to write him a dozen letters, but wadded them up half finished and threw them away. She’d also picked up the phone to call him. She would stand there, staring at the numbers, the dial tone droning on in her ear, and then she would slam the receiver down. She wouldn’t be the one to make the first move. The phone worked both ways. If Carter wanted to, he would call her and beg her forgiveness. Of course, he never did.
As far as she knew, he was still alive out there somewhere, but he haunted her mind like the dead, like that night so long ago on Edna Collings Bridge.
Kim stood; took a step forward, and her right hand fiddled with her crucifix. “I need something to drink. Want me to bring you something?”
“Yeah,” Kevin said, still holding the towel to his hand, “a Coke would be great.”
She nodded and stepped into the hall. The physician glanced at her a third time, his smile warm and friendly.
She walked over to him. “Hello there.”
“Hi.” His voice was deep, sexy.
“Do I know you?” she asked nervously.
“Not really. Nasonex, right?”
Kim cocked her head. “Huh?”
“I wrote your new prescription.”
Her face warmed. “Oh.”
There were a lot of older structures on campus. If she spent enough time in them, she got physically ill; headaches, nausea, chills. Her family physician had prescribed Nasonex, but her supply ran out at the worst possible time and she’d had huge hives all over her arms and legs. Very attractive.
“I can’t believe you remember me,” she said.
“I can’t believe I didn’t ask you your name.”
She straightened and offered him her hand. “Kim Saunders.”
He took it. “Tyler Bachman.”
“Don’t you mean Doctor Tyler Bachman?”
“I still can’t get used to that.” He turned away; pulled the X-ray off the light board. “Your boyfriend will be fine. Hairline fracture. I’ll stitch up that gash and set it for him, but he’ll have to see a specialist in the morning.”
Kim blinked, then remembered Kevin. “Oh ... him? He’s not my boyfriend. I don’t actually have a boyfriend right now ... actually. What about you?”
Tyler chuckled. “Do I have a boyfriend?”
“No ... No, you wouldn’t have a boyfriend. Would you?”
“No, I wouldn’t.”
Her face felt as if it might catch fire. “Of course you wouldn’t.”
He smiled warmly at her. “Would you like to go out with me sometime?”
“Go out?” Kim’s eyes widened. She blinked and said, “Isn’t there some rule against dating patients?”
He stuffed the X-ray into a large manila envelope. “You’re not my patient anymore.”
“Oh ... right.” She gave a nervous little giggle, mulled it over for an instant, then said, “Sure, yeah, that would be great.”
“How’s tomorrow night?”
Kim smiled. “Tomorrow’s good.”
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Monitors replayed the investigation from different angles. Joss watched, comfortable in his chair, a can of Red Bull in his hand as he looked for something, anything of interest in the recordings they’d made. He was alone with his audio/video equipment, at home in his element.
At home.
He smiled a little at the thought. It was a pleasant smile, but there was sadness behind it as well. He looked at his surroundings, at the textured, sound-proof walls, at the digital readouts that showed the passing of time in decimal-pointed numbers, at the images on the screens. Much of his life had been spent in dimly lit edit bays like this one.
In high school, he’d been in charge of the video yearbook, and he’d watched the major events of his junior and senior years unfold through the lens of a camera. But this was what he loved to do, his passion, the reason he came to Stanley University in the first place.
Years ago, a wealthy New York businessman, Roger Hays, donated a large sum of money to the campus. Some said the man’s son had low SAT scores, that he’d been buying the boy’s way onto campus. True or not, the faculty cashed Hays’ check, and the money was used to purchase new state-of-the-art film and television equipment, equipment to rival anything found in California or New York. In fact, Stanley’s curriculum was now so good that the school was often referred to as “the USC of the Midwest.”
Joss’ family could not afford to send him to the real USC, but they could pay the tuition for Stanley U. So here he sat, spending the night in yet another edit bay, alone with his footage.
Alone.
He frowned at the realization; thought of his drive with Tashima. The streets had been empty, but he drove the speed limit. Campus cops liked to sit on the dark side streets and catch kids who were leaving the bars.
It had been quiet, but he’d kept the radio off just the same. He’d known Tashima for over a year, but he still didn’t have a clue what kind of music she liked.
She’d had the window down, her arm hanging out with a lit cigarette pinched between her fingers. Occationally, she would bring it to her lips, inhale, then blow a trail of smoke into the wind.
Finally, Joss got up the nerve to ask, “You wanna catch a movie?”
“No, I’m kind of tired and —” She looked at him. “Wait ... you mean just you and me?”
“Yeah.”
“On a date?”
“Yeah.”
She’d smiled and Joss hadn’t been able to tell if she were flattered, amused, or both. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
“Okay.” He sank back into the driver’s seat, but after a moment, he’d turned to her and said, “No, it’s not okay. I’d like to hear one good reason why we shouldn’t go out.”
Tashima blew smoke. “I’ll give you two. One: we’re friends.”
He’d given her a sly grin and raised his eyebrow. “We could be friends with benefits.”
Her voice was as cold as the breeze through the window, “Which brings me to two: sometimes I think you’re a jerk.”
“If I’m such a jerk, why are we still friends?”
Tashima gave a little snort. “I ask myself that question every time I see you.”
And it sounded as if she meant it.
Joss held up his arm, flexed, and studied the bicep.
In high school, he’d been a skinny little geek. He’d worked hard since then, lifted weights, gained muscle. Now, he could be mistaken for a football player, but he still fared no better with women. At the end of the day, his life was still solitary confinement, still darkness and video monitors.
He turned his attention back to the screens, to Tashima’s image, adjusted the grain, the sharpness, and wondered what it would be like to touch her.
I’m so pathetic. He shook his head and thought, Why am I sitting here torturing myself?
Joss stopped the video; turned his attention to the computer, to the audio Kim had recorded. He pressed “play.” As he listened, a line moved across the peaks and valleys of a graph on the screen.
The first spike was Kevin’s voice, “... act like you’re going to sleep.”
Next came the rustle of movement as Kim lay down, followed by a long silence. And then ...
“... you.”
What the hell was that?
Joss clicked the mouse, pulled the audio back. He adjusted the volume, EQ’d the background noise down, then let it play again. This time it was much clearer.
“Take me with you.”
He felt a chill climb his back. It was a female voice, but it wasn’t Kim’s, nor was it Tashima’s. He isolated it, then ran it through over and over.
“Take me with you ... Take me with you ... Take me ...”
“Good morning, Mr. Giler.”
Joss jumped in his chair and whirled around.
Geoffrey Burke stood in the doorway, a steaming Stanley University coffee mug in his hand. He wore a tweed jacket and slacks with a white, button-up shirt. No tie. Burke never wore ties. The golden frames of his glasses caught light from the overhead spots and gleamed brightly. The look on his face was friendly, but serious.
“Professor ...” Joss glanced at his watch. “You’re here awful early.”
“So are you.”
There were women who took Burke’s class because of his boyish looks and English accent. The accent was still James Bond, but today the face appeared haggard, dark circles around red eyes.
He sipped his coffee; looked at the monitors. “Your group’s investigation was last night, am I right?”
Joss nodded. “Yes sir, I was just reviewing the recordings.”
“Anything noteworthy?”
“I’ve found some EVP.”
“The more accurate term is ASP, Mr. Giler. Anomalous Sound Phenomenon. Chains rattling, knocks at the door, pipes banging ... these are all sounds that might have a paranormal origin. About five years ago, I captured the buzz of German propellers, World War II era bombers, in a remodeled flat in downtown London. It was all very exciting. More often than not, Mr. Giler, you’ll find that spirits communicate with something other than their voices.”
Joss backed up the audio and said again, “I’ve found some EVP.”
He hit “play” and the little girl whispered through the speakers once more, “Take me with you.”
Burke sat down in the empty chair next to Joss. “Is there video?”
“Oh, yeah.” Joss typed on the keyboard and the monitor images rewound. “Kevin had Kim lie down on the bed, like you suggested —”
“Show me.” The professor placed his coffee cup on the console. “And let me hear the audio from the video camera only, if you please.”
Joss nodded. “Sure thing.”
On the monitor, Kim slowly lay down on the bed, and for a moment, there was no activity, no sound at all, then she suddenly sat up and looked around.
Burke leaned forward. “Did you see that?”
“What?”
The professor tapped the monitor. “The expression on Miss Saunders’ face. Run it again.”
As the images played out a second time, Joss saw what Burke was talking about. There was fear in her eyes. “It’s like she could hear it.”
“Now sync up the other audio recording with this video,” Burke suggested.
“No shit?”
The professor nodded. “I think so.”
It took only a few keystrokes to set it up. This time, Kim’s audio and Kevin’s video were married. The whisper came through the speakers, “Take me with you,” then Kim’s eyes sprang open as if a gun had just gone off beside her. The mysterious voice wasn’t audible in the video camera recording, and yet she was able to hear it.
“Son of a bitch,” Joss said, impressed.
Burke was awed as well. “Play the rest of the tape.”
Joss did as the professor ordered, and together they watched the action play out, saw the book fly, the bed move, and the door slam.
When the monitor went black, Burke turned to him and asked, “No one mentioned hearing the voice?”
“No.”
“Not even Miss Saunders?”
“No, she ... no.”
The professor nodded. “Mr. Giler, I would like to see the four of you in my office this afternoon. I have a proposal that I think your group may find very interesting.”
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Kevin looked at the splint, a hard plastic brace with Velcro straps that firmly hugged his hand and wrist. He’d hoped for a cast. He wanted something everyone back at the house could sign, a kind of fraternity souvenir, but that wasn’t how it was done anymore, not for a hairline fracture.
Kim had dropped him off at the house just after three in the morning, and then it was back to the hospital at eleven to be fitted for this brace. In between, he’d received a phone call from Joss, telling him that Burke had already viewed the tapes, listened to the audio files, and was so impressed with their work that he now wanted to speak to them about it.
Kevin could barely contain his excitement. He should have been tired from lack of sleep, not to mention the pain medication the doctors had given him, but as the group gathered in the profesor’s office, Kevin was full of so much adrenaline that rest was the furthest thing from his mind.
The desk was too large for the room. Professor Burke had to turn sideways and slide around it to get to his chair. It was stained a dark brown and nothing on it was out of place.
The computer was a Dell, which was odd. Kevin thought the university had made some kind of pact with Gateway, filling the computer labs and library with cow-printed mousepads. Burke’s mousepad displayed a spooky mansion, a lightning bolt flashing above its eaves. A stack of blank paper sat to one side of his printer. The professor’s name, centered in bold at the top of each page, was followed by a string of degrees: M.D., Ph.D., etc. Several of the letter combinations held no meaning for Kevin, like some nonsense combination found in a spoonful of alphabet soup.
A Stanley University coffee mug full of pens sat on the right-hand corner beside two black plastic trays. The top tray had a sign that read, “Feed In Basket at Your Own Risk!”
Kevin stared past the professor, looked at the books that filled the man’s shelves, quickly read the spines. Every book in the office had “ghost” or “haunted” somewhere in the title, and Geoffrey Burke had authored or co-authored more than a few of them, but the one that almost brought Kevin to laughter was by Allan Zullo, Haunted Animals: True Ghost Stories. He pictured Lassie’s head spinning as the dog growled, “Fuck Timmy! Leave his ass in the well!”
He smiled and turned away, glancing at the others. Joss sat in the chair next to him, yawning, wearing the same clothes he’d worn the night before. Tashima and Kim were the last to arrive. They stood by the door, Kim checking her watch as if she had somewhere else she had to be.
Burke looked at them, his reading glasses hanging precariously on the end of his nose.
Kevin cleared his throat. “Joss said you liked the work we did on our investigation.”
“Indeed I did, Mr. Heiliger. I’ve reviewed your group’s data, and the work was top notch. It wasn’t merely up to standard, it set a new standard.”
A proud grin slowly bloomed on Kevin’s lips. He looked around the office, finding similar expressions on the faces of his friends.
“Which leads me to believe that each of you is ready for this.” The professor turned in his chair and reached into a drawer. He hesitated, then produced a red file folder. He removed some photographs, spread them out across his desk. “Ladies and gentlemen, meet the Woodfield Movie Palace.”
Kevin leaned in to see various views of the theater, some showing a brightly lit marquee. As he studied the photos, Burke covered them with the Xerox copy of an old newspaper clipping. The headline read, “WOODFIELD GHOST?”
“It has a long history of paranormal activity,” Burke announced, and the knowing grin on his face was ripe with potential experiences. Before Kevin could ask him to elaborate, the professor shrugged and said, “Unfortunately, the cinema and surrounding land have just been sold for development. In the space of a few weeks, this building will no longer exist and a unique opportunity for spiritual investigation will be lost forever.
“I’ve asked you here because I need field assistants.”
Kevin’s eyes widened and he sat taller in his chair. After a few moments of stunned silence, he found he was able to speak again, “Thank you so much, Professor. This is such an honor. I hope I don’t disappoint you or —”
“You’ll do fine,” Burke cut in, and then his eyes swept the group. “As I said, I’ve gone over your evidence, your logs and reports, and I need detail-oriented people such as yourselves, people who will take careful notation of what they see, hear, and experience. Serious-minded individuals.”
Joss snickered. “Then what am I doing here?”
“Mr. Giler. You’re here because, in addition to your recent improvement on my exams, I’ve seen you demonstrate advanced knowledge of digital camera and sound equipment. And I might add that your participation in this little exercise will greatly improve your classroom average.”
Tashima spoke up, “How many ghost hunts have you been on, Professor?”
He wagged his finger at her. “This will be a scientific investigation, Miss Ishmail, not, let me repeat this so it’s clear to everyone, not a ghost hunt. A ghost hunt would have us traipsing off to some bloody place, a graveyard for instance, where there has never been a recorded sighting. All this on the off chance we might see something.
“We are going to a location known for spectral activity. We will be collecting data via video, still photos, and devices that record audio, movement, and temperature. We will be taking detailed notes and collecting evidence to prove, or to disprove, a haunting.” He turned back toward Tashima. “And to answer your query, my dear, I’ve conducted over two dozen investigations in my professional career, most in my native England.
“Any other questions?”
Kevin gave another glance at his hand, at the brace that covered it, and his excited smile waned a bit. “I just don’t know how much good I’ll be to you with this.”
The professor indicated his other hand. “You can still hold onto equipment, EMF meters, a digital audio recorder?”
“When is this?” Joss wanted to know. His tone was less than eager.
“How can you not be totally psyched about this?” Kevin’s eyes returned to the photographs on the professor’s desk, to the newspaper article. “Don’t you understand what an incredible opportunity this is? This place was a local legend.”
“We’ll go this weekend,” Burke told them. “But I’d like to schedule a walk-through beforehand, sometime in the next few days. Rule number one of an investigation: find out all you can about the locale. Is that agreeable to everyone?”
Joss frowned. “All weekend?”
“What, you got a date or somethin’?” Tashima asked with a grin.
“Maybe I do.”
“Won’t your other hand get jealous?” she asked.
Burke rolled his eyes. “Mr. Giler, Miss Ishmail, please tell me we are all adults here?”
Kevin glared at them. “Yes sir, we are.”
“Very good, Mr. Heiliger. I know I can count on your assistance.” Burke looked over to Tashima. “What about you, Miss Ishmail?”
She pursed her lips, thought it over. It was no secret that she needed this credit, and while Kevin didn’t know what her grade had been on Burke’s mid-term exam, he knew it hadn’t been good. If Tashima flunked, she’d have wasted the entire semester. Finally, she nodded and said, “If it’ll help my grade, count me in.”
“Mercenary,” Burke grinned at her. “That’s fine.” He then shifted his glance. “Mr. Giler?”
Joss was still looking at Tashima. “What the hell, I’m in too. Sounds like fun.”
The professor next turned to Kim and his smile wilted a bit.
Kevin looked over at her. She was pressed against the doorframe, her face white as a sheet.
“No,” Kim said.
Burke sweetened the offer. “Our findings will be published. And of course, all of you will share in the credit. I know you want to teach, Miss Saunders. Publication would be a wonderful —”
“No,” she insisted, her voice trembling. “There’s no way I can —”
“What’s wrong?” Tashima interrupted, real concern in her eyes.
Kim didn’t answer. Her feet were already at the office threshold. She grabbed up her backpack and strapped it on. “I’m sorry guys, Professor, but the answer’s no.”
She turned the corner and was gone.
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Tashima caught up to Kim half-way down the hall to the elevator, grabbing her by the shoulder to stop her. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing.” The girl was pale, sweating. Her hand clutched the crucifix that hung from her neck. “We had to do an investigation to pass the course. Fine. It’s done. I don’t need to do another one, and I don’t need any extra credit.”
“So you’re gonna spend the weekend alone in the dorm while all your friends are out havin’ fun?”
Kim frowned. “You seriously call this fun?”
“Well, I’m not gonna enjoy it as much without you.”
“But you’re still gonna do it.”
“Yeah, I’m gonna do it. Maybe you don’t need the extra credit, but I sure as hell do.”
“You think you can? I mean, you were too scared to lie down on a bed.”
“That’s right, I was. You weren’t.”
Kim shrugged. “I thought I could handle it.”
“And you did handle it,” Tashima pointed out. “Don’t chicken out now.”
“Last night ...” Kim shook her head helplessly. She looked close to tears. “I was scared out of my mind.”
“So was I. I wanted to run like hell, but I didn’t. I stayed right there in that room, stuff flyin’ around my head and everything else. I stood my ground and we got ... we got proof. Isn’t that why we took this class in the first place? To find out if there really are spirits out there?”
Kim slumped back against the painted cinderblock wall. “I thought it was because we hated Freud.”
“Fuck Freud.”
They looked at each other and laughed.
Kim wiped at her eyes, then blurted out, “I saw a ghost once.”
Tashima’s laughter died in her throat, then with no hesitation, she admitted, “I talked to a ghost once.”
“You’re just trying to make me feel better.”
“No, I’m serious.” She made a triangle with her thumbs and forefingers, traced figure eights in the air. “Ouija board. Everybody had me bring it on sleepovers. Most of the time, people would be movin’ it themselves. You can kinda tell. But there was this one night ... we got through to somebody.”
“You never said anything about it before.”
“I don’t like to talk about it.”
The spirit had been playful. They’d asked it what its name was and the aimless pointer was suddenly given direction. It shot from one letter to the next as all of the girls read them aloud in unison.
M-A-L-C-O-L-M.
Malcolm said he was 15. He said he went to their school in 1975, said that he lived in that very house, Lewanda Sumner’s house. He said Lewanda’s lost earring was under the couch in the downstairs living room.
Tashima remembered her friend going to look, then coming back with the gold hoop in her palm, laughing nervously. And it didn’t stop there. Malcolm knew the combination to the lock on Lewanda’s diary, knew she had a crush on her Algebra teacher, Mr. Rock. When he told her she slept on her stomach at night, Lewanda stood up, shaking, and refused to play anymore.
Sleep did not come easily for any of them that night. They kept the light on and their eyes continuously swept the room, convinced Malcolm was somewhere unseen ... watching them. And of course, he was.
Tashima shook her head, offered an uneasy grin. “It was pretty freaky.”
Kim nodded.
“But in the back of my mind, I always kept this little sliver of doubt, y’know? Somebody was pushin’ it. Somebody knew the answers to the questions and was just tryin’ to freak the rest of us out, but that would have to have been Lewanda, and honey ... she was my friend. I knew her. She was scared. But I still kept tellin’ myself that it was just a game, kept lyin’ to myself, because if it was real ... I didn’t think I’d ever feel safe again.”
They stood in silence for a moment, looking one another in the eye, unflinching, then Kim turned away and said, “I’m scared. I can’t do this. I won’t.”
“Girl, that’s why you need to do this, to get over that fear. Take my advice —”
Kim rolled her eyes and backed away down the hall. “I’ve already taken your advice. I’ve got a date with the nice doctor tonight.” She smiled. “That’s about all the courage I can muster today.”
Tashima didn’t smile back, nor did she say anything.
“Don’t wait up,” Kim told her as she got on the elevator.
Tashima watched the doors close on her friend, then swallowed.
She needed a cigarette.
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Kim let out a nervous giggle that betrayed her fear. “I’m gonna fall and break my ass!”
“No you won’t.” Tyler led her out onto The Rollerdome’s wooden floor. He rolled backward and his hands held hers tightly. A slight smile tugged at his lips, but his eyes were serious.
Her legs wobbled as she rolled after him. The right skate went back too far and she leaned forward. A horridly girlish squeal escaped her throat, but Tyler kept her upright.
“See,” he told her, “Nothing to worry about. I’ve got you.”
Circles of rainbow light whirled across the walls, ceiling, and floor. Speakers blared the latest Linkin Park song; the one Stanley University’s campus radio station had played every five minutes for weeks now. A group of teenage boys swept by on rollerblades. They wore jeans covered in skulls and embroidered dragons that coiled around their legs. She tensed, afraid they would plow into her and knock her down, but they flew by.
“God,” she said as she watched them pass. “I’m way too old for this.”
That made Tyler laugh. “Twenty isn’t old.”
“Too old to learn to roller skate.”
“Come on.” He brought her hands together and lightly squeezed her fingers. “You might have some of these kids in your classroom soon. You don’t want them to think their student teacher’s a big wuss, do you?”
She looked away from him for a moment and saw a group of girls in tight, low cut jeans that bared the crests of their hips. They had to be all of fifteen, talking and giggling as they skated along. One of the girls saw a cute guy with a goatee and waved at him. Kim found herself wishing to be one of them again, with her late teenage traumas and all the stressful life choices still years away.
The thought of graduation filled her with a sense of dread. Her life had changed little from high school. She would attend lectures by day, hang out with Tashima and the guys by night, and busy herself with her various studies in the hours between. But now, as her college days waned and “real life” loomed large on the horizon, the more she considered her own future, the more she found it to be an ever-changing kaleidoscope, with colors ranging from sunny yellow to a very cold and lonely blue.
Tyler pulled her around the rink, picking up speed each time they passed the DJ. After twenty or so laps, he let go of her left hand and turned to skate beside her. She started to reach out for him, then stopped herself, made a tight fist instead. Her nervous eyes fell to the smooth wooden floor, watching it move rapidly between her feet.
“Don’t look down,” he told her. “Look at me.”
She did as he said, her lips mirroring his smile.
As they rolled around toward the Snack Bar, he gave her a nudge. “Want some ice cream? They actually have the best ice cream here.”
“How much do you skate?”
“Not that much,” he said. “Maybe once a month. It’s great for the heart.”
“So you burn off all these calories ... then you go eat a bunch of ice cream?”
“Yep. Want some?”
She nodded enthusiastically. “If it means I can get off these skates.”
He escorted her from the floor. Kim welcomed the friction of low-pile carpeting. It made her feel steadier, less likely to fall flat on her face. When they reached a row of tables, she was even happier to sit down. Tyler brought back two cones, one chocolate chip and one vanilla.
“Chocolate chip is my favorite,” Kim told him. “How did you know?”
“I ... I’m psychic.” He smiled and handed her the ice cream.
After a few licks, she paused, her ears warming. “This was your cone, wasn’t it?”
“It’s okay.” He sat next to her, enjoying his plain vanilla. “I should have asked. Besides, what kind of gentleman would I be if I deprived you of your favorite?”
“Thanks,” she said. “And thanks for the new experience.”
“So, don’t ever make you do this again?”
“Not if you want a second date,” she agreed with a giggle.
He appeared to think this over. “Do you want a second date?”
Kim swallowed a mouthful of ice cream. The cold made her molars ache. Finally, she found her voice. “You have to ask?”
“I just wanted to make sure you were having a good time.”
She smiled. “I’m having a great time.”
“Drip.”
“What?”
He pointed to her hand.
Kim blinked and saw that her ice cream had wept onto the napkin she’d wrapped around the cone. She quickly bent down to lick it, sculpting the custard with her tongue.
Tyler watched her, grinning. “That’s very distracting.”
She giggled and put her hand over her mouth. “Sorry.”
“Don’t be.”
They were quiet for a moment, eating their ice cream, then the DJ’s voice blasted over the speakers, called for a couple’s skate.
Tyler looked at her. “You wanna get back on the floor?”
She waved her cone, threatening. “You wanna wear this?”
He threw his head back and laughed.
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“Hello?”
Geoffrey Burke sat up in his chair and held the receiver to his lips. “Yes, Miss Saunders ... about this afternoon —”
“I can’t come to the phone right now because I’m busy studying.”
“Yeah,” Tashima Ishmail’s recorded voice burst in, giggling. “Studying.”
“So leave a message after the beep and Kim —”
“Or Tashima!”
“— will call you right back.”
“Peace.” Tashima’s voice was followed by a piercing tone.
“Yes, Miss Saunders ... this, this is Professor Burke. About this afternoon, I’m sorry if I put you on the spot in any way. I can assure you, that was not my intent. I’d like the opportunity to listen to your concerns, and to offer my help if I can. Please call my office or stop by when you have the time. Sorry again.”
Bollocks.
He hit the pound symbol, hoped this was a voice mail service and he would be given the option to erase everything he’d just said. Silence followed, however, so he hung up.
Before devoting himself to the paranormal full time, Burke had used his doctorate in psychiatry to counsel others. He was no stranger to the wounded terror he’d seen in Kim Saunders’ eyes. He’d found it in rape victims who grew physically ill when they approached the scene where they’d been violated, who shied away from being touched. He’d witnessed it in soldiers who returned from combat to flinch at the sound of a car backfiring, who never felt comfortable in a crowd. He’d seen it in tsunami survivors in Asia who saw the wall of water that stole their homes and children whenever they closed their eyes, who woke up screaming, “the sea is coming” until their throats were raw. And when Burke looked in the mirror each morning, he saw it in himself.
He rubbed a hand across his tightly buttoned shirt, felt his scarred chest itch beneath it.
The professor shut his eyes, and for an instant, he was twelve years old again, lying in his bed in their old Wolverhampton flat. He felt the unseen thing’s stare burn through the darkness and swallowed hard. The pain was still so vivid ... as was the sound of his own screams, and the sight of his blood-stained sheets when his Mum finally came to turn on the light. His parents actually thought he’d done it to himself. They’d checked his room nightly for knives, tools, anything he might have used to carve upon his own flesh. The attacks had stopped the moment they’d moved from that place. Scratches healed, bruises faded, but that pain ... that pain lingered still.
Burke opened his eyes once more, wiped his mouth with a trembling hand. He reached for the file drawer of his desk, pushed the folders forward to reveal a bottle of Scotch. He filled a small glass, drank deeply and felt warmth flood his body, chasing the chill from his bones.
He looked down at the research that littered his otherwise pristine desk. Rule number one of an investigation: find out all you can about the history of your site. Consult local papers and town historians to learn the folklore, and most important, the hard facts. Headlines from old news clippings shouted at him. Burke picked one up and read it.
WOODFIELD OPERA HOUSE OPENS TONIGHT
Gorman Promises Big City Gala for Pet Project
The paper was The Harmony Herald. The date in the upper margin proclaimed it to be Sunday, April 14th, 1912, the same night the Titanic met its fate. Below the banner was a faded portrait of millionaire Patrick Gorman. He’d made his fortune in the railroads, but his handlebar mustache made him look as if he should have been tying damsels to the tracks. His eyes were dark spots on the page. This Xerox copy did not do the image justice. When Burke found the original photo, sandwiched between brittle bindings in a library basement, he could see more detail in Gorman’s face, could even see teeth showing between slightly parted lips, but he was amazed to find that, though the paper had yellowed and the newsprint had faded with time, those eyes remained black as coal.
Burke could find no photos of the actual gala, but it was easy enough to envision it. Horse-drawn carriages lined up at the theater doors. Men in top hats, tuxedos, and blinding white shirts. Women in glittering evening gowns. Everyone complimenting Gorman on his amazing creation.
The lavish two-hundred-thousand dollar, 1,800-seat Woodfield contained a first-floor refreshment parlor and a balcony tearoom. The floors in the lobby and washrooms were constructed of solid marble. Statues had been commissioned specifically for this auditorium, and crystal chandeliers hung from every ceiling.
Burke found it quite interesting that the outer walls of the Woodfield were comprised primarily of sandstone. The rock possessed a high quartz content, and quartz had the ability to absorb energy, storing it in much the same way as a common battery. Thought ... emotion ... consciousness ... all forms of energy generated by the human mind, and all found in abundance within theaters.
He set the paper aside, glanced at some of the other photos and clippings before fixing on an article from September 20, 1918,
MILLIONAIRE GORMAN FOUND
DEAD AFTER PERFORMANCE
Harmony, Indiana — “If I could, I would spend every waking moment here for the rest of my life,” Patrick Gorman told a companion about the Woodfield Opera House he built on the outskirts of this rural community. They were the last words he would ever speak. When the curtain fell on a production of Mozart’s The Magic Flute, it appeared the 68-year-old businessman had fallen asleep in his own personal box. In reality, the man had suffered a fatal stroke sometime during the second act ...
The first life claimed by the Woodfield had been its own creator. Burke took another drink and continued to skim his collection of historical articles, building a timeline.
During a performance of The Blue Danube, two years later, a dancer fell into the orchestra pit and broke her neck. The stage was dark after that. Without millionaire Gorman to attract them to the countryside, the wealthy stayed away, and farmers had neither the money nor the inclination for operas and the ballet.
In 1927, the Woodfield was granted a new lease on life as the area’s only movie theater, a status it would maintain for more than sixty years.
The first true spirit sighting was shortly after this conversion. Both patrons and employees reported seeing the outline of a figure sitting in one of the empty chairs. Some said Gorman objected to the bastardization of his cultural Mecca, others claimed the figure was female, perhaps the poor dancer.
These sightings increased sharply in the 1950’s, a decade that saw two noteworthy events in the Woodfield’s balcony.
First, a teenaged girl was murdered by her boyfriend. He’d used a switchblade to slit her throat. When the movie ended, he simply stood up, covered in blood, and walked down to the lobby, where he was greeted by the screams of fellow patrons. Upon his arrest, the boy claimed to remember nothing of what he had done.
Next, a terrible fire in the balcony caused thousands of dollars in damage and claimed a dozen more lives. The blaze was blamed on the improper storage of cleaning materials and a lit cigarette. A Mr. Vernon Armstrong, who was manager at the time, was sacked following an investigation. He later committed suicide in a run-down motel. The note he left behind read, “I’m miserable and long for my cinema. I miss her so much.”
Men always found a way to make the inannimate feminine. A farmer names his tractor “Betsy.” A teenager says of his car, “She’s a fast machine.”
Freud would say it’s because we all have issues with our mums. Fuck Freud.
And then there was Delbert King, the final owner, who turned the theater into a Piccadilly Circus grindhouse before splattering its walls in his own blood. The man socked away money for years, hid it from everyone around him, almost as if he had planned his death for over a decade. The will had been very specific. As long as there was money in the coffers, the cinema had to remain standing.
And it had.
A glossy photo of the Woodfield seduced Burke’s eye and he picked it up.
Patrick Gorman ... Vernon Armstrong ... Delbert King ... What did they see in you?
Burke wanted another drink, but he forced himself to put the bottle away. How would it look if he passed out here in his office?
He had worked hard to build a solid reputation as a scientist. Every dark, mysterious locale was illuminated with the harsh light of knowledge. Each bump in the night was explained, each ghostly photo debunked. Because he approached each investigation with the eye of a skeptic, there were some in the field who fully considered him to be one, stating that if a ghost came up to him and did the hula, he still would not believe.
How wrong they were.
On every investigation, Burke hoped to see something, anything manifest itself for his instruments to record, hoped to somehow find the thing that had attacked him so many years before ... hoped to prove to the world that it existed, that it was all too real. And yet, every search to this point had been a fruitless one, every promising lead a disappointment.
He reached for his class files and found Kim Saunders’ folder. The face on her student ID photo was happy, smiling, in stark contrast to the wounded soul that left his office in a rush.
If anyone could help him find the answers, he had a feeling it would be her.
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They had been quiet since leaving the Rollerdome, and Tyler found himself sneaking glances at Kim. She was pretty, very pretty, but she carried herself as if she didn’t know it. She was slender, but not thin; “fit” was perhaps a better word for it. Her heart-shaped face was pale, her lips rosy, and her dark eyes appeared just a little bit sad.
They entered Memorial Park, walked beneath an archway: limestone covered over by a green blanket of ivy, then turned down a path toward the Student Union. The concrete walk was still dark from a late afternoon shower, and the scent of wet pine trees filled the air. Streetlamps ignited, their orange glow caught by the spray of fountains and made to dance across reflecting pools. Tomorrow morning, these walkways would be filled with students hurrying to get to and from their various classrooms and lecture halls. Tonight, however, the trails were deserted.
“So,” Tyler began, breaking the silence, “If I asked you what you were thinking about, would you tell me?”
She blinked, then gave him a nervous little giggle. “Isn’t that the sort of thing the girl’s supposed to ask?”
He feigned offense. “Sexist much?”
“What can I say, I’m old-fashioned. Not used to the whole sensitive, metro-sexual male thing yet.” There was an uncomfortable pause, and he could see her struggle to bring words to her lips. Finally, she asked, “Do you ever think about death?”
Tyler was taken aback. “I’m a doctor.”
“Oh ... right. Ever seen someone die?”
He nodded. “Yeah, I’ve seen a few.”
She looked at the sidewalk, then said, “Ever find yourself wondering if there’s something after?”
“Are you asking me if I believe in Heaven?”
She shrugged, her hand on the crucifix that hung from her neck, “Not so much a heaven, just ... I don’t know ... something.”
The frigid winter had yielded grudgingly to a balmy spring, but a chilly breeze now blew across the green. Kim wore a light T-shirt and jeans, and she shivered against the sudden cold. Tyler took off his jacket and wrapped it around her shoulders.
“Here,” he said.
“Aren’t you going to be cold?”
“No. I’m warm actually.”
She smiled up at him. “Thanks.”
They walked on, and for a moment, Tyler considered changing the topic of conversation to something less morbid. Instead, he told her, “Death and I are at war. Sometimes I win, and I’m on top of the world. Sometimes he wins, and those days ... those are not good days. If I thought these people were going to a better place, maybe it would be easier to accept, but it’s never easy to lose a patient.”
“So when we die it just all stops? You’re here and then you’re not, and that’s it, game over?”
“There was a patient that came in and died without ever regaining consciousness, but the others ... they were wheeled in wide awake, alert and oriented right up until the moment they coded. I looked into their eyes, and I saw this ... this intense fear, fear of dying, of the unknown. A couple even wore religious medals, a Star of David, and one had a crucifix like yours. They believed in God or a Jesus or whatever, but at the moment their hearts stopped beating, they were still scared out of their minds.”
“Maybe they were afraid to face their God, afraid to be judged and wind up in Hell or something.”
“Or maybe they were just afraid that they’d lived their whole lives believing in a lie, like a child who wakes up too early one Christmas morning and finds his parents stuffing his stockings and trying to figure out instructions on how to put his bicycle together.”
“Personal experience?”
He snickered. “Not me. My parents are Jewish.”
“Aren’t you Jewish too?”
“I consider myself to be an agnostic. God’s never given me a reason to believe in Him, but after going to temple for so many years, I’m afraid to piss Him off too much, just in case.”
He gave her a wink and she grinned, but the joy did not spread to her eyes. They were still sad and serious. Tyler grew concerned.
“Is somebody ill?” he asked.
“Huh?” Kim gave him a questioning stare. “No. Why?”
“Well, it’s just that ...” He held up his hand. “Not that I mind deep or anything, it’s actually kind of refreshing, but you just looked upset about something, and you’ve been really fiddling with your crucifix.”
She looked down, found her fingers rubbing the silver necklace. “Sorry, nervous habit.”
“I don’t want to make you nervous.”
“You’re not.” Kim let go of the crucifix; let it fall against her chest. “It was my Grandmother’s necklace. Mom gave it to me when I graduated from high school.”
She wrapped her arm around Tyler’s as they walked, and he liked the way it felt.
“It’s a funny story, actually,” she said.
“Funny ha-ha, or funny strange?”
“Just odd. Mom’s looking for a pair of earrings, and she finds the necklace in her jewelry box. She swore Grandma was wearing it when they buried her, said she never took it off when she was alive. It’s been blessed by the Pope. Mom said Grandma’s my guardian angel, that she must have wanted me to have it.”
Tyler smiled indulgently. “That is wacky.”
“Wacky?” She let loose another nervous giggle. “That’s my Mom. Wacky.”
They fell silent. Mist drifted across the path, as if the pavement were steaming.
Eventually, Tyler said, “It’s getting kind of spooky out here.”
“Yeah,” she muttered, then blurted, “Have you ever seen a ghost?”
“No. How about you?”
Kim opened her mouth to speak, reconsidered, then shrugged and said, “There’s this covered bridge back in Greencastle where I grew up. Edna Collings Bridge. Back in the 20’s there was this family who would go there for picnics along the stream that runs under it. They would eat and lounge around. The father would fish, and the little girl would swim in the stream.
“Anyway, when it started to get dark, the parents would drive into the covered bridge, turn off their motor, and honk three times. That was the signal for the little girl that it was time to go home.
“One day, when they honked their horn, the girl didn’t come. They looked everywhere for her, and finally, they found her body. She’d drowned.
“For years we’d all heard the story: if you drove into the bridge at night, turned off your motor and honked your horn three times, just like her parents did, the ... the ghost of that drowned little girl would come get into your car, ready to go home with you.”
“I think I’ve heard this story too,” Tyler said, “but I thought she came if you honked five times.”
“No, it was three.” Kim corrected with an uneasy grin.
“So did you ever actually go to this bridge and try it out?”
She nodded and her grin withered instantly. She gripped his arm a little tighter and said, “It was Halloween night. I was dressed as Little Red Riding Hood, with a short skirt and a little wicker basket.”
Tyler tried not to smile as he pictured it.
“We’d gone to Angela Peter’s party, me and my ... my ex-boyfriend, Carter.” She took her eyes from the path to glance up at him. “He used to call me ‘Sweet Lips.’”
He couldn’t stop himself from laughing. “And you liked that?”
“I thought it was cute ’til I got here and took an American History class. Turns out that’s what George Washington named his dog.”
They both laughed at that, but Kim’s laughter had more than a hint of bitterness to it.
She went on. “Anyway, Angela’s party was totally lame. She had us bobbing for apples, if you can believe that. So Carter talked me into leaving early and going out to the bridge. I knew it was just an excuse to get me alone. I was fine with that. He was the star receiver on the football team, and more popular than the damn quarterback.”
Kim looked startled and glanced up at Tyler as if she might have offended him by mentioning an old flame.
Tyler reached over and rubbed her arm, wanting her to continue.
She did, “I was nervous about going out there at night. I kept telling myself there was nothing to be scared of. Nothing. After all, I said, there’s no such things as ghosts ... even on Halloween.
“Carter drove us out to the middle of the bridge and turned off his motor, you had to turn off your motor or it wouldn’t work, then he hit the horn ... once ... twice ... three times. A second later, this bat smacks the windshield right in front of me.”
“Seriously?” Tyler asked.
Kim nodded. “Scared the shit out of me.”
“I bet.”
“But that wasn’t the worst of it. It got colder, so cold I could see my own breath, and I asked Carter to turn on the motor so we could have some heat, but he said the ghost wouldn’t show if we had the car running.
“That was when the passenger window shattered.
“I threw my arms up over my face. The glass was everywhere. When I lowered my hands, I saw someone step out of the shadows. She ran to my door, a little girl with a ... a blue, wrinkled face, these sunken eyes, and green hair that was all matted with sediment.”
Tyler stared at her in disbelief. “You’re kidding.”
“That’s what I saw,” she insisted. “This ... dead ... thing walked up to the car and said she was ready to go. I’ll never forget that voice as long as I live.” Kim hunched over and tried to imitate it, words oozing from her mouth in a horrible whisper, “‘I’m ready to go home now. Ready to go home’”
He felt suddenly cold and had the urge to look over his shoulder. There was nothing there. They were alone on the path. Alone in the dark.
Kim said, “It actually reached into the car and grabbed my arm. Its hand was really ...” She grimaced. “...spongy. I screamed so hard I thought my throat was going to tear open, and then Carter turned on the engine and slammed his foot on the gas. When the car lurched forward, the little girl’s wet grip slipped from my wrist and she was gone.”
“You both saw this?” Tyler asked, his arms turning to gooseflesh.
“No, Carter didn’t see the dead girl. He thought it was just another bat, thought it flew into the station wagon and broke the window and that’s what made me scream. I never told him what really happened. I knew how it would sound. I never told anyone until right now.”
They exchanged a look, then Kim was quiet for a moment. Tyler glanced up the path and saw the large stone arch that marked the park’s exit. It was just ahead. Soon, they would be back on a main street.
“I can’t even imagine how frightened you must have been,” he told her.
She said, “I know it’s hard to believe, I probably wouldn’t have believed it unless it happened to me, but it did happen. The window broke and the girl grabbed me. She grabbed me so hard I had bruises. I still have bad dreams about it.”
He nodded. “I can imagine.”
“No. I don’t think you can.”
They left the park behind. Parked cars, some new, some in various stages of disrepair, lined the cobblestone street. Across from them sat a row of dorms. Light spilled from many of their windows, but others were dark holes in their ivy-covered walls. Kim’s door was now just a block away.
“What kind of doctor do you want to be?” she suddenly asked.
He blinked, looked over at her and chuckled. “A good one, I hope.”
She lightly slapped his arm. “No, I mean a foot doctor? Family practice?”
“Some kind of specialist. That’s what my parents have always dreamed of, anyway. My uncle’s a plastic surgeon in Florida. He’s offered to let me join his practice if I want.”
“Sounds like you don’t want.”
“Few lives have been saved by changing an A-cup to a D-cup.”
“My friend Joss would beg to differ. He’d say you were providing a valuable service for all of mankind.”
Tyler shook his head. “A woman who’s all-natural is far more attractive.”
She flashed a genuine smile. “I like you, Dr. Tyler.”
He grinned as well. After her little horror story, a tornado siren had gone off at the back of his brain, screaming warnings, telling him that this girl was far too strange, that he should say goodnight as soon as possible, just drop her off on the steps of her dorm, walk away and never look back. But a much larger part of him was deaf to these alarms. He wasn’t attracted to her in spite of her weirdness, but maybe because of it. He definitely wanted to get to know her better. In fact, he didn’t really want to say goodnight to Kim at all.
But that ghost story ...
... reminded Tyler of his late grandfather. The man swore until the day he died that he’d seen Bigfoot walking through the woods. There were those who’d roll their eyes and snicker about it behind the old man’s back, and still others brave enough to call him a loon to his face, but nothing could ever get Grandpa to recant his wild tale.
Tyler could see the same conviction in Kim’s eyes.
She actually believed in the ghost she’d described for him. It may have seemed very real at the time, but Tyler knew there had to be a more plausible explanation. By her own admission, Kim had seen this specter on Halloween. It was dark, and some drunken kid in a zombie costume probably took a prank too far. And if there’d been alcohol at that party, she might have even been more than a little tipsy herself.
They crossed the street and made their way up the walk to the front steps of Elizabeth Todd Hall, the women’s dorm. Kim climbed the first step, then turned to face him. “This is my stop. I’d invite you up to my room, but it’s kind of a big no-no.”
“I wouldn’t want you to get kicked out or anything.”
Her lips curled into a grin and she brushed a few stray hairs away from her eyes. “Thank you.” She paused and squeezed his hand. “For everything.”
“Our second date ...”
“Yes?”
“I’ve got a twelve hour shift at the hospital tomorrow, but I would love to cook you a late dinner.”
“You sure you wanna cook after that?”
He shrugged, looked down at her hand in his. “I gotta eat.”
“Sure, sounds great.” Her smile widened. “Nobody’s ever cooked for me before.”
“I’d hoped to be the first.”
They remained there a moment, hand in hand. Standing on the step, Kim’s eyes were now level with his, as were her lips.
“I think this is where I give you a goodnight kiss,” he told her.
She nodded and closed her eyes in anticipation.
Tyler hesitated, studying her face, as if he could glean some understanding from it, but all he could see was her beauty. He leaned in and pressed his lips to hers, tasting strawberries. He started to pull away, but she reached up and put her free hand on the back of his neck, pulling him closer. They stood there, as if neither wanted to be the first to break free.
“It’s getting late,” Kim told him when they finally parted. “I’ve got an early class tomorrow.”
“Me too. Work, though, not class.” He snickered. “I have no class. My shift at the Med Center starts at seven in the morning. How’s eight o’clock tomorrow night? Too late?”
“Eight’s fine.”
“I’ll pick you up right here.” He kissed her hand, then let it go and backed away. “Goodnight, Kim.”
“Goodnight, Dr. Tyler.”
He watched her run up the steps, enter a code into the security keypad by the door, then turn and wave. Tyler waved back, and when she was safely inside, he moved off down the sidewalk alone.
This time, he didn’t cut through the park to get to his car, but walked all the way around it. He passed an old cemetery, its white tombstones pushed out of the ground like the tips of bony fingers, and for the first time since he was a child, he found himself wondering ...
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Kim’s room was on the third floor. Last semester, the dorm had been infested with roaches. Frustrated, and totally grossed out, Tashima had purchased an iguana to eat the little pests. It worked wonders. For months, they had the only bug-free room in Todd Hall. Then the lizard got sick. Turned out, the poison the campus used against the roaches worked better on it.
She shook her head and snickered.
No need for Wild Kingdom now.
During the Christmas break, every room had been cleaned and fumigated. The university had even sprung for new carpet and a fresh coat of paint. Kim liked the powder blue color of the carpeting, but the walls had been done in a mustard color that reminded her of baby poop.
Music filtered through several closed doors at the top of the stairs, forming an odd chorus of conflicting styles. Two girls were checking the bulletin board where announcements and schedules for local events were posted. High-pitched laughter exploded from Nicole Jensen’s open doorway. Kim looked in to see her lying across her bedspread with a phone in her hand.
Kim was surprised to find that she liked Tyler as much as she did. He was a doctor after all, and once she got passed his handsomeness, she thought they would have nothing in common, nothing to talk about. That had not been the case. He was a nice guy, and he made her feel comfortable, made her feel safe. When she told him about the ... the bridge, she thought he would think she was nuts. Maybe he did, but if so, he didn’t let on. He wanted to see her again, and she was surprised at just how amazing that made her feel.
She made her way to her own room and opened the door.
Tashima sat alone at her desk with her laptop open, her I-Pod hooked to a speaker dock, her music blaring. She stopped typing and looked up at Kim, her eyes demanding details. “So how was it?”
“It was nice.”
Tashima looked disappointed. “Just nice?”
“What’s wrong with nice?”
“Nothin’ I guess. You gonna see him again?”
Kim smiled. “As a matter of fact, he’s making me dinner tomorrow night.”
Tashima’s eyebrows rose. “Damn.”
“I know.” Kim giggled. “Guess I must have made a good impression, huh?”
“Congratulations,” Tashima told her. She reached over to hit stop on her i-Pod, then nodded at the answering machine. “You’ve got mail.”
“Don’t tell me it’s my mother.”
“It’s Burke.”
Kim’s smile withered.
“He’s not calling to pressure you. It’s an apology.”
She gave Tashima a questioning stare, marched over to the answering machine and hit play.
The professor’s accented voice filled the room, “Yes, Miss Saunders ... this, this is Professor Burke. About this afternoon, I’m sorry if I put you on the spot in any way. I can assure you, that was not my intent. I’d like the opportunity to listen to your concerns, and to offer my help if I can. Please call my office or stop by when you have the time. Sorry again.”
She erased the message and sat down on the edge of her bed, her arms crossed beneath her breasts and a sinking feeling inside her gut.
“Wanna talk about it?” Tashima asked, staring at her from across the room.
She shrugged. “Nothing to talk about. I’m not going.”
“I know.”
“Do you? You’re not saying it, but I can tell you’re still trying to think of a way to get me to change my mind.”
“Look, Kim ... I can tell this is a big thing for you. I don’t even pretend to know every little thing that went on in your life before I met you, and I’m not gonna lay a bunch of motivational crap on you now.” Tashima got up and walked over, sat beside her on the bed. “Yeah, I’d like to have you there with me, sure, but I want you to be happy more.”
“Thanks.”
Tashima put an arm around her shoulder. “If you’re gonna lead any kinda happy life, and I’m asking, do you need to face this shit and get on with it?”
Kim regarded her evenly.
Tashima went on, “Look at what happened tonight?”
“What about tonight?”
“Before tonight, when was the last time you were on a date? A real one-on-one date, not out with a group or at some party?”
They both knew the answer.
“See?” Tashima said. “You got up off your ass and took a chance, and he wasn’t like the asshole, was he?”
She smiled. A long time ago, Carter Donovan had become “He Who Shall Not Be Named,” so Tashima just called him “the asshole.” Kim loved her for that.
She blinked, and a single tear wound its way down face. “I’ll think about it.”
Tashima reached up and wiped Kim’s cheek. “I’m sorry. I won’t say another word.”
“Okay.”
“On one condition.”
Kim glared at her. “What?”
“Help me with my Algebra?”
“That I can do.”
She gave Tashima a hug, but later that night, when the books were closed and the lights were out, the old nightmare came again, and it came at Kim with a dark vividness, a ferocity she had not experienced since leaving her home in Greencastle. When her eyes sprang open, she used the pillow to muffle her scream.
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Stanley University Medical Center was a teaching hospital, “a 694 bed tower, offering the most up-to-date systems and technology,” according to the most recent brochures. Second-year residents were required to spend three months learning the ways of General Medicine, three more months on Electives, two months working on their planned subspecialty (training in Family Practice, Internal Medicine, Occupational Medicine, or Preventive Medicine), one month each in Geriatrics and the ICU, and two months in the ER.
Tyler looked at his watch and walked over to the Nursing Core counter. Each floor of the tower was designed like a wheel with the nurses’ station at the hub. The designer wanted every room in the hospital to have a view. This philosophy started on the second floor, Tyler noted. The only view he got to enjoy in the Trauma Center was that of cinderblock walls.
“Morning, Sharon,” he told the nurse behind the desk. He’d learned not to say “Good morning,” because she would always have the same response: “What’s good about it?”
“Morning,” she replied without looking up from her reports.
“How is the fast-paced and exciting world that is Emergency Medicine?”
This made her chuckle. She stopped scribbling and used her pen to direct his attention to the admissions board. Six of the trauma center’s fourteen beds were filled. “One’s a possible drug overdose,” she told him. “We’re waiting on the toxicology report on that one. Got a guy who was drunk and passed out on his beer bottle, required some 26 stitches to close the lacerations.”
Tyler pulled the chart. “Nice.”
“The last four have acute cases of Examinosis.”
He nodded. “Symptoms may include, but are not limited to, headache, abdominal cramps, diarrhea, and dermatological problems stemming from stress.”
She smiled. “You’re learning.”
“They’ll be discharged by noon.”
“Yes they will.”
The door to the ER burst open. Two men rushed through it, one of them white, the other Hispanic, cradling a body in their arms.
“We need a doctor here!” the white man shouted. He had a scruffy growth of brown beard on his chin and a Dale Earnhardt ball cap on his head, the number 3 encircled by a halo. His shirt was ripped in places, the sleeves torn off to reveal his muscular arms. At first, Tyler thought there was blood all over this man, but as they drew closer, he realized it was actually paint splatters.
All the blood was coming from the limp figure in their arms.
Tyler ran to them. His right sneaker slid in the scarlet trail they’d left across the tiled floor, but he did not fall.
The injured man was also Hispanic. His eyes rolled loose in their sockets as if the muscles that tethered them in place had snapped. He squeaked as he tried to draw breath, and a frothy, white material collected in the corners of his mouth.
“How long?” Tyler asked the man in the Earnhardt cap.
“I don’t know ... half an hour? Maybe less. We got him into the truck and rushed him here quick as we could.”
They carried the patient to the nearest trauma room and placed him on the triage table. Tyler pulled a pair of gloves from his pocket and pressed his fingers to the man’s wrist and neck. No carotid pulse. His eyes shot toward the nurses’ station, saw members of the medical staff rushing to his aid.
“Bag him!” Tyler called out. He ripped the man’s shirt open, found a lower chest and abdomen that were swollen and badly bruised. Tyler searched for breath sounds with his stethoscope, knowing he would hear none and discovering he was right.
“Spontaneous pneumothorax,” he said to no one in particular. “I need a 14-gauge.”
Sharon handed him a hypodermic needle, which he promptly inserted into the upper chest to relieve the pressure. Monitors were now wired to the patient and Tyler didn’t like the sounds they made. The guy was crashing fast. Sharon placed an ambu-bag over the man’s mouth to simulate respiration and he began chest compressions.
“Was it a car or a truck that hit him?” he asked the two who brought the man in.
“Nothin’ hit him,” the Earnhardt fan said. “I think his drill caught a power line. The lights dimmed and then he flew a good fifty feet, knocked him right out of his shoes.”
Tyler quickly surveyed his patient with doubtful eyes. “There are no electrical burns on the skin, at least none that I can see, and that kind of shock would’ve stopped his heart.”
“His heart’s still beatin’, I checked myself.” The man looked up at Tyler and his voice cracked, “Help him!”
The Hispanic man who carried the patient in was crying, and the nurses had to politely push him aside so they could work. Mr. Earnhardt Cap put a hand on his shoulder and pulled him out into the hall.
Tyler took a deep breath. This appeared to be a textbook impact injury. Something hit this man with sufficient force to crush his abdomen, damaging tissues so that blood now pooled beneath his skin, and his lungs were quickly collapsing beneath the strain.
“36-French and 20ccs of Xylocaine,” he ordered and was handed a chest tube and a syringe of anesthetic. He injected the drug at the site of his scalpel’s incision, the fifth intercostal, then fed the tube into the damaged lung.
If he was thrown back, he could’ve received the injury when he hit a wall or —
A bright red fountain gushed from the chest tube onto the trauma room floor. At the same moment, the erratic beat of the monitor became a constant drone.
“Internal paddles!” Tyler roared. He sliced his way into the man’s chest, froze, then took a step back. “Oh, my God.”
There was nothing anyone could do to save this patient. Force from the impact had ruptured his diaphragm and pushed the lower organs up into his chest cavity. The lungs had been flattened, not by collecting blood, but by the weight of the man’s own stomach, and his heart —
Jesus, look at his heart.
Coiled snakes of intestine had literally strangled it. He’d never seen anything like it. He collected his senses and called time of death at 7:50.
Sharon reached over and turned off the monitors.
Tyler’s bloody gloves came off with a snap as he walked toward the Earnhardt fan and his distraught friend. “I’m sorry,” he told them.
The Hispanic man reached out for the wall, then lowered himself onto one of the chairs.
Tyler knelt beside him, put a hand on his shoulder, and expressed his sincere sympathy. “No había nada que podría hacer. Estoy apesadumbrado para su pérdida.”
The man nodded, wiped at his eyes, his hand and lower lip trembling. “Gracias, doctor. Gracias.”
Tyler stood, returned his attention to the Earnhardt fan. “I don’t care what type or amount of current, a live wire wouldn’t do what I saw in there. Care to tell me what really happened?”
“I told you what happened,” the man said. “Look, we were up at this old theater, the Woodfield Movie Palace. They’re tearin’ her down in a week or so and we went in to take out all the seats before they brought in the wrecking ball. See, I buy ’em up at a dollar apiece and then I turn around and sell ’em off on eBay. People put ’em in their Home Theaters. Believe it or not, they buy ’em for seventy bucks each. I also got —”
Tyler held up his hand. It was dusty from the powder in the glove. “What hit him?”
The man frowned. His eyes were dazed, shocked, but there was nothing in his face that said he was lying. “The floor. Other than that, there’s nothin’ there that coulda hit him. We were alone, inside this huge empty auditorium. He was using a power drill, taking out these big bolts that hold the seats onto the concrete floors.”
“Did he land on the backs of some chairs when he fell? Maybe with his stomach?”
“No, he ...” The man paused for a moment, trying to sort it all out. “He landed on the carpeted aisle and rolled. The electricity in that place ... I’ve never seen anything like it. It was all fucked up. The air conditioner kicked on full blast, the lights dimmed ...” His eyes drifted to the dead body on the table in Trauma One. “Christ ... he was hollerin’ when he flew through the air ...”
The Hispanic man crossed himself. “El Diablo.”
Tyler looked at him. “Que?”
“It means ‘the devil,’” Mr. Earnhardt Cap said.
“I know what it means. Why did he say it?”
“Segundo, he see something,” the man said with a thick accent. He looked pale, uneasy. “It come for him, but it ... it was not all there. You ask what hit him, Doctor?”
Tyler nodded.
“El Diablo hit him.”
A short time later, the police arrived. They took the two men aside to question them further. The Earnhardt fan continued to preach about the dangers of faulty electricity and the Hispanic man had gone silent in his shock and grief. Tyler had one of the nurses get him a blanket.
“Dr. Bachman?”
He walked back into the trauma room where Sharon was still cleaning up.
She held up the dead man’s arm. “Did you see these?”
Tyler cocked his head. There were three lacerations
across the forearm, the center one deep enough to scratch bone. During his first year ER rotation, he’d seen a girl brought in with a similar set of gashes. Her boyfriend had attacked her with a butcher’s knife and she’d thrown her arms across her face to shield her eyes.
Defensive wounds?
He put on a fresh pair of gloves, angry that he’d missed the cuts and curious as to their cause. Tyler’s fingers sank up to the first knuckle, then quickly withdrew. “What the hell?”
Sharon looked concerned. “What is it?”
He flexed his fingers, then grabbed a thermometer. “Ever been to a party with a big ice tub and reached for that last drink at the bottom?”
The nurse gave him a bewildered nod.
“It felt like that, so cold it burns.”
“How’s that possible?”
Tyler didn’t answer her. He didn’t have to. They both knew it wasn’t possible. At room temperature, a lifeless body cooled at a rate of one and a half degrees Fahrenheit per hour. This patient had been dead far less time than that, yet it felt as if he’d been freshly plucked from a meat locker. Tyler slid it into the deepest laceration, watching dumbfounded as the mercury rapidly fell to twenty degrees Fahrenheit.
“I bet it was a tank of liquid nitrogen,” Sharon offered. “If it hit him just right, it would account for the abdominal injury and the cold.”
“Impact from the tank might have ruptured his abdomen, but the liquid wouldn’t just make him cold.” Tyler pressed on the skin of the dead man’s forearm, showed her how pliable it remained. “The arm would’ve shattered like glass.”
“What happened, Doctor?” she asked.
Tyler could do nothing but shake his head. He looked up from the slashes with hesitation, his eyes following the trail of blood that streaked across the floor, tracing it back to the point where the body was brought into the ER, his mind looking even beyond that. He continued to stare until the janitor arrived to mop it away.
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“Just how old are you anyway?” Kim called out as she scanned Tyler’s music collection.
“Why do you ask?” He stepped out of the kitchen, smiling as he wiped his hands with a towel. He was making Jambalaya, and the smell of cooked sausage and spices made incredible promises to her rumbling stomach.
Kim giggled as she read the artists’ names off the CD cases, “Thompson Twins, Robert Palmer, Genesis, Duran Duran ... oh ... my ... God, how many Duran Duran discs do you have?”
Tyler pointed to some of the spines. “Well, these two aren’t technically Duran Duran. Power Station and Arcadia were splinter groups.”
She rolled her eyes at him. “Oh-kay ... Do you have any music that isn’t at least twenty years old?”
“I do,” he said defensively, “just not on CD. I normally download all the newer stuff.” He flung the towel up so that it draped across his broad shoulder. “You like new-agey jazz?”
She giggled again and pointed to the door. “If you pull out Kenny-G, I’m gone.”
“No, no, nothing that drastic.” He slid the CD from the shelf and offered it up for her inspection. “Keiko Matsui. She’s really good.”
“Full Moon and the Shrine?” Kim took it from him, turned it over in her hands, studying the cover photo and reading the track titles. “Is it like spa music?”
That made him laugh. “Well ... yeah, kind of, I guess. It’s relaxing. I thought it might be good to have on while we eat.”
She smiled. “Sure.”
He loaded it into his stereo. “And to answer your earlier question, I’m only twenty-seven.”
“Thank God!” Her smile widened. “I was afraid you might be about ten years older than that.”
Tyler looked absolutely horrified. “Thanks a lot.”
“No, I mean ...” She chuckled. “Sorry. It’s just that you’ve got my mother’s taste in music.” Her face warmed. “That didn’t sound good either, did it?”
“Not too old for you, am I?”
“Not at all.”
“Good.”
He leaned in for a quick kiss and she was more than happy to grant him one. It had been so long since she’d kissed someone, really kissed them, and she was surprised by how comfortable it felt kissing Tyler, how comfortable it felt to be here alone with him.
“Dinner will be ready in a minute,” he announced as he pulled away and moved back into the kitchen.
“No hurry,” Kim told him, but the rumble in her stomach said otherwise.
The bulk of Tyler’s apartment was really just one big living room, and it was obvious that a man lived here by himself. A bookcase filled the back wall, displaying medical textbooks, a few Robin Cook and Tom Clancy novels, and the CD collection that time forgot. There was a small entertainment center on the opposite wall, an X-Box 360 and a widescreen television. A worn loveseat and comfy-looking brown leather chair filled the space in between.
She moved down a short corridor, found two open doors. One was a closet-sized bathroom, the other was the bedroom. She glanced around, but she didn’t step inside. Instead, she sat down at the little wooden table that filled his breakfast nook/dining room, watching Tyler work.
The kitchen was little more than a hallway lined with cabinets and appliances, but Kim could tell Tyler knew his way around. She watched him spin; open a drawer here, a pantry there, knowing just where to find what he needed.
“Want something to drink?” he asked. “I’ve got some beer, Diet Coke, bottled water ...”
“A beer would be great.”
He handed her an ice cold Budweiser, and after a moment, brought her a steaming bowl of rice, beans, and meat.
“Smells incredible,” Kim told him.
“Ah, but it’s not done yet.” He set another bowl in front of his own chair and sprinkled shredded cheese over both before sitting down next to her. “Voilà! Dig in.”
She took a big bite and smiled. It tasted even better than it smelled.
They sat there for a long while, eating, drinking, talking, and just enjoying one another’s company. He’d asked her about her day and she filled him in on the politics of her study groups, the boring nature of her required classes, the test she just knew she flunked and the one that had earned her an “A.” It was all quite snooze-worthy, but Tyler appeared to listen to each and every word as if he were interested.
“So how was that long-ass shift of yours today?” she finally asked.
He shrugged and slowly stirred his Jambalaya. “I lost a patient this morning.”
“I’m sorry.” The campus ER had been quiet the few times she’d been there, but she’d seen enough movies and television to know that wasn’t always the case. She couldn’t imagine dealing with those fast-paced emergency situations day after day, couldn’t imagine being around so much death. “Was it bad?”
He downed what was left of his beer, then reached across the table and took her hand in his own. “I don’t wanna bring you down with war stories, especially ones that I don’t understand myself.”
“You’re not in any trouble, are you?”
Tyler shook his head and ran his thumb across the ridge of her knuckles. “I’m sure they’ll ask me to present the case, tell them what happened and what I did. We put a rush on the autopsy, so I’ll know more tomorrow, but there wasn’t anything that could have saved this guy.”
Kim nodded. She looked into her empty bowl, wondering if she would look like a pig if she asked him to refill it. When she felt Tyler squeeze her hand, her eyes went back to him.
“Are you happy, Kim?” he asked her.
“Don’t I look happy?”
“Sometimes. But you’ve got this sadness in your eyes. It never really seems to go away, and I keep asking myself ... what was it? What could possibly have made this beautiful girl so very sad?”
She chuckled humorlessly. “I’m not beautiful.”
“Yes you are. Trust me, I’m a doctor.”
She stared at him a moment and the corner of her lip rose to form a cock-eyed grin. No one had ever called her beautiful before, not even Carter.
“Every time my mom calls, she asks me how I’m feeling. I tell her I’m fine. I mean, I’m not walking around campus all depressed or anything, but happy?” She lowered her head, looked at her bowl once more. “I don’t think I’ve ever really understood the whole happiness thing.”
“When I stop a child’s pain, when I save a patient’s life ...”
Tyler touched her chin, lifted her face toward his.
“When I met you ...”
And then he leaned across the table and gently pressed his mouth to hers. His lips were coarse and firm, but his tongue was soft. Her hands rose to his back, felt the fabric of his shirt stretched tightly across his broad shoulders and wondered what it would be like to touch his naked skin.
When their lips parted, he said, “That’s happiness.”
“Wow.” An excited tingle crept down her abdomen to rest between her thighs. “So, Doctor Tyler ...”
He leaned toward her again, his face solemn. “Yes.”
“What happens now?”
“Now, I need to do dishes.”
She punched his shoulder. “After the dishes?”
“After the dishes, we could watch some TV, maybe play a little X-Box ...?”
Kim chewed her lower lip, then spoke softly, almost whispered, “You could show me your bedroom.”
“I could do that.”
“You don’t want to?”
“I’m very attracted to you,” he said honestly, “but I didn’t invite you over here just to get you into bed.”
She smiled. “You wanna know what I think?”
Tyler nodded, looking her in the eyes.
“I think you’re a very nice guy,” she told him, “a very handsome guy, and I’m a very, very lucky lady.”
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The Medical Examiner’s name was Billy Friesen (pronounced Freezin’), so it was either by destiny or irony that he wound up working in a morgue.
He switched off his Gigli saw, ending its high-pitched whir and the cracking sound of the cold cranium on the autopsy table before him. He reached over to his tray of stainless steel instruments and grabbed a small scalpel, cutting away the thin blanket of membrane, leaving the brain naked and glistening in the overhead lights. Through the plexiglass shield of his facemask, Billy studied its ridges and valleys. No matter how often he saw the organ, it was hard not to be in awe. Everything this man was, all he’d seen, felt, and experienced, was buried within these gray spirals of flesh and nerves. And now the system had crashed and all this vital data was lost forever. Just ... gone.
Ah, but is it really gone? One day, will I be able to hook up a cable to a lifeless mind and download all of that knowledge, that ... consciousness?
He’d read works by Plato and others who believed the brain held the human soul. Some even tried to pinpoint its exact location. Erasistratos, for example, placed it in the cerebellum, the little brain. While Galen, the forbearer of modern medical methods, argued for the fourth ventricle as the throne of conscious life.
Billy freed the brain from its snug home. It was cold to the touch, but it had been in the cooler all day. He placed it in the hanging basket of a scale to his left, watching the needle rock and settle. “Three pounds,” he said, the microphone of his headset recording the findings. “What we have here is the average ... healthy brain of an adult Hispanic male.”
His words became gossamer clouds and he shivered against the sudden chill. Beside him, the instruments began to vibrate on their stand — their metal bodies clanging against one another.
“¡Libérenos!”
Billy looked across the autopsy table and saw a figure moving in the shadows. “Who’s there?”
“¡El teatro es maldito!”
The overhead light dimmed as the figure of a man moved forward. Billy’s eyes fell to the body he’d been dissecting. This stranger was the dead man’s identical twin. “I’m sorry, sir. Family members aren’t normally —”
“¡El teatro es maldito!” the man cried again, his face a twisted expression of agony. “¡Estamos en Infierno!”
The medical examiner shook his head. “I’m sorry. I don’t speak Spanish. I need you to —”
Bulbs in the overhead light exploded in showers of sparks, plunging the room into shades of blue darkness. Billy flinched and backed away from the metal table, backed away from the body he’d opened, the body that looked exactly like the stranger on the other side of the room.
“¡Libérenos!” the man called out. He could be seen clearly in the darkness, as if he were standing in a spotlight.
Cooler doors flew open and slammed shut. The metal armature that held the Gigli saw swung to and fro, its blood-stained blade coming to life, spinning rapidly. On the floor, scalpels played spin-the-bottle.
There was something else in the room. Billy sensed its movement and the hairs on the back of his neck stiffened at its approach. The stranger felt it as well. His head jerked toward the darkness and his eyes grew wide with fear.
“¡Libérenos del demonio!” he screamed, and then he disappeared, but it was no graceful fade from reality or slow retreat into the shadows. The apparition was erased like a bad sketch at the hands of a frustrated artist, and when it was gone, the spinning scalpels were flung in Billy’s direction.
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Carter Donovan might have had the honor of “popping her cherry,” as he’d so delicately referred to it, but Kim felt as if she’d really lost her virginity with Tyler. He was so light on top of her, so gentle ... it was the only time she’d been able to climax except by her own hand.
“Oh ... God, what the hell did you just do to me?” she asked.
“I don’t know ...” Tyler looked down at her, and when he wiped the sweat-dampened hairs from her face, she could see the tenderness in his eyes. “... but you seemed to enjoy it.”
“Uh ... that would be a big yeah.” She lifted her head, kissed him, then fell back against the pillow and giggled. “That was amazing.”
“Yeah,” he agreed, “it was.”
They lay there for some time, just gazing into each other’s eyes.
“Stay the night?” Tyler asked.
“Yes.”
He leaned down and kissed her deeply. She longed to feel his lips and tongue on her neck again, feel them work their way down. She wanted to —
Tashima!
Kim broke the kiss. “Shit.”
“Bad kiss?”
She blushed. “No ... it’s just ... I told my roommate that I’d study with her tonight when I got back. Can I use your phone? My cell is ...” She glanced down at their clothes strewn across the floor. “... somewhere.”
Tyler nodded to the bedside table. “Be my guest.”
Kim reached over, picked up the receiver, and dialed. She hoped for the answering machine, but Tashima picked up after two rings.
“Hello?”
“It’s Kim.”
“Hey, girl. How’s it going with the doc?”
Tyler leaned down and kissed her shoulder.
“Good.” She smiled at him, her free hand combing through his hair. “Really good.”
“Uh huh.”
“Would you ... would you mind if I bailed on you tonight — saw you in the morning?”
Tashima snickered. “Here I am studyin’, and you’re out there bein’ a ’ho’.”
“I am not —” Kim lowered her voice to a whisper. “I am not a ’ho.’”
“Girl, don’t worry about it. I’m happy one of us is gettin’ lucky. Just wish it was me.”
“I’m sure Joss can help you with that.”
“Whatever.”
Kim giggled.
Tyler’s head had moved down. He kissed her stomach, stuck his tongue into her belly button.
She bit her lip, then told Tashima, “I should go.”
“Have fun. You got condoms?”
Kim glared at the phone. “Yes. Fine. Thank you.”
Tashima snickered again. She was enjoying this. “Just don’t let him keep you up all night. You got class in the morning.”
“I’ll be fine. See you tomorrow?”
“I want to hear all about it.”
“I ...”
Tyler’s mouth was between her legs now, his tongue tracing the wavy lips of her vulva.
Kim closed her eyes, grabbed the corner of the pillow and squeezed hard. “... I gotta go.”
“Bye.”
“Bye.” She opened her eyes again, managed to press the disconnect button before letting the phone drop, then looked down at Tyler. “You’re terrible.”
He lifted his head. “I thought I was pretty good.”
“I’d give you an A plus.”
Tyler chuckled. “I hope this isn’t what you’ll expect from all of your pupils.”
She closed her thighs around his head, squeezed like a vise. “Shut up! You know, that really pisses me off. The media never says anything about the teachers who get their students into college, all they want to show are the ones who get them into bed.”
“Sorry.” His hand stroked her outer thigh. “I was just joking.”
She released him. “I know, but still.”
He climbed back up her body, ran his fingers through her hair and changed the subject. “So what was so important that you and your roommate were going to study so late tonight?”
“We’ve got Professor Burke’s class in the morning. Tashima’s not doing well on the tests.”
“Burke?”
“Geoffrey Burke. British. Glasses.”
Tyler laughed. “That ghost class everybody talks about?”
Sudden anger flashed behind her eyes, coloring her words. “It’s called Parapsychology, and Burke’s a great teacher. His classes fill up every semester. It’s amazing Tashima and I got in at all.”
His hand was on her thigh again, gently sliding back and forth. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed. I know you had an experience that freaked you out.”
“Yes,” Kim said softly. “And it wasn’t just that time on the bridge. The other night, when my friend Kevin got hurt, we were doing a class project, an investigation.”
“A ghost hunt?”
“An investigation.” God, she was starting to sound like Kevin, spouting Burkeisms. “Anyway, we were at this house ... this guy killed his whole family there.”
“That yellow house on Weyland?”
“Yeah. Did you treat them?”
He shook his head. “Before my time.”
“Right.” She grinned and rolled her eyes. “Well, when we were there, before Kevin’s hand was broken, I saw this shadow in the doorway. It had a knife.”
Tyler said nothing. His eyes were bright in the darkness. After a moment, he reached for the bedside table and found a small pile of change. He grabbed a coin, then held his fist up to her ear. When he pulled it away and uncurled his fingers, there was a quarter in the center of his palm. It shimmered in the faint light. “Look, there’s money in your ear.”
She snickered. “Daddy’s done that same trick a million times. God, I haven’t thought about that in years.”
Tyler chuckled.
She looked at him. “What?”
“I love hearing a grown woman call her father ‘Daddy.’”
Kim smiled. “You know, that magic trick would work a lot better if you didn’t let me see you grab the coin first.”
“I’ve never been very good at this,” he told her cheerily. His voice then grew softer and he leaned down, touched her forehead with his own. “If you know how a trick is done, it stops being supernatural. I’ve seen pictures that have these spots on them. People like Burke call them ‘spirit orbs’ and say that they’re proof of ghosts, but they’re really just stray particles caught in the camera’s flash.”
“I didn’t realize you were such a Scully.”
“Sorry.”
“So you’re saying I’m seeing things?”
Tyler shook his head. “I wasn’t there. I’m just giving you one possible explanation. Sometimes, when we get all worked up and our adrenaline kicks in, we see what we want to see, or what we expect to see.”
Kim reached up and pressed her palm against his cheek. “What about the voices?”
“Voices?”
“The little girl who was killed, Anna ... I think I heard her.”
“What did she say?”
“‘Take me with you.’”
“Ooh ... That’s pretty specific.”
Kim felt a chill; shuddered in Tyler’s arms.
He grabbed the blankets, pulled them up around her.
“Got a rational explanation for that one, Scully?” she asked.
“No,” he told her honestly.
She lowered her eyes. “Now Burke wants us to help him on this new investigation of his. I told him no, but Tashima keeps telling me I should go ahead and do it. ‘Get back on the horse’ or whatever. She says I won’t get over my fears unless I go out and face them.”
“She sounds pretty smart to me,” Tyler told her.
“So you think I should do it?”
“I’m clearly not qualified to advise you on that field of study.”
She wrapped her legs around him, rubbed his left buttocks with her calf. “Would you do it?”
“Yeah, I would.” He touched her chin, lifted her eyes up to meet his. “What some people call problems, I think of as mysteries. I like to solve mysteries.”
Kim nodded in his hand.
“Wanna talk about something else?” he asked.
“Actually ...” She smiled and pushed on his shoulders, rolled him over onto his back. “I don’t think we should talk at all.”
“You sure?”
Kim pressed her finger to his lips. “Positive.”
And then she straddled him. She’d never been on top before, and wondered what all the fuss was about. When she sank onto Tyler and started moving her hips, she found her answer.
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If only Kim didn’t dream.
It was always the same, as if this moment in her life had somehow become God’s favorite and He kept rewinding the tape, watching as she relived it again and again and again. The glass broke behind her. She could feel the shards sting her skin, feel the cold. She dreamt herself turning in slow-motion, knowing what she would see, not wanting to look and yet unable to stop. Sometimes the dead girl looked the same, and sometimes she was far worse, a moldering skull covered in thick clumps of moss. She would reach into the car and pull Kim out through the broken window, dragging her down toward the water of the creek below.
“Ready to go home?” the dead girl would ask, her voice a bubbling gargle.
Kim called out to Carter Donovan for help. Sometimes he would be gone, sometimes ...
Sometimes he would be dead, his face green and shriveled until it was crumpled tissue paper stretched across bone, his exposed teeth forming an eternal smile.
And still the little girl drew her down. “Ready to go home?”
Kim thrashed and kicked to break free of the girl’s lifeless grasp, but it did no good. Nothing ever did any good. The murky water rose up, filled Kim’s open mouth, and there was an explosion of bubbles as her last breath slipped away in a muffled, submerged scream.
She awoke to find Tyler standing over her.
Before Kim could utter a word, he pressed his lips to her mouth, his tongue dancing with hers. She could feel his hands on her breasts, strong hands, squeezing, groping, could feel his muscular body sliding up against her, poking at her thigh.
When their kiss finally broke, Tyler said, “You’re bleeding.”
Kim looked down. She lay in a pool of her own blood, a dark stain that was spreading out, covering the sheet beneath her legs, running off onto the carpet in thick scarlet waterfalls.
Panicking, she looked over and saw that Tyler had already picked up the phone to call 911. She also saw movement behind him, a dark shape hidden in the corner of the room. It took a step forward and Kim could see that it was the drowned little girl. There was something in her arms.
“Now I won’t be alone,” the dead thing said.
The creature held a baby, its body covered in clotted grime, a ripped umbilical cord dangling between tiny stillborn legs.
The drowned girl hugged it close. “It’ll grow here.”
Kim sat bolt upright in bed, a scream building in her throat. Another nightmare. Just another damn nightmare.
Kim swallowed hard and looked over at Tyler’s slumbering form, listening to his steady breathing, watching his chest rise and fall. She looked around the unfamiliar surroundings, slowly remembered where she was, then threw off the covers and slid out of bed.
She staggered into the hall, into the bathroom. She turned on the light with hesitation, afraid for a moment she would see the dead little girl behind her in the mirror.
Tears formed in the corner of her eye and Kim wiped them away with the back of her hand. She turned on the water, filled her cupped hands, then threw some onto her face.
Tyler was still asleep when she walked back into the bedroom. She crawled into bed beside him, felt his warmth against her naked back, and listened to him as he inhaled soft whispers and exhaled snarls. The evening’s conversation still echoed in her mind, and her thoughts returned to Burke’s offer, to joining the investigation. The idea turned her blood into a cold mountain stream. She shuddered, pulled the covers tight, her hands clenched around a wad of fabric between her breasts.
Do not do this.
Kim forced her eyes closed. Tears trickled slowly down her cheeks, falling onto the sheets like drops of rain.
Do not do this, she told herself again, her fingers fiddling with the crucifix that hung from her neck.
And then she heard another voice, calm, reassuring. The bridge is in the past, and the past can’t hurt you.
Kim sighed. Then why was she still rehashing that night? Why did it terrify her so much, so intensely, especially this week?
Because it was real again. Anna’s whispers, Kevin’s hand ...
And now Tyler had become a part of it.
She opened her eyes and craned her neck to look at him. Was he alone there in the darkness of his slumber, or was she running hand-in-hand with him across the sunlit hills of his cortex?
The encouraging voice again, Are you sure it’s real, or afraid it’s real? Because Burke is sure. Burke has been doing this as long as you’ve been alive, and he’s not afraid of anything.
She swallowed, thinking of the cinema from the pictures on the professor’s desk, then looking back at Tyler. Kim turned, hugged his broad, muscular chest, feeling warm and safe and protected.
But can you? Can you really?
She closed her eyes.
I’d rather be in his dreams than have him in mine.
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The next morning, Tyler took her back to the dorm on his way to work. His car was a yellow Pontiac, and with the exception of some coffee stains around his cup holder, it looked as if it had just rolled off the lot. Kim saw him stealing glances as he drove, and after a few minutes on the road, he reached over and took her hand in his own.
“You look tired,” he told her.
“Thanks a lot.” She giggled and ran her fingers through her damp hair. They’d made love in the shower and she could still feel a tingle deep within her, as if her body was unwilling to let go of the wonderful feeling that had so recently flooded it.
Made love.
Kim had to smile. She’d never referred to sex like that before.
She reached up for the sun visor, flipped it down to look in the make-up mirror. There were dark circles around her eyes. She frowned. “Guess I didn’t get much sleep.”
“Sorry.” Tyler squeezed her hand.
She flipped the visor back up. “Not your fault. Just not used to sleeping in a strange bed, I guess.”
“You’re not sorry are you?”
“That depends.” She looked at him and tried to make it sound like a joke. “Am I going to see you again?”
Tyler glanced at her with curious eyes. He then returned his attention to the road, his head wagging. “Who was he?”
“Who was who?”
“The prick that hurt you.”
Kim looked away, watched the tree-lined street pass by her window. “Does it matter?”
He squeezed her hand again. “It matters that you know I’m not him.”
“Believe me, I know.” She turned her eyes back to him, and a smile blossomed across her face. “Sorry if I’m acting a little gun shy, but I haven’t been in a real relationship in a long time.”
Tyler thought this over. “Is this a relationship?”
She giggled grimly. “You have to ask?”
“Well, people define things differently. You could say that we’re ‘dating’ ...” He took his other hand off the wheel a moment, hooked his fingers to make quotation marks. Normally, something so lame would have caused Kim’s eyes to roll, but Tyler managed to make it look cute. “... or that we’re ‘just having a good time.’ You are still having a good time, aren’t you?”
“Best time of my life.”
“Good.” He pulled up to the front of Todd Hall, parked, then added, “Me too. Wanna catch a movie or something tomorrow night?”
“I don’t care what we do, as long as it’s not roller skating.”
“No roller skating. I promise.” Tyler chucked and held up three fingers. “Scout’s honor.”
“A Boy Scout, no less.” Kim grinned, moved in for a kiss.
Her belt vibrated.
She stiffened, then plucked the phone from her hip and flipped it open. “Yeah?”
“Where the hell are you?”
It was Tashima.
“I’m at the front door,” Kim told her, annoyed.
“It’s almost ten o’clock, girl. We got class in an hour.”
“I’ll be up in a minute.”
“Uh huh. If you’re not in here in five, I’ll be callin’ your ass again.”
“Bye.” Kim folded her phone and returned her gaze to Tyler. “Jeez ... And I thought Mom was bad.”
He chuckled. “At least she cares. Back in my frat days, I could’ve been dead in a ditch somewhere and nobody would have given a shit for days.”
She grinned. “Now, where were we before we got distracted?”
He leaned in. “Right about here.”
“Oh ... right.” She kissed him, tried to draw closer to him, but the seat belts and center console wouldn’t allow it. When she finally managed to pull herself away, she climbed from his car, closed the door and waved through the open window. “Bye, Dr. Tyler.”
He waved back. “Bye. Tomorrow night?”
Kim nodded, still smiling. “Can’t wait.”
Tyler pulled away from the curb and drove off down the road. She watched the car grow smaller until it became a Matchbox vehicle in the distance, then saw it turned and disappear from her sight.
She’d heard girls talk about “the walk of shame,” coming home the morning after a one-night-stand, wearing the same clothes they’d worn out the night before, their hair a mess and reeking of sweat and sex. But as Kim walked into the dorm, she felt no shame at all. True, she was wearing the same jeans and T-shirt she’d left in, but she’d showered and washed her hair, and she knew it was not a one-night-stand.
Kim smiled as she mounted the stairs to her floor. She felt reborn. When she got into Tyler’s car last night, she’d still been that scared teenager from Edna Collings Bridge. Now, for the first time since being touched by that drowned little girl, she actually believed it was possible to rein in her own terrors, to keep them from holding her back.
Tashima sat on the edge of her bed, waving her phone. “I was just about to say, ‘time’s up.’”
Kim closed the door. “When are you and the guys going to that old movie house?”
“We got our walk-through thing this afternoon, why do you care?”
“Because ...” Kim’s fingers curled into fists at her sides. No more thinking it over. No more fear. “I’m going with you.”



16
Police cars were at the medical center’s main entrance when Tyler arrived for the start of his shift, their red and blue strobes made dim by the bright morning sun. He noticed with a dull sense of dread that it was not just the campus authorities that had been called to the scene. There were Pleasant View officers as well. He had the ominous thought that this was the biological emergency they’d been drilling for. There were no men in neon haz-mat suits, however, and the next scenarios to cross his mind were hostage situations and bomb threats.
He shook his head. What a world.
Inside, Al at the security desk stood at attention. His face, normally buried in a mystery novel or true crime exposé, was now watchful and alert. He gave Tyler a nod. “Good morning, Doc.”
“What’s the story with all these patrol cars?”
Al shook his head. “Somethin’ big goin’ on down in the morgue. All I knows is nobody gets in or out unless they flash me some kinda badge.”
Tyler tapped the picture ID clipped to his breast pocket. “Hospital staff included?”
“You can go on, Doc,” the guard told him. “Matter of fact, there’s a detective lookin’ for ya.”
Tyler’s eyebrow leapt up. He moved into the lobby, made his way to the stairs. The M.E. must’ve finished with his report on Martinez. Maybe he’d found something in the body, something to explain the injuries, the cold, something this detective now wanted to go over with him.
He thought this over a moment, then reconsidered.
Why would there be a swarm of campus and city police here for the results of an autopsy?
A uniformed officer stood by the stairwell door, speaking into her walkie-talkie. She was his age, maybe younger, and her black hair was drawn upward, held captive beneath her hat. When she saw him approach, her hand went up. “Sorry sir, the stairs are off limits for the time being.”
He pointed once more to the picture on his ID. “Tyler Bachman. The guard said a detective wanted to see me?”
“Yes, Doctor.” She turned back to her radio. “Dr. Bachman’s here. Tell Perry I’m bringing him down now.”
“What’s this all about?” Tyler wanted to know.
“It’s a helluva mess,” was all she would give up.
The officer led him down steps and through a basement corridor. When they walked into the morgue, he saw exactly what she meant.
The room had been trashed. Freezer doors hung half off their hinges. Multi-colored papers lay scattered about like confetti. On the autopsy table, Martinez lay naked with his innards unwrapped and his brain still a burden to the hanging scale.
Another body lay on the floor.
Bill Friesen’s eyes were wide and glassy. A scalpel jutted from his neck like a silver monument and arterial blood pooled beneath his cheek and shoulder. There were more instruments lodged in his chest, more blood painting his scrubs.
Two paramedics stood off to the side with a gurney. One was a kid fresh out of high school. The other, an older man in his late thirties, early forties. His eyes were sunken and darkly ringed.
Just like Kim’s eyes, Tyler thought, wishing he were still warm in bed with her now.
They were waiting patiently for the investigators to finish taking photos and collecting trace evidence so that they could cart the body away. Tyler found himself wondering where they would take him, across town or across the room, then he forced himself to turn away.
His glance met a man in a brown suit jacket and tan pants. The man’s temples were gray, his face solemn. “Dr. Bachman?” he asked.
Tyler nodded.
The man held out his hand. “Detective Roy Perry, Pleasant View PD.”
Tyler shook it absently. He felt numb. Words came slowly to his lips. “What the hell happened here?”
“I was hoping you might be able to shed some light, Doctor” Perry replied. “The M.E. was examining the body of one of your patients from the ER.” He checked the small steno pad in his hand. “One Segundo —”
“Martinez.” Tyler nodded. His eyes went back to the body on the metal table, looking into the empty bowl of its opened skull. “Yeah, Billy was ... he was supposed to have some results for me today.”
Perry grabbed a rolling chair from Billy’s desk and gestured for Tyler to sit. “Some officers questioned the men who brought him in yesterday. You stated the injuries were inconsistent with their story. One of the men was a Jesus Mendez.”
“I never got his name.” Tyler sat down, trembling. Even with the haz-mat drills, he’d never worried for his safety here. Not really. But that sense of security — real or imagined — was now as dead as Bill Friesen. In a hospital that had cameras to watch every coming and going, a hospital filled with doctors and patients and its own team of armed guards, Billy had been murdered. Had that scalpel gone into his neck first or last? Had he been able to scream for help? Had he been lying there all night?
The detective continued to glance at his own notes. “We’re looking for Mr. Mendez now.”
He seemed so calm. How could he be so calm with Billy lying in his own blood on the floor like that?
The same way you can be calm with someone’s heart in your hands. To you, it’s just a patient. To this detective, the M.E.’s just another body.
“It appears Mendez came to take the body of his friend, and instead, attacked the examiner. Would you say he was a strong man?”
Tyler blinked. “Billy?”
“Mr. Mendez. Was he a large, muscular man?”
“I ... I guess so. What does that —?”
Perry took a step toward Billy’s body, looking it over. “The M.E. and I were members of the same gym. There’s a basketball league there and our teams played each other more than once. The M.E. had a pretty mean three point shot.”
The detective chuckled and Tyler gaped at him.
He does know him. How can he be so damn callous?
“Obviously,” Perry’s voice continued on in its even, passionless tone, “for one man to overpower him, the individual would need to be very strong, take him by surprise, or be hopped up on drugs. He was in the process of recording his autopsy notes and began talking to the perpetrator, so we know he wasn’t surprised. That leaves very strong or on drugs.” Perry looked up. “Libérenos.”
Tyler’s head snapped to attention. “Libérenos?”
“The other voice on the tape, we believe it’s Mendez’s voice, says that word over and over again. Screams it, in fact. Libérenos.”
“‘Free us,’” Tyler translated.
“Free us?”
He nodded.
Perry offered him a curious look. “How well do you speak Spanish?”
“Well enough.”
“This voice — the suspected perpetrator — said ...” He consulted his notepad. “‘¡El teatro es maldito! ¡Estamos en Infierno!’ And then ‘¡Libérenos!’ Over and over again. ‘¡Libérenos! ¡Libérenos del demonio!’”
As Tyler heard the words, the translation leapt into his mind ... and yet he still didn’t understand. He thought for a moment, making sure he’d heard the words and their order correctly. When he was certain of his rendition, he spoke it aloud, “The theater is cursed. We’re in Hell. Free us. Free us from the demon.”
At the word “demon,” the older paramedic’s head snapped up and he looked over at Tyler with great interest.
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Kim took off her sunglasses and looked through the windshield of her powder blue VW Bug, studying the cinema that had once shown Disney and then later, John Holmes.
The marquee was huge, like two white semi trucks suspended back to back above the entrance. Once, it must have said “CLOSED,” but the winds had run off with a few letters over the years. The left side now proclaimed “CL S,” the right “L SED.” Some of the panels had also fallen away, revealing rows of fluorescent light bulbs like ribs within.
Between the two light boards, an erect column extended skyward with the name of the building — WOODFIELD MOVIE PALACE — encircled in tiny, clear light bulbs. This, too, was in need of restoration. Some letters hung on for dear life and many of the bulbs had shattered, leaving rings of jagged glass around their charred filaments.
The building attached to this marquee was nothing extraordinary; just a large box of brick and mortar, covered over by the work of young, would-be artists with multiple cans of spray paint and too much time on their hands. There were poster cases along the front of the structure on either side of the entrance, past heralds for the coming of such classics as Citizen Cane, Casablanca, Gone With the Wind, The Godfather, and Star Wars. Now, however, they lay hidden beneath sheets of graffiti-covered plywood. The windows on the second floor were also boarded, with the exception of one that sported a mesh of cracks and jagged holes. She was reminded of It’s a Wonderful Life, and wondered if young lovers came out here at night, making wishes before they chucked their rocks up through the glass.
Her eyes moved down to the box office. It was hidden by plywood as well, and for some reason, the sight made Kim shiver.
“You okay?” Tashima asked from the passenger seat. Her braids were pulled back and pinned beneath a black ballcap.
Kim nodded slowly, her eyes still on the ticket booth. After a moment, she reached for her door and climbed from the car. Her hand went to her forehead and found it slick with sweat. She smeared it across her skin, hoping it would be cool in the auditorium.
Tashima took a silver lighter from her pocket; touched its flame to the cigarette that dangled from her lips. She blew smoke and said, “I bet this place was somethin’ back in the day.”
“Yeah.”
“Are you sure you’re down with this? I know I was givin’ you a hard time, but if you really don’t wanna —”
“I want to,” Kim told her. “I need to.”
“Alright then, let’s go.”
They walked slowly across the crumbling asphalt. Neon yellow parking lines had faded with time and tall grass and weeds sprouted from every crack, crater, and crevasse. Two figures stood beneath the marquee. One was Professor Burke. The other was an older gentleman with glasses, dressed in a plaid shirt and blue overalls. Keys dangled from his hand.
When the professor caught sight of them, his eyes widened.
“Miss Saunders.” Burke rarely smiled, but at that moment, he actually grinned from ear to ear. “You’ve decided to join us after all.”
“I hope you don’t mind,” she said.
“Mind? I couldn’t be more pleased.” He motioned to the older man. “Ladies, allow me to introduce Mr. Wilber Harvey. Mr. Harvey, this is Miss Saunders and Miss Ishmail, two of my students.”
“Pleased to meet you, young ladies.” Harvey held out his hand to Kim.
She shook it. “Pleased to meet you.”
The old man then shook hands with Tashima.
“Charmed,” she said.
“Mr. Harvey was the projectionist here at the Woodfield,” Burke told them. “By his own admission, probably the world’s oldest living projectionist.”
The man gave a snort and his lips curled into a smile that creased his entire face, turning furrows into valleys that cut across his cheeks. He looked as though he might be as old as film itself. “I started runnin’ reels here in ’42 and been runnin’ ‘em ever since.”
“You mean ’til this place closed down,” Kim corrected.
“Nope. Still runnin’ ‘em. Now I’m down at the old Wabash Drive-in in Southdale. Got me the only keys to this place, though. After Delbert ...” His eyes drifted to the board-covered glass of the ticket booth, then shot back. “After what happened, I got to be the caretaker here. Delbert made me executor of his whole damn estate. You’d never’ve known the man had any money to look at him, but he had it all stashed away. The will was real simple and real specific: pay the property taxes and keep this place standing. So I kept payin’ and the place kept standin’. Then the money ran out last year, and the state sold all the land off at auction. Damn shame too. This was the last real movie palace in the state, and next week they’ll go and put a wrecking ball through it.”
Tashima blew smoke. “It looks haunted.”
“In England,” Burke told them, “we don’t like to say a place is haunted. We say it ‘has spirits.’ But I wouldn’t jump to any conclusions about the Woodfield without proper evidence, Miss Ishmail.”
Kim saw the “motherfucker” look in Tashima’s eyes and spoke up before her friend could give it voice, “So ... What happened with Delbert?”
“Mr. King?” Harvey turned to the box office. “He killed hisself and the cashier, Shelly. Blew both their brains out over there in the ticket booth.”
The flesh on Kim’s arms and neck suddenly tingled. Her eyes shot to the graffiti-blanketed wood that covered the glass and her stomach sank.
“Whoa,” Tashima said. “You see it happen?”
“I saw ... I found ’em after.” Harvey’s words became hushed. “See, Delbert and Shelly ... they’d been lovers. And boy, was they ever hot and heavy too. Sometimes, I’d walk by ol’ Delbert’s office and hear ’em in there ballin’ away. Pardon my French.”
Kim blushed and her eyes snapped away from the boarded glass. “It’s okay.”
“Anyhow, folks say he pulled the trigger ‘cause they got in a fight. To tell you the truth, I think he knew this place was goin’ the way of the dinosaurs and he couldn’t stand it. How could he make money offa one screen when they got a dozen or more over at the damn mall?”
Harvey turned back to Burke, fumbled with the keys in his trembling hands.
“Well, enough o’ me jawjackin’, you folks ready to go inside?”
“Not quite yet.” The professor looked at his watch. “I’d like to wait for the other two members of my team.”
“They can find us inside.” Harvey found the right key and slid it into the lock on the front door. “We’ll be the only ones in there.”
Kim shifted her weight, her glance sticking on Burke. Except for the ghosts. Right, Professor?
Burke shook his head. “There’s a prayer we need to say as a group before entering the site.”
“Thought they didn’t allow no prayer in schools no more?”
The professor grew a coy little grin. “Oh, I manage to get around that. Instead of ‘God’ or ‘Jesus’, I just have to say ‘insert supreme deity or positive human emotion of your choice here.’”
The old man flashed a look of disapproval, then opened the door, revealing the darkness that had been locked up within the structure. “Well, you can wait here for ’em while I flip the fuses and get us some light.”
“There’s still power?” Burke asked. He sounded surprised.
“There is now. Guy was in here a couple of days ago. Paid Pleasant View Power and Light to get the juice flowin’ again.”
The professor frowned. “For what reason?”
“Had a crew yankin’ seats out. Was gonna cart the projector off too, I understand. Gonna sell everything over the damned computer.”
Tashima pointed at the open door with her cigarette. “If the power’s already on, why you gotta walk in the dark and flip fuses?”
Harvey chuckled. “Well, little lady, I ain’t got a clue where every little light switch in the place is, but I know how to find my way to the fuse box. It’s easier for me to just go turn ’em all on and off from one spot than feel my way around each room.” He reached deep into a pocket of his overalls, produced a small flashlight and stepped through the doorway. “Be right back.”
Kim watched the Woodfield swallow the old man, her arms still covered in gooseflesh.
I can do this, she told herself. I’m not afraid. I’m not.
Burke glanced at his watch, then at the overgrown parking lot. “Where are they? We need to set up all the bloody equipment.”
As if on cue, a white van shot into the parking lot, the university’s logo on its side. It came toward them so quickly, Kim wondered if it would stop before it ran them down. The brakes shrieked, and rather than ramming the entrance, it parked parallel to the cracked sidewalk.
When the passenger door opened, it was Kevin who stepped out. He was dressed in a Chicago Bulls T-shirt and ballcap with faded, paint-stained jeans. He held up his splinted hand, his head tilted down. “I’m really sorry we’re late, Professor. It took us longer to load than we thought.”
“No problem,” Burke said. “The caretaker went in to turn on the lights.”
Kim wiped her forehead again. “And the air, I hope.”
“This place is huge.” It was Joss who’d been driving like a maniac. His gray Gold’s Gym T-shirt had the sleeves ripped off to display muscular arms. He looked over at Tashima and smiled. “Hey there.”
“Hey,” Tashima replied absently.
Kim turned her attention back to the gloom of the doorway. “Hasn’t Mr. Harvey been in there a while?”
“I’m sure he’s fine,” Burke said. “He probably just-”
The lights came on, but not all at once. Tiny bulbs in the ceiling of the canopy were first, followed closely by the fluorescents of the marquee. A brief shower of sparks, from some exposed wires that had once been connected to the “A” in “PALACE,” caused Kim to jump, and then light poured out from the open door.
“Yeah!” Joss clapped at the display, then stepped out from the driver’s side and opened the van’s back doors.
Burke walked over, surveyed the equipment within. “Now, let’s see who gets what, shall we?”
He grabbed a digital camera, and after looking it over, passed it to a surprised Tashima.
“Miss Ishmail will be our still photographer today. We want to walk around the location for ... I’d say perhaps twenty minutes before taking any pictures. If there are spirits here, we want to give them the opportunity to get used to us. Some people actually ask the spirits for permission before they take their first photo.”
Tashima’s chin lowered, her eyes still level on the professor. “You serious?”
“That’s Video Production 101.” Joss leaned against the van and smiled. “You gotta get the release or you’ll end up having to put that digital blob over the ghost’s face when it runs on television.”
Tashima rolled her eyes. “Shut up.”
“As I’m sure I’ve stated in my lectures,” Burke began, looking at Joss, “spirits can become irritated if we’re not respectful of them.” He turned back to Tashima. “Today, because we’re only doing a walk through, take just a few pictures in each room. This weekend, however, you’ll constantly be snapping photos. Whenever you, or anyone else, feel odd, snap off a picture. If you see something in the corner of your eye, snap off a picture. And, by all means, if you see orbs, mist, or sparkles in your flash ... stay where you are and quickly take some more. There’s a spirit there. The ratio is usually one promising photo for every 50 we take, but I’ve been on investigations where we had no usable photographs at all.”
He glanced at the braids that poured down Tashima’s back.
“You wore a hat to keep your hair back. Good. Long hair has a nasty habit of sweeping into view. When photographed, it has the appearance of a vortex. Also, keep in mind that this building has been abandoned for some time. There’s sure to be dust covering just about everything. Clean the camera’s lens regularly, and be aware of clouds we might stir up while walking. Dust can generate false positives for orbs or ectoplasm mist.” He looked at her cigarette. “For this same reason, there’s no smoking while we’re inside.”
Tashima took one long drag, then dropped the butt to the ground, crushing it beneath the toe of her sneaker.
Satisfied, Burke turned back to the van, grabbed what looked like a small metal suitcase and slid it to him. Inside, he found a digital camcorder and tripod.
“Mr. Giler will run video camera for us today.”
Joss rubbed his hands together. “All right.”
Burke pointed to a button on the side. “This model has infrared. You can shoot usable video at night or in the darkness of an unlit room.”
Tashima chuckled. “Great, we can all have that white-eyed possessed look they get on Survivor!”
Next, the professor removed what looked like binoculars from another case. “We also have night scopes. I didn’t realize the building would have power. Kevin and Joss, if we find darkened storage rooms or hallways, I may still have you use them.” He craned his head toward Tashima. “If they’re using one of these, it’s very important that you warn them before using your flash. You can seriously damage their eyes.”
“Gotcha.” She nodded, still trying to familiarize herself with the Olympus.
Burke opened another black canvas bag. This one was small and reminded Kim of the case that held her calculator for Trig. “Mr.Heiliger.”
“It that a Geiger Counter?” Kevin asked.
“It’s an electromagnetic field detector,” the professor corrected. “It’s widely held that spirits disrupt the field, giving us a higher than normal reading. This afternoon, I’d like you to take sample readings so we can know what the normal ranges are in each room.”
He put the device in Kevin’s good hand, then turned to Kim.
“And now for our Miss Saunders.” He handed her a clipboard holding a thick pad of notepaper. “You’ll be making detailed maps during our walkthrough, noting the location of all air vents, heaters, electrical appliances, fuse boxes, computers, mirrors, and light sources.”
“Great.” There was a pen tethered to the clipboard. She drew a few doodles in the margin, testing it, then returned her attention to Burke. “Thanks.”
The next piece of equipment Burke revealed looked like Kim’s hairdryer.
“This is a thermal scanner,” he informed them. “We’ll use it to detect the cold spots that we often find in haunted places. Spirits —” He waved his hand across the air. “— draw energy from their surroundings. They then convert that energy, using it to appear to us or to affect their environment. If they convert electrical energy, we’ll see lights dim and fully charged batteries go dead. If they convert heat energy, we’ll get cold spots and other temperature variations. This scanner shoots a beam that acts like a thermometer. It will then give us a digital display of the temperature of whatever it strikes. I’ll go ahead and run this bit today.”
Before closing the doors to the van, Burke handed each of them a small steno pad.
“I want you all to be on your toes, as it were. Note anything unusual that happens during this walk through ... especially meter and temperature readings, visual sightings, or strange sounds. Also make notes of any feelings or emotions you experience that may be odd or out of place. I trust everyone wore a watch of some kind?”
Kevin and Joss looked at their watches as if alarms had gone off. Tashima held up her wrist for the professor to inspect. Kim just opened her steno pad and wrote the day’s date.
Burke gave a pleased little nod. “Good. Note the exact time of these events and readings. Later, we can compare notes and look for similarities in readings and feelings that occur in certain areas or at certain times. Once again, I want to stress that you make no conclusions based on what we do see, hear, or feel during this walk through. We need to review all reports, photos, and recordings and correlate every bit of information before we can make a responsible, educated analysis.”
He moved to the entrance and looked into the building.
“All right then. Let’s get started, shall we?”
Kim’s heart ran a marathon.
I can do this.
I’m not afraid.
I’m —
When she crept through the opening, her eyes widened and her breath caught in her throat.
The lobby must have been quite elegant in its day. Huge crystal chandeliers hung from a ceiling covered in ornate, gold-tinted plasterwork. Mirrored panels jacketed the walls. And the floor was a huge checkerboard of Georgia white and Riviera black terrazzo tiles.
Time and neglect had each had their turns at the room, however, leaving it pummeled and broken.
Small gray-brown birds had flown into the building, probably through the broken window Kim had seen from outside. They sat perched on the chandeliers and stair rails, their chirping and fluttering echoing through the chamber. The golden paint on the trim was badly flaking, leaving chalky white patches that marred the illusion of precious metal. Many of the mirrored tiles had shattered or had fallen away completely, revealing dried glue on the naked walls. And the lavish flooring was now cracked and stained; white tiles made green by puddled water and mildew, black tiles spotted by bird excrement.
Tashima reached out and touched one of the entry doors. “Check this out.”
Kim turned to look at them. Outer boards shielded leaded glass fashioned into the likeness of a filmstrip, sprocket holes and all. A large frosted “W” filled the center frame.
“They’re beautiful,” Kim agreed. She hoped they could somehow be rescued. It would be a crime for such gorgeous workmanship to be smashed beneath the treads of some raging bulldozer.
An enormous snack bar sat across the room from them, filling the wall between auditorium doors. Black pegboard hung above glass candy cases, displaying concession prices like Polaroid snapshots of the past.
Kim read a few, then elbowed Tashima. “Large Popcorn $1.50, Hot Dog $1.00, Box of Junior Mints seventy-five cents ... Even I could afford to see a movie here.”
“Girl, you’re datin’ a doctor now. He can take you someplace nice.”
They both giggled.
“Professor ...” Kevin pointed at the walls. “These mirrors are going to be a problem, aren’t they?”
“Yes,” Burke agreed. “Among other things, we’re searching for light anomalies, and all of these reflective surfaces will make it more difficult to determine what is natural and what is supernatural. However, they might give us an opportunity to try some scrying.”
Joss turned to them, his brow furrowed. “Some what?”
“Scrying,” Burke repeated. “A very old, very simple technique.” He gave a sly grin. “You simply look into a mirror and see if anything looks back.”
The room fell silent.
Joss hummed the Twilight Zone theme, then laughed.
Kim didn’t find it funny.
She stepped across the lobby to the snack bar; began listing all the reflective surfaces. She noted the mirrored display cases and glass shelving. Once filled with candies and snacks, they now gathered dust and cobwebs. At first glance, she thought some spilled Raisinets had been left behind. Closer inspection, however, confirmed it was actually a collection of rodent droppings. Her next concerns were the old-style popcorn poppers. They stood atop the stand at either end and in the center, the word “popcorn” etched into their glass. She didn’t think their metal kettles would be very reflective — hours beneath a scouring pad would still not remove the oily grime left behind after their last use — but she noted them anyway.
Burke moved to the center of the room. “I’d like everyone to link hands and form a circle.”
Reluctantly, they came together and clasped hands; Kim was careful with Kevin’s splint.
Before the professor could speak, Tashima abruptly tried to break free from Joss’ grip. “Stop tickling my palm!” she warned.
Burke cleared his throat and they gave him their attention.
“For decades, psychologists have argued ‘Nature Vs. Nurture,’ haven’t they? Is there really a ‘bad seed’ — someone whose genetic makeup makes them predisposed to behave contrary to societal norms — or is a person merely a blank page on which life experience and environment weave their tragic tale?
“Parapsychology is no different. There are those who believe in the Stephen King or Shirley Jackson notion of the ‘bad place’ — a building or location with a life of its own, one that serves as kind of spectral magnet, attracting misfortune and spirits — and then there are those who theorize that spirits can attach themselves to anything — a ring, a house, a car — if it is special to them or if the conditions are just right.”
Tashima glanced over at Kim. Her face was expressionless but her eyes said, “I didn’t sign up to hear another one of Burke’s lectures.”
Kim grinned at her; gave her hand a squeeze.
“Now when we talk about ‘spirits,’ we are referring to one of two types of entities,” Burke went on to explain. “The first is what you would label as your classic ‘ghost.’ These were once human beings — people just like you or I — but for whatever reason, they haven’t passed on to the next world. They remain with us on this plain of existence. Many harbor feelings of guilt about something they’ve done or perhaps something they failed to do. Some may be trying to deliver a message to or look after a loved one. Most don’t even realize they’re dead.
“If we are lucky enough to encounter these spirits here, please keep in mind that they will act just as they did when they were living. They can do good things. They can do bad things. And if threatened or provoked, they may get upset — just like people. But they’re generally not to be thought of as dangerous.”
Tashima nodded at Kevin’s splint. “Tell that to Kevin’s hand.”
Kim swallowed. She felt her own arm tingle, remembering the moist grip of the dead girl from the bridge.
Burke looked at her. “The truth of the matter is, Miss Ishmail, most entities can’t or won’t hurt you. Those who live with a presence in their home sometimes report incidents of people being hurt. In these cases, however, the injuries occurred because said entity became psychically bonded with the occupants. As I said, ghosts are just like people. If you upset them enough, you never know what could happen. You should be respectful at all times, and if you hear something growl ‘get out!’ and you know it wasn’t someone else in the group —” His eyes shot to Joss, then returned to Tashima. “— just turn around and leave.”
Kim frowned. “You mentioned two types of spirits. What’s the second?”
Burke nodded at her and went on, “The second type of entity is the spirit that has never existed as a mortal being. Some call them ‘evil’ spirits. A more common term might be demons. These are particularly nasty. The chances of running into one are slim at best, but before we begin our investigation, it’s customary to ask for protection from these entities. Now, I’m not going to stand up here and give a benediction, but I do encourage everyone to take a moment to privately ask whatever god or good deity you worship for protection. This will keep all the non-human spirits at bay.”
“Won’t they ...?” Kim looked around. “I don’t know ...”
Tashima knew. “Get all mad at us and start throwin’ shit?”
Burke shook his head. His voice was calm and reassuring, “Ask any demonologist and they’ll tell you that this won’t provoke an attack of any kind. We’re not doing an exorcism. They would fight that kicking and screaming. We’re merely telling any evil spirits here to let us be.”
And then the professor closed his eyes and bowed his head. Tashima did the same. Joss hesitated, but followed their lead. Kim looked to Kevin. His head was tilted toward the crumbling ceiling, but his eyes were also shut.
Kim closed her own eyes and struggled to find the appropriate words. It had been years since she had said a real prayer.
God, she began, protect me from all harm, all evil and please ... please give me the strength to face all of my fears.
When her eyelids slid open, Kim found the others were already finished and staring at her. She blushed as the circle disbanded.
“All right then, let’s go upstairs, shall we?” Burke moved toward the staircase at the far end of the lobby, the rest of the group falling in line behind him.
Halfway up the steps, Kim’s neck and arms began to itch. She scratched, realizing even the strength of her prescription couldn’t defend her from the amount of dust in the Woodfield.
Great ... next comes the hives and the burning eyes. I should’ve prayed for allergy relief while I was at it.
When he reached the top, Burke turned into a hallway. Fixtures along the wall held darkened or flickering bulbs in their sockets, making it very dim. Kim could make out the familiar symbols for MEN’s and WOMEN’s restrooms and a third door marked EMPLOYEES ONLY.
“We’ll start at the top, behind the scenes, as it were, and then work our way down.” There was great enthusiasm in Burke’s voice. He pushed down on the handle of the employee entrance and its hinges cried out in a long, loud creak as it swung inward. “Welcome to The Inner Sanctum.”
When he saw their blank stares and puzzled expressions, the forming grin wilted from his face.
“Before your time,” he told them.
It took only a few moments to walk up the steep stairs. They rose into a service hall holding more doors. Kim thought for a moment about what they might find behind them and a clear picture of the drowned girl surfaced in her mind. She blinked, willing it away, following the team through the first door on the right.
And then the smell hit her.
Tashima noticed it too. Her face crinkled. “Oh ... that is foul. Should I note that? That is foul.”
Burke nodded. “Yes, note the smell. Most likely an animal got in and couldn’t find its way out.”
Kevin pointed to the broken window in the corner, the one Kim had seen from the parking lot. “Probably a bird.”
“Or the rat that left its droppings in the candy case downstairs,” Kim said. She opened her steno pad, made notes, then looked around the room.
It was the projection booth. Film canisters of various sizes were stacked on metal shelving beside her, covered by gossamer and grime. Kim blew the dust from one of the labels. “What’s Opera Doc?”(1.33:1) ... Warner Bros. 1957 ... Jones ... Color. She wondered what a film collector might pay for the print of a Bugs Bunny cartoon.
Some of the canisters had spilled their cargo onto the concrete floor of the booth. A huge pile of celluloid had been pushed into a corner. There it lay exposed, slowly decomposing in the alternating cold and heat of the seasons — images held captive within its frames becoming lost for all time.
“I’m getting a cold spot here,” Burke announced, pointing his thermal scanner.
Kim’s eyes flew around the room, searching for signs of a spirit. Instead, she saw Mr. Harvey, alive and well, inspecting the equipment he once operated. He turned to them and offered a warm grin and wave that brought a smile to her face despite her fears.
“Miss Saunders,” the professor said calmly, “please note that AC vent in the ceiling.”
She looked up to see a frayed strip of cloth tied to a metal grate, twisting like a kite tail in the artificial breeze. Relieved, she marked it on her map, then moved over to Mr. Harvey.
The old man opened the gate of his projector and blew dust from the sprockets. “Damn shame,” he said. “This here’s the Christie ‘Xenolite’ xenon/mercury illuminator. Model K31. Serial 03F6661CD. I know her better than I know my own wife. Lotta film moved through this little lady. Some of it better than others. Any day now, they’ll come yank her out and that’ll be that.”
Kim pointed to what looked like a tower of old-style turntables to the right. “And what’s this thing here?”
“Those are the platters,” he told her. “Use to be, film came in separate reels and you ran it on multiple projectors. When one projector got to the tail end, you started up another one and did a reel change. Now, you cut the whole film together into one big ol’ reel and wind it up on this metal platter. The film runs through ol’ Christie —”
He traced the path it would take with his withered finger, his joints swollen into marbles beneath the skin.
“— and then down here to the next platter on the stack, where it coils up again nice as you please.”
“Have you seen the new digital projectors?” Joss asked. “They download the whole film and project it right onto the screen. I saw the last Pirates of the Caribbean down in Indianapolis and the picture and sound quality just blew me away. No more bad prints. Hell, no prints at all.”
He started to laugh, but Harvey’s expression killed it.
“Son,” the old man said. “They been sayin’ for years that they was gonna replace actors with these digital people and I ain’t seen that fella Brad Pitt lose any parts ’cause of it.”
He walked over to the shelves, grabbed a tightly rolled reel and raised it toward a dingy orange light bulb on the wall.
“This you can touch. You can hold it up to the light and see that there person as they was when they was young and alive, what they was wearin’, the way they felt, the direction the wind was blowin’ and the sun was shinin’. If you take care of it like they does in that Library of Congress, it’ll last forever. Some file on some computer somewhere can’t compare to that. And nothin’ can ever replace the feeling people got when they came to this place.”
Harvey pointed out a glass window into the auditorium beyond, speaking in an earnest tone.
“I threw a lot o’ stuff out there on that screen. This was where people found out about The War, about that Russian satellite goin’ up, and them missiles down in Cuba. And this is where they came to forget all o’ that crap, where they laughed and cried and had their first date, their first kiss ... hell, I seen kids cop their first feel right here under this window, saw ’em do even more than that when we showed them skin flicks. They can tear this place down and put up somethin’ bigger or newer, but it will never be better. Never in a million years.”
Joss stared at him, his mouth slightly ajar.
Burke spoke up, “Mr. Harvey has been with the Woodfield a very long time. Perhaps you could show us around these other rooms?”
“Sure thing,” Harvey said, turning cheerful. He tossed the rolled trailer reel to Joss, who nearly fumbled it, then gave his Christie a final pat and led the professor off through the next door.
Tashima elbowed Joss in the ribs.
“Ow!” He rubbed his side. “What the hell was that for?”
“Why’d you have to go and get him started?” She scowled, her voice growing deep, “Back in the day I’d walk out to Hollywood in the snow and get the damn movies myself.”
“I was just makin’ conversation.” Joss rubbed his side. “I didn’t know he’d go all ‘fight the future’ on me.”
“You guys.” Kim turned, backing up toward the open doorway. “He’s a sweet old man who’s spent most of his life here, and now they’re gonna tear it all down. How would you feel?”
“He’s not gonna chain himself to the front door, is he?” Joss asked, looking at the label of the trailer in his hands.
Tashima smiled. “Maybe he’ll chain you to the front door.”
“Hey ...” Joss spun the title around to show her, his eyebrows bobbing. “Jungle Fever.”
“You keep dreamin’,” Tashima huffed, then followed Kim out.
Mr. Harvey opened the door across the service hall. He reached in and flipped a switch, illuminating huge kettles beneath a hooded vent in the ceiling. “This here’s the poppin’ room. This is where they popped all the bags of popcorn and caramel corn to take downstairs.”
“What about the old-fashioned poppers I saw on the concession stand?” Kim asked. The room was hot and smelled sickening sweet.
“Them poppers downstairs were fine in a pinch,” Harvey began, “but they took forever to heat up and then they didn’t make a whole helluva lot. Delbert mainly got them for show. Most of the poppin’ was done right in here. We’d use 25 pound bags of corn and these here boxes.”
He pointed to another metal shelving unit. This one was filled with oblong boxes. A golden drop with a smiley face was etched on the side and what looked like a plastic faucet jutted from the end.
“Oil,” he told them. “We’d fill the kettles full and pop two, maybe three trash bags full of corn at a time, then we’d haul it downstairs to fill the bins. The kids used to hate comin’ up here to pop. That oil just hangs in the air and made ’em break out in all kinds of zits.”
Kevin looked at the fire extinguisher. “Is this where the fire started, the one that killed all those people?”
Harvey licked his lips. “No. They say somebody started that with a cigarette. But we did have some flame-ups.” He chuckled at a private memory, then he glanced back at Kevin and his face turned serious, his tone grave. “Nothin’ like that big blaze, though. Folks around here ain’t likely to forget that even after this place is long gone.”
“And what are these other rooms?” Burke prodded as if trying to change the subject.
Harvey shrugged. “Offices and storage for the most part.”
He moved down the narrow hall and Kim followed. Gray floor tiles were chipped or missing all together. Gray paint peeled and flaked off the walls. Ceiling tiles were discolored by leaks and growing mold.
If this place isn’t haunted, it sure is dressed for the part.
Harvey opened the next door, and it swung open on a man standing in the shadows.
Kim jumped, but luckily, she managed not to scream.
The projectionist flipped on a light, revealing a cardboard cutout of Norman Bates. It looked like a huge screw had been driven through Norman’s head, but Kim stepped forward and saw that it was actually an illusion — two halves of a plastic screw attached to a headband. Ruthless People was written across the side of the screw, and it took her a moment to realize that had been the title of some old movie.
Joss and Kevin laughed.
Tashima put her hand over her heart. “That shit ain’t funny.”
Even Mr. Harvey gave a chuckle as he entered the cramped room. There were boxes stacked from floor to ceiling. Some were marked at the factory, others with a Sharpie. Open containers in the center were tightly filled with old posters and banners.
Joss took one and unrolled it. “Free Willy!”
“Which one?” Kevin asked, looking through a box of old popcorn buckets.
“The first one.” Joss turned the poster around for their inspection — a boy, his arm outstretched, standing beneath a leaping orca. “Anybody else think it looks like the kid’s throwin’ the whale?”
Tashima snickered. “How many of those did they make? — like three, four? I say if Willy’s dumb enough to get caught that many times, harpoon his ass!”
Mr. Harvey led them out, deliberately passing over the next door. It was marked Manager. She felt a sudden chill and wondered if she should write it down.
Burke stopped and placed his hand on the knob. “Mr. King’s office?”
Harvey nodded without looking back. “That’s it.”
Burke pushed the door open and raised his thermal scanner. He reached blindly along the wall for a switch, igniting a fluorescent fixture in the ceiling. One bar was dim and black at either end. The other was overly bright, as if it were trying to make up for its sickly neighbor. A dust-covered desk sat in the far corner of the room, and on the floor, a high-backed executive chair lay overturned beside a smashed computer monitor.
The professor walked inside with Kevin in tow. They took their sample readings, noted them, then compared notes.
“Miss Ishmail?” Burke called.
“Yeah?”
“Why don’t you start taking photos now.”
Tashima did as the professor asked, blasting the room with the Olympus flash. She looked at the digital screen on the back of the camera, her face growing an odd expression. “Um ... these orb thingies ... they’re just like ... balls of light?”
He smiled. “Yes, dear. Please, don’t assume anything. If you think you see something, continue taking pictures. Miss Saunders, please note the reflective surfaces in the room.”
Kim nodded absently, wondering what Tashima saw. She logged the broken monitor on the floor and the framed movie posters on the wall. The glass turned white with reflected light from every flash.
“Mr. Giler, I’d like some video as well.”
Joss turned on his camera and aimed it. Would something be visible through his eyepiece that was hidden from Kim’s natural eye — or would such things only appear later, when the footage was viewed far away from here?
When Kevin walked by the closet, he opened it.
A creature leapt from the darkness, teeth bared, claws outstretched.
Kevin stumbled back as the beast ran across the office floor and around the corner in the blink of an eye, its long pink tail whipping against the doorframe.
Tashima hopped back, screaming, “Rat!”
Kim held up her clipboard, ready to swat the creature if it came near her.
“It’s only a possum,” Joss said with a laugh, following it down the hall with the camcorder. “I wish you guys coulda seen your faces.”
Kevin chuckled as well. He carefully re-opened the closet door, finding the Woodfield’s safe within. With more than a little trepidation, he gave the metal door a tug and was surprised to find it swung open. “Empty,” he announced.
Burke appeared totally unaffected by the incident. He lowered his scanner and followed the possum’s path out of the room. “Let’s move on, shall we?”
Mr. Harvey was way ahead of him. He opened the last door, showing them a furnace room where the fuse boxes had been before leading them down steps to the second floor.
The balcony level.
•••
When she stepped out onto the gallery, Kim could not believe her eyes. Even after years of neglect, the grandeur was beyond anything she’d ever seen. Seven golden female statues hung above the silver screen. Three faced left, three right, and the one in the center was staring straight ahead, looking right at her with its vacant, gilded eyes. One held grapes. Another carried a harp. The center nymph pointed a sword outward as if leading a charge. Gargoyles of various shapes and sizes sat perched atop the Greco-Roman pillars that lined the walls, their golden eyes staring down at the rows of seats below them. An ornate, tulip-patterned border surrounded a huge, black domed ceiling. Tiny lights flickered across the surface of the dome, creating the illusion of twinkling stars.
Kim smiled in awe.
This is Paris, and I’m attending the opening night of the symphony in my gorgeous Victorian gown.
Then she saw the large black speakers that had been attached to the sides of the columns, an anachronism that brought the real world knocking. She was wearing an old T-shirt, faded blue jeans, and gawking at a room with a death sentence.
“How can they tear this place down?” she asked as she walked up to the railing. Her forearm itched. She scratched it.
Beside her, Mr. Harvey said, “Tried to get ’er declared a historical landmark.”
She shifted her glance from militant muse’s golden sword. “They wouldn’t do it?”
“Too many bad memories, what with what happened with Delbert and Shelly, and then there was that fire back in the fifties. Killed everyone right where we’re standing.”
Kim’s stomach did a cartwheel.
Harvey shook his head. “I was just a kid, but I still remember hearin’ about the Knickerbocker over in Washington. January of ’22. Three hundred people get out in a blizzard to watch Get Rich Quick Wallingford. Two feet of that heavy, wet, snowman-makin’ snow pressin’ down on that roof. ’Round intermission, the orchestra starts up a tune and the whole damn ceiling falls in. Crushed about a hundred people. They tore that place down right quick after that. Nobody wanted to go see a movie there. Be like walkin’ on somebody’s grave. It’s taken fifty years, but folks around here finally got the same idea about the Woodfield.”
She felt a chill crawl up her back, and the itch that had been biting at her arm moved across her chest, setting the skin ablaze.
There was a blast of light.
Kim turned to see Tashima snapping photos of the balcony and auditorium. The flash threw shadows on the wall, and for a moment, it looked as if there were far more silhouettes than people standing on the terrace.
Kim’s head spun and she reached out for the metal guardrail. Her fingers found it, and she pulled herself closer for support. She looked at the twinkling “starlight” in the ceiling, at the golden teeth in the sculpted heads of the gargoyles, at the blank rectangle of the silver screen, but she saw none of it. What she saw, the one thing her eyes kept drifting back to, were the rows of seats below. Her legs felt like rubber and she wondered just how far and how hard she would fall.
“You okay, Missy?” Harvey was asking.
Kim shook her head. Her stomach twisted and she stood up, a hand clamped over her mouth. She sprinted up the carpeted aisle, hoping she could make it in time.
Her wobbly legs carried her to the women’s restroom as if they knew the path by heart. Inside, flickering bulbs shone through stained glass fixtures on the ceiling, showing her a checkerboard floor of terrazzo tiles that matched the downstairs lobby, and a row of ivory sinks beneath cracked, dingy mirrors. She ran across the room, clawed her way through hanging spiderwebs, and pushed on the stall doors until she found one that gave. Her throat burned and she slammed her eyes shut, hearing the horrid sounds of her retching and a wet slap against the ivory bowl. The smell hit her and she heaved again and again until there was nothing left but air. Blindly, she reached out for the handle and was pleasantly surprised to find the toilet actually flushed.
When fingers touched her shoulder, she flattened herself against the metal partition.
Tashima held up her hands, the Olympus digital camera swinging from a strap around her wrist. “Whoa, it’s me, it’s me.”
The taste of hot bile still burned Kim’s tongue. She wiped her mouth and looked at the back of her hand, bright spots flaring like tiny novas before her eyes. “Ohhhh ... I don’t know what happened.”
Tashima reached out and stroked Kim’s shoulder. “You okay?”
“Ye—” Kim swallowed. “Yeah.” She pulled a Kleenex from her pocket; wiped at her eyes, at the corners of her mouth and the back of her hand. “It just hit me when I looked over the edge of the balcony. I don’t know if it was nerves or vertigo or what, but I had to get outta there before I spewed all over everybody.”
They stood there for a moment, an eerie silence broken only by the beat of a dripping faucet or leaking pipe in the distance, each drop like the tick of a clock.
Kim wadded the Kleenex, turned it over and over in her fingers and said, “Thanks for coming to check on me, didn’t mean to worry anybody.”
“No big thing. What are friends for?” Tashima’s grin was genuine and truly comforting.
Kim lurched over to an ivory sink and turned the tarnished brass knob. The pipes clanged and vibrated, then the faucet gushed brown. She thought she might be sick again, but the flow quickly turned clear. Kim reached her hand into the stream and wiped at her lips. What she really needed was a drink to clean her mouth, but she didn’t trust the water enough for that.
She rose up and nodded at the Olympus tethered to Tashima’s wrist, at the tiny screen in its back, anxious to talk about something else. “So how are the pictures turning out?”
“I know we’re not supposed to talk about this ... make any conclusions and all the rest of the speech ... but damn.” The grin melted from Tashima’s face. She tilted the screen so that Kim could look, her voice purposely falling to a whisper. “I think I see dead people.”
As Kim studied the image for a few seconds, she found her faint curiosity blossom into intense interest. She realized what she was seeing and the color drained from her face. Once more, she became the girl who was afraid to close her eyes at night, the one who woke up screaming with damp sheets and a racing heart.
Bright splotches marred photos of Mr. King’s office and the balcony. Some spots resembled stars, others appeared as floating streams of bright bubbles. In the last photo, they seemed to be swarming around a nauseated Kim.
There were dozens of them.
•••
“You okay, little lady?” Harvey asked when they returned to the balcony, his voice full of concern.
“Better, thanks.” Kim looked around nervously, but saw nothing. “Must’ve been something I ate.”
“For a second there, it looked like you was gonna go right over the railing,” the old man told her. He shook his head and snickered. “We had this one midnight screening here once, that Pink Floyd: The Wall. Some kid got high, thought he could fly or somethin’, and actually took a header.”
“Whoa!” Joss aimed the video camera over the side, the lens following the path the fall might have taken. “That’s a big drop.”
“Is he one of the spirits people have seen here?” Kevin wanted to know.
“Him? Naw,” Harvey told them. “The guy got lucky, had somebody down there to cushion his fall. The girl he landed on messed up her shoulder, the guy had a broken arm, and they both walked away with concussions. Empty, those seats and that concrete floor wouldn’t make for too soft a landing.”
Burke spoke up, “Do log what happened to you, Miss Saunders.”
Tashima glared at him. “You want her to write down that she puked?”
“I want notes on anything you feel, Miss Ishmail. Cold, hot, nauseated ... if you get the sensation that you’re being watched, write it all down.”
Kim reached out and put her hand on Tashima’s arm. “I’ll note it, it’s fine.”
They moved back down the stairs and onto the auditorium floor. Red velvet carpeted the aisles. Once lush and thick, it was now a stained, dust-covered mat. Tivoli track lighting marked the ends of the rows — strings of Christmas bulbs in brass frames screwed to the concrete, but some of these bulbs were dimly lit, others broken entirely.
Harvey pointed to the ceiling. “When this place was an opera house, there used to be some big ol’ crystal chandeliers up there, just like the ones we got out in the lobby, but they had to go when she got turned into a movie house. Had to clear a path for the projector beam.”
Kim glanced around the room. Even without the chandeliers, it was still dressed for opera. With all the painted and chiseled faces, it seemed that wherever she looked something stared right back at her.
She moved off to the side, where red curtains hung beneath a lit EXIT sign, and found a long, dimly lit corridor. The walls were black-painted stone. Kim took a few cautious steps inside and saw concrete stairs led up to a back door. Heavy chain coiled around the handles like a metal snake, a rusted padlock holding it in place.
Is that to keep people out, or to keep something else in?
Kim backed quickly into the light of the auditorium and made notes about the hall and chain.
When the group had completed logging all the settings on their equipment, Professor Burke called them all back to the lobby and held out his hands.
“Before leaving,” he said, “link hands once more and say a closing prayer of protection according to your own religious beliefs. Ask that any human spirits you may have encountered here today remain here.”
Joss snickered. “What ... are they stray puppies? Will they follow us home?”
Kim’s arms turned to gooseflesh and the dead girl from the bridge hung over her eyes like a dark blanket; blue, wrinkled lips parting to say, “Ready to go home now.”
Burke gave Joss a level stare. “They might.”
Kim shuddered, her arm tingling. “Professor ... say we did have some kind of ... some kind of contact. If we don’t say the prayer, what would happen?”
Burke gave her a curious glance. “Well, Miss Saunders, the common theory is that, under certain circumstances, a spirit can attach themselves to a person in the same way they do an object.”
Tashima’s eyes widened. “Hold up. We’re talkin’ possession now?”
“Nothing that extreme, Miss Ishmail. It would be more akin to what we see with poltergeist activity. After leaving, you might experience disturbances in your own home — moving objects ... loud noises ... apparitions ...”
“But that’s just a theory,” Kim said. “You don’t really know it would happen.”
Burke nodded. “True enough, but do you really want to put it to the test?”
Tashima’s hands shot up and Kim joined her. Finally, Kevin and Joss closed the circle.
“Silently ask those who were once human not to leave with us,” the professor instructed. “Be polite, but forceful. Usually, I say something along the lines of ‘In the name of God, I command all human spirits to be bound to the confines of this building. Do not follow us,’ but feel free to use the name of whatever good deity you normally worship.
“Then, you will want to tell any non-human entities, or demons if you prefer, to do the same.”
“Have you ever run into a real demon, Professor?” Kevin asked.
Burke stared at him a moment, then he simply said, “Once.”
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Tyler’s stint in the ER was uneventful, and it ended just after ten. He slowly made his way across the parking lot. The air was cool, free of insects, perfect for a walk. He couldn’t help but smile as he recalled his stroll through the park with Kim a few nights before, the feel of her, the smell of her hair. His thoughts had drifted to her again and again throughout his shift and it had helped him keep the nightmare image from the morgue at bay.
Billy’s body on the floor, scalpels jutting from his chest and neck like pins from a voodoo doll.
El Diablo hit him.
Tyler remembered how shaken Jesus Mendez had been after the death of his friend, recalled his crazy story.
It come for him, but it ... it was not all there.
But if he wanted his friend’s body so badly, why would he leave it behind? And why tear up the morgue like that? Why kill Billy Friesen? It didn’t make any sense.
Free us from the demon!
“Doctor!”
Startled, Tyler spun in the direction of the voice, thinking for a moment he might find Jesus Mendez stalking toward him, a fresh scalpel clutched in his bloody hands.
Instead, a man leaned innocently against the side of a bright red Ford pickup. He appeared to be in his late thirties, early forties, his hands hidden in the pockets of a blue jean jacket. His camouflage pants were tucked into a pair of black fireman’s boots, and a red ball cap crowned his head — Harmony Volunteer Fire Department stitched across the front in yellow thread.
Tyler didn’t respond immediately. It took him a moment to recognize the face. “You were in the morgue this morning, one of the EMTs?”
The man nodded. He stepped forward; removed his empty right hand from his pocket and held it out. “Robby Miller.”
Tyler shook it. “Tyler Bachman.”
“I know who you are, Doc,” Robby said with a smirk. “You’re the hot shot I keep hearing about.”
Tyler chuckled nervously. “Well, I don’t know anything about that.”
“I need to talk to you about the dead Mexican, the one the ME was working on when he got killed.”
“What about him?”
“He died at the old Woodfield Movie Palace, right?”
“No, he died on my table.”
“But he was there.”
“Yeah, they said he was there.” Tyler thought back to the Spanish words on the tape, the ones Billy had recorded before being attacked, and he remembered Robby’s face when he translated them. “‘The theater is cursed ... Free us from the demon.’ I saw the way you reacted. That means something to you.”
“Maybe. The Mexican had scratches on his arm, right — three scratches?”
Tyler’s stomach sank. “Who told you that?”
“Nobody.” There was fear in Robby’s face, something horrible playing out behind his eyes. “Look ...” He opened the passenger door of his truck. “Before more people end up hurt or dead, we should talk.”
“We can talk right here.”
Robby shook his head. “Not about this shit we can’t. Maybe you don’t mind people thinking you’re nuts, but I’ve got a reputation to uphold.”
Tyler gazed around the parking lot; toyed with his keys. “How ’bout I just follow you.”
Robby sighed and pointed to the light post next to them. “See that camera?”
Tyler looked up; saw the small black dome attached to the metal pole. “Yeah, I see it.”
“If anything happens to you now, I’d be royally fucked. Pictures of us talking here would be on every station.” Robby waved and smiled, then he turned back to Tyler. “So relax, Doc, it’s not me you need to be scared of.”
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Hannigan’s Tavern was packed, every chair, stool, and booth occupied. The overflow of patrons moved around the bar like stray satellites orbiting the larger seated groups, cold drops of condensation raining from their bottles and mugs as they walked by Kim’s table.
Their waitress squeezed through this crowd to bring another round — three beers and a Diet Coke. Kim didn’t like to drink if she knew she’d be driving. She took the soda and returned her eyes to Joss, listening as he continued his tale.
“So we’ve got one night to shoot the whole commercial,” he told them. “This is like a fourth of our grade, and it just happens to be the night of my twenty-first birthday, so everybody wanted to celebrate.”
Tashima giggled. “Everybody wanted to drink.”
“Well, yeah,” Joss agreed with a grin, then lifted his mug, “but the celebration of my birth gave them an excuse to drink.”
Kevin tapped Joss’ mug with his own, spilling some draft onto the table. They laughed and Joss went on.
“Anyway, on the way out to the location we stopped off at a liquor store and got beer, wine coolers, Mike’s Hard Lemonade, you name it and we got it. Then we got on the set, got everything all set up, and then everybody just started drinkin’. I mean, between every take, every shot, we’re knockin’ stuff back. We ... got ... toasted!
“So the next day, I’ve got this hangover like you would not believe —”
“Wanna bet?” Tashima challenged, giggling again as she lifted a mug to her lips.
“Anyway, I go into the edit bay to put the shit together, thinking we’ve just filmed the greatest, most artistic thing man has ever known, and it’s just this total, complete, and utter crap. I mean, our eyes are all bloodshot as hell, we’re slurring our lines ... one of the girls couldn’t even sit up straight in her chair by the end of the night!”
Kevin laughed and pried another meaty slice of pizza from the pan at the center of the table. “So you had to reshoot the whole thing?”
“There wasn’t time. We had to have it edited and ready to roll for class the next morning.”
Tashima rolled her eyes at him and smiled. “Serves you right, you dumb ass.”
“But editing genius that I am, I saved our dumb asses.”
“How’d you manage that?” Kim asked.
Joss smiled with pride. “I just cut the thing together the way we were supposed to, had everybody talking about this bread, how great it was, how they all just loved it toasted with butter and jelly and shit, and everybody’s all red-eyed, slurring, fallin’ down, and then at the end, at the very end, instead of a sign for the bread, I put up the MADD logo, you know, Mothers Against Drunk Driving, and I recorded this voice over,” his voice went down an octave, “Is alcohol affecting the life of someone you love? Call 1-800-555-”
The table erupted in laughter. Tashima rocked in her chair, her beaded braids swinging like whips, smacking Kim’s shoulder. Kim tried to say “ow.” Tashima tried to say “sorry.” Both only laughed harder. A few patrons turned their heads, trying to see what was so hilarious, then went back to their own conversations.
When she was able, Tashima asked, “And what kinda grade did you get on that?”
Joss shrugged. “Well, the professor did mark us down a notch for ‘not strictly adhering to the assignment,’ but it was a helluva lot better than turning in nothing at all.”
Tashima and Joss exchanged a glance across the table; both were smiling.
If she gets a few more drinks in her, Joss, Kim thought with a grin, she might just give you the time of day.
Kevin spoke up, turning the conversation back to the Woodfield. “Anybody else disappointed with today’s little field trip?”
Tashima snickered and turned away. “Man, I’m tellin’ ya, I think I just dodged a bullet today, people. The black chick buys it every time. I’m wonderin’ if I should even go back this weekend. Be like temptin’ fate or some shit.”
Joss drank from his beer, then said, “You’ve got nothing to worry about, my sweet. The virgin always lives.”
Tashima threw up her hands. “Well then shit, I’m definitely out.”
“Me too,” Kim agreed with a smile.
“Well,” Kevin grinned and gave Joss a pat on the shoulder, “at least you’re safe.”
Kim and Tashima laughed.
“Fuck you,” Joss said, and he shrugged off Kevin’s hand. “Today was like watching those ghost hunting shows on the Sci-Fi and Travel channels, the ones where people go to these haunted houses and castles, and you sit there and wait for something to happen. And you sit, and you wait, and maybe they say they feel or see something, or maybe you get to see a weird shape or a blob on a grainy video monitor, or you might hear a weird sound here and there, but you never, ever really see anything that just blows you away.”
“We got attacked by a giant rat this afternoon,” Tashima reminded with a giggle. “What more do you fuckin’ want?”
“It was a possum,” Joss corrected, “and I’ll tell you what I want. For once, I would just love to see one of these guys walk into the Amityville Horror or something, you know? Walls bleeding, stuff flyin’ around everywhere, actual ghosts zooming by that you can see right through, all of that Disney World Haunted Mansion shit!”
“You should have been in that little girl’s room with us the other night,” Kevin told him. “That book nearly hit me in the head.”
“Okay, that was pretty freaky, I’ll give you that,” Joss agreed. “But I would still like to see somebody catch an honest to God, clear image of a ghost on tape, not just a voice you can barely make out.”
He took another drink, then mimicked their recording.
“‘Take me with you,’” he said.
Kim’s head snapped up. “You heard that?”
“It was on the tape,” Joss explained, pointing at her with a breadstick. “What I can’t figure out is how you heard it.”
Her mouth hung open as she searched for an answer.
Joss didn’t wait for her. Instead, he turned to Tashima and announced, “You know, I actually saw a ghost once.”
“You’re full of so much shit.” Tashima set her empty mug down on the table. “I’m surprised your eyes aren’t brown.”
Kim’s insides drained into her feet. “When?”
“About a year ago,” he said. “This girl I was dating left her keys at work. So she asks me to drive her back to get ’em. I’m just sitting out in the parking lot, watching her walk down the third floor hall, and I see this other girl walking right behind her, following her all the way to the stairs. When my girlfriend gets back to the car, I ask her who that other woman was. She didn’t know who I was talking about, said no one had been behind her, that she’d been alone up there in the hallway.”
Kim’s eyes widened slightly and she looked from Joss to Tashima, then back again.
Before she could say anything, Kevin chimed in with a tale of his own, “In my home town, there was a railroad track where a man was supposedly killed in the 1800’s, decapitated by a train. There were stories that said you could see a light move along the track at night, like a lantern swinging back and forth as the man came back to look for his head.
“One night, I went walking along the track with a group of friends, and we saw the light swinging, saw it coming right for us.”
“So what did you do after you pissed your pants?” Joss snickered.
“We ran like hell.” Kevin grinned and looked across the table. “What about you, girls? Ever see any spirits?”
Tashima glanced at Kim, then told them about her sleepover experience with the Ouija board and the lost earring. When she’d finished, everyone turned toward Kim.
“There’s this little girl who drowned,” she said after contemplation. “I saw her once.”
Joss nodded. “Cool. Did she look like that kid in The Ring? That was creepy as hell, with her wet hair all down over her face and shit.”
“Stop,” Tashima warned.
“I could ...” The words dried up in Kim’s mouth. She lowered her eyes, trying not to let the apparition walk into her waking mind. When she folded her hands in her lap, they were cold and sweaty. “I could see her face.”
“I guess Burke really did read those questionnaires,” Kevin said.
On the first day of his class, the professor handed them all a series of questions. Kim thought nothing of it at the time. Name, address, phone number, email ... info normally used to notify students in the event of a cancellation. There was the obligatory “Why are you taking this class?” And then, at the bottom of the page, one last question ...
Have you ever had an experience you couldn’t explain?
Tashima gave a little snort. “Burke can kiss my black ass. That guy’s seriously gettin’ on my last fuckin’ nerve.” She did a mock British accent, “Do what I say, Miss Ishmail, or the goblins will follow you home.”
Kevin and Joss laughed at that.
Kim silently stirred her Diet Coke with her straw, the dead girl from the bridge echoing through her brain.
“Ready to go home.”
There was desperation in the voice. It almost sounded frightened. Had she really heard it that way at the time — or had the intervening years somehow distorted it?
“Take me with you.”
Desperation colored those words as well. It wasn’t a request. It was a plea.
Kim cleared her throat. “What if ... what if that’s what the ghosts want?”
Tashima glanced over at her and snickered. “What, they wanna come live with us?”
“No, they just want out ... I don’t know ... Burke keeps telling us that spirits get stuck here.” Kim rubbed her crucifix between her thumb and forefinger, feeling the contours of the figure. “Maybe they’re just asking us to help them get unstuck.”
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Robby Miller had the window rolled down and his left elbow hung out of the cab, cutting through the breeze. He leaned his head to the side, traced his lips with the index finger of his left hand, as if trying to coax them apart so that the words could finally come out. “I grew up in this town,” he said at last, his right hand firmly on the steering wheel.
Tyler turned to watch the storefronts that lined Harmony’s main strip pass them by. “Really.”
“Born here, raised here, probably be buried here.”
“I know the song.”
“Right,” Robby chuckled, then turned the wheel and drove into a crowded parking lot. He found the first empty spot and shut off the engine. “We’re here.”
Tyler looked at the building and thought it had to be a joke. Cinderblock walls. No windows. A double door of tinted glass appeared to be the only way in or out. “Pole Position Show Club” blazed above the doorway in blue neon, right next to a pair of huge checkered racing flags that crossed behind the glowing red outline of a woman.
After a moment of silence, Robby climbed out of the truck, walked around, and opened the door. “Come on, Doc. I’m not getting any younger.”
“Why’d you bring me here?”
“Because I’ve had a rough day and now I wanna have a good time.” He shrugged and smiled. “What can I say, I’m into this stuff.”
“I thought you said you were worried about your reputation.”
“I didn’t want anybody to call me crazy. I don’t really give a shit if they think I’m a pervert.”
Tyler’s eyes went from Robby to the neon lady, then back again. “Thanks, but I think I’ll wait out here.”
“Suit yourself, Doc,” Robby told him. “But if you ask me, you’ve got a better chance of being noticed sitting here alone in the parking lot. Inside, nobody in that crowd’s gonna be looking at you.”
Tyler glared at him. “You better give me some answers.”
“I’ll tell you what I know.”
Tyler fumbled with his seatbelt, then stepped from the Ford and followed Robby across the parking lot. He kept looking over his shoulder as they walked — wondering if anyone he knew would see him, wondering what he was doing here at all. When they reached the tinted doors, Robby held one open for him.
A muscular, bald man stood by a cash register at the other end of a dark foyer. He wore a tuxedo vest and bow tie, but no jacket. His white shirt glowed brightly in the black light that spilled from within the club. A clipboard was in his left hand and a cigarette was smoldering in his right. “Six dollars tonight, gentlemen,” he said without looking at them.
Robby smiled. “Hey, Sid.”
The man’s head snapped up. “Miller! How the fuck are ya, man?”
“Right as rain.” Robby handed him a twenty. “And yourself?”
“Same shit, different day.” Sid opened his register. “You paying for both?”
Robby nodded, then looked to Tyler. “You can get it next time, Doc.”
They walked onto the floor, the chords of Motley Crue’s “Girls, Girls, Girls” blaring from overhead speakers. Blue neon and florescent black lights rimmed the ceiling, providing faint illumination. Tyler had never been to a show club before, and he found it odd that the place was so dimly lit. Wasn’t the entire point of going to these places to see the women who were dancing?
The crowd filled rows of bistro tables and booths along the outer wall, college kids for the most part, and Tyler was surprised to see so many ladies among them. Some chatted and laughed amongst themselves as they drank, others sat in silence, their eyes on the center of the room.
Tyler saw what held their attention.
A woman danced across a raised, pear-shaped stage outlined in red neon. She was naked but for a tiny leather G-string and strips of black tape that covered her nipples, as if someone had drawn “Xs” across the tips of her breasts. Raven hair hung down past her shoulders and her legs were long and muscular. She grabbed hold of the brass pole that tethered the stage to the ceiling, squeezed it between her thighs, and spun around. As she twirled toward him, Tyler could not help but notice the look on her face; the frown, the vacant eyes ...
She looks as happy to be here as I do.
Robby found one of the few deserted tables and sat down.
Tyler looked at his chair to make certain it was clean, then he did the same.
“Jesus, Doc,” Robby chuckled, “are you always this uptight?”
“What can I say, I get red-faced eating at Hooters.” Tyler pulled his chair up to the table and nodded at the girl on the stage. “What’s with the electrical tape?”
“On her boobs?”
“Yeah.”
“It’s a state law. The girls can take it off, but they can’t take it all off. They can’t really be naked. No nips, no bush.”
Tyler nodded absently, his eyes on the frowning face of the stripper, wondering why she looked so sad.
“Can I get you boys something?”
They turned to look at a woman in black mechanic’s coveralls, covered in racing patches and partially unzipped to reveal her cleavage. There was a large round tray tucked under her arm.
“Yes, ma’am,” Robby said with enthusiasm. “Scotch on the rocks, if you please.”
She nodded, then glanced at Tyler.
“Miller Lite,” he told her.
The waitress flashed a smile, then walked away.
“It was bad this morning,” Robby blurted, his elbows on the table and his chin in his hands. His eyes were up on the stage, following the girl who was naked but not legally naked, the girl with the look of absolute boredom frozen on her young face.
“Shook me up pretty good, and after everything I’ve seen over the years, that’s not an easy thing to do.”
Tyler shrugged and leaned back in his chair. “Maybe it’s because I knew him.”
“Probably. Every time I go out on a run, I do my damnedest to get them to you guys with a pulse, but when it’s somebody you know ... you work that much harder. I remember the night I pulled my friend out of his burning car —”
“You said you knew something about my patient?” Tyler prodded.
“The dead Mexican?”
“Yes.”
Robby shook his head. “I can’t believe how many Mexicans we’ve got here in Indiana now. I mean, California and Texas, I can understand that, but here. Harmony’s got one stoplight and two Mexican grocery stores. Ever been to Canada, Doc?”
“Can’t say I have.”
“Every single sign up there has to be in two languages, English and French. I think that’s the way America is headed. Soon every street sign, yard sign, and sale sign will be English and Spanish.” The corner of his mouth curled into a humorless grin, but it withered quickly. “What do you know about the old Woodfield Movie Palace?”
“Nothing,” Tyler admitted. “I’d never even heard of it before they brought Martinez in.”
“When I was a teenager, it was the place to be. Only theater in town. God, it’s been years since I’ve thought about that place. I remember going there for fire inspections and the manager was always up in the office with Shelly Wells, the cashier. They were ‘counting the safe.’” He chuckled. “The employees knew what was going on. Shelly was the three B’s: blonde, beautiful, and busty. Delbert, on the other hand, was no Tom Cruise. I still don’t know what she saw in him. They were together right up to the minute he blew her head off with a double barreled Winchester.”
The waitress set their drinks down on the table, glass touching glass with a loud clink that gave both of them a start.
“The kitchen’s still open for another hour,” she said, still grinning. “Can I get you boys any buffalo wings? Maybe some onion rings?”
Robby was loud and terse, “We’re good.”
His tone didn’t seem to bother her. Perhaps she thought he was just trying to be heard above the music. She nodded and promptly disappeared, her smile never wavering.
Robby picked up his scotch. “I had a friend back then. His name was Sean, Sean Roche. He used to work at the Woodfield.” He drank deeply, and then he said, “One night, he got attacked.”
Tyler grabbed his beer by the neck. “What happened?”
“He was alone in the auditorium one night, locking and chaining all the doors, and he just happened to look up at the balcony. There was a huge fire up there about fifty years ago, worst fire anybody around here can remember. They still talk about it down at the station, even though nobody’s there that was alive when it happened — a bunch of people trampled, left to burn.” Robby paused, hesitated, then went on, “Anyway, my friend, Sean, he looks up into this balcony.
“There’s a girl up there.
“She’s maybe sixteen, seventeen, her hair tied in a ponytail, and she’s just sitting there in her seat, her eyes on the screen like she’s waiting for the next movie to start, like she didn’t even know they were closed.
“He said she looked really sad.”
Tyler nodded.
Robby continued on with his story, “So my friend wonders where this girl came from. I mean, they’d sold exactly three tickets that night.” He held up three fingers. “And exactly three people went out the front door after the movie was over. Nobody should’ve been in the Woodfield that wasn’t an employee, but there she was.
“So he calls up to her, ‘Hello. We’re lockin’ up for the night.’
“And the girl acts like she hears him. She slowly stands up, and she’s wearing a white sweater with a blue poodle skirt.”
“A poodle skirt?”
“Yeah, I know. Sean thought the same thing, ‘Why is she dressed up like she just stepped out of Grease or something?’ So he’s calling up to her to come down so he can let her out, but she just stands there. Doesn’t say a word. Just stands there with her eyes on the screen and her hands on the railing.
“It looks to Sean like she might be thinking about jumping.
“So he sprints out of that auditorium and he heads for the staircase at the far end of the lobby. He runs up, taking steps two at a time, and the whole time, he’s trying to figure out what he’s gonna do when he gets there, and when he does finally get there ...”
“The girl was gone,” Tyler guessed.
Robby nodded. “The girl was gone.”
Tyler’s eyes rolled and he leaned forward. “You brought me out here to tell me some campfire story? What does any of this have to do with my —”
“Did I say I was done?” Robby asked.
Tyler settled back in his chair and took another drink, wishing the other man would get to the point.
“So Sean thinks the crazy bitch must have already jumped, right? He runs over to the railing, and he just knows he’s going to see her crumpled body draped across the seats, or maybe her head splattered on the concrete floor, but she wasn’t down there either.
“Then he hears a noise and he turns around to look at the doors on the opposite end of the balcony. They’re swinging, like somebody just walked through, so he takes off after her. He follows her into the hallway. It’s dark, so he squints, trying to get a glimpse of the girl’s white sweater, but what he sees is a rush of movement — kind of like a shadow gliding across the wall.”
Robby slowly moved his hand through the air, his fingers wiggling.
Tyler frowned, his curiosity swept away by a crashing wave of irritation. If he really did know something, why didn’t he just come right out and say it?
Either Robby didn’t notice Tyler’s frustration or he didn’t care. “Sean hears this faint sound from the darkness. It’s like ... scratch that, it was somebody crying.
“So he gets all concerned, ‘Are you okay?’”
“Well, the sobbing comes to a screeching halt and Sean hears whispers, like a group of people, waiting there in the dark, like somebody might turn on the light and yell, ‘surprise!’
“Now, he’s getting pissed, okay. It’s late, and he’s tired, and he should’ve been halfway home. But no, he’s there in the theater, chasing after a girl, and now maybe a couple of her friends, who didn’t even buy a fucking ticket. So he tells them, ‘Look, I’m gonna get my boss out here in a second,’ and ... then ...
“WHAM!”
Robby’s hand lashed out across the table, his fingers hooked into claws.
Tyler jumped and nearly spilt what was left of his drink.
“Something scratches him.”
“You mean somebody scratched him,” Tyler corrected.
“That’s what I thought at first. Sean said he looked everywhere for the girl, but he never saw her again, and he never found anybody else either.
“The next morning, he showed me his forearm.
“I was used to it. Everyone knew I was volunteering at the fire department, training to become an EMT, and they thought I was just one step removed from their family doctor. They’d come to me and show me stuff they were worried about, or stuff they didn’t want their parents to find out about, cuts, bruises, and rashes, wanting me to tell them what they were and what they should do about them.” He looked at Tyler. “You probably get the same thing.”
Tyler nodded.
“Anyway,” Robby said, “Sean had three long welts that stretched from his wrist to his elbow, these ridges topped with dotted red lines where the nails or whatever had broken the skin. Sean had always been allergic to cats, and if he hadn’t told me this story, I’d have sworn he’d been clawed by a tiger. I just told him to spread some Neosporin on the marks and watch to make sure they didn’t get infected.”
Tyler nodded again.
“After a few days, the swelling went down and the cuts healed over,” Robby told him. He took another drink, licked his lips, then said, “A few weeks later, I was doing research on town history. Every small town has its share of weirdness, I guess, and Harmony probably has more than most. Anyway, I came across some stories on the Woodfield. Of course, there were a bunch of articles on the fire, but there was also a front-page story about a teenaged girl who was killed by her boyfriend up in the balcony. It even had a picture of her. Probably her high school yearbook photo.
“I showed it to Sean.”
“Let me guess,” Tyler said, “It was the same girl he’d seen.”
“One and the same,” Robby confirmed. “She’d been dead thirty-two years.”
Tyler said nothing. He quietly finished his beer. Kim’s story the other night and now this.
Robby frowned. “You’re staring at me like you’re trying to figure out the range of my ankle bracelet.”
“Sorry. You’re saying this theater is haunted and that Martinez was killed ... by a ghost?”
“I was thinking more along the lines of ‘possessed by evil spirits,’ but haunted is good. We can go with haunted. You heard what the detective said. You translated the words yourself, ‘The theater is cursed. Free us from the demon.’ Did you get it right or not?”
“He could’ve said, ‘Help, I’m being chased by a rabid Easter Bunny’ instead. Just because it’s on tape doesn’t mean it’s true.”
“You don’t think it’s just a little bit odd that my friend got scratched the same way your patient did?”
Tyler shrugged. “They were in the same building. They might have walked down the same hall, got caught on some screws in the wall, or a jagged piece of metal, or ... anything.”
Even as he spoke, his own mind was not convinced. What about the cold? it reminded. Explain that one.
He couldn’t.
“I told you how it would sound, Doc. And if I expected a rational guy like you to just believe me and go with it without question, well, then I really would be crazy. I’ve been where you are now, somebody telling me some supernatural force was out there, up to no good, and me just knowing it had to be bullshit. I used to think I had this whole town wired. I was one cocky son of a bitch.”
“Obviously something changed your mind.”
Robby smiled bitterly and downed the last drop of his scotch. “That’s a story for another night, Doc, sometime when I’ve had a lot more to drink.”
“Just for the sake of conversation, let’s pretend there’s a ghost in this theater, a real nasty one.”
“Yes.”
“What’s the M.E. got to do with it? Why would anybody want to kill Billy? I mean, whoever did it didn’t even take the body. Wouldn’t you think that, if they were worried he might’ve found something that would implicate them in the death, they would’ve stolen it so that another M.E. wouldn’t be able to examine it either?”
Robby’s eyes were focused on something behind Tyler. “I never said I had all the answers, Doc.”
Tyler turned around to see what he was looking at.
A tall, bearded man with long, stringy hair stood off to the side of the stage, his hands in the pockets of his faded denim jacket. He swayed slightly back and forth, as if he were so drunk that he had to fight to stand upright. Like most of the men and some of the women in the club, his eyes were firmly planted on the dancer.
“You know him?” Tyler asked.
Robby shook his head. “Never seen him before.”
“Then why are you staring at him?”
“He’s got my Spidey Sense tingling.”
“Your what?”
“You know how Spider-Man can sense when something bad’s about to happen?” Robby nodded at the man in the jacket. “Well something’s not right with that guy.”
Tyler turned around for another look.
The stranger made a sudden leap onto the stage and bolted for the stripper. His hands were out of his pockets now, and one of them held a long, serrated hunting knife. He grabbed the girl by the hair, yanked her head back and placed the blade against her neck.
In that instant, the look in the stripper’s eyes changed. It wasn’t sadness or boredom now. Now it was absolute panic.
Audience members yelled and screamed, but the madman screamed louder, “Why?” Spittle flew off his lips, spraying the side of the sad girl’s face. “Why won’t you talk to me?!”
Before she could answer, he slid his blade across her throat like a zipper, opening her flesh. Tyler watched helplessly as her hand shot up, watched arcing arterial spray paint her fingers red.
The madman released his grip on her hair, let her fall, and a bouncer rushed him, pushed his face down hard onto the stage. All the while he kept yelling, kept screaming, “Why?”
Tyler ran for the stage. His only thought was his responsibility to the girl.
“Get back!” the bouncer warned, his knee stabbing the madman’s spine, his thick hands prying the blade free.
“I’m a doctor,” Tyler said as he climbed up.
The girl had lost consciousness. Blood gurgled up from her split neck, formed a pool on the shiny, lacquered stage beneath her. Tyler unbuttoned his shirt, planning to wad it and apply pressure, but a hand thrust a white bar towel into his face.
It was Robby.
In his other hand, the EMT held a cell phone to his ear. “That’s right,” he told the person on the other end, “The Pole Position Show Club ... Yes ... Hurry.”
Tyler took the towel from him and pressed it against the wound, feeling warmth as white cloth rapidly turned scarlet. He then lifted the stripper’s head and pushed it forward to try and pinch the gash closed.
“They’re on their way,” Robby told him.
But not fast enough. She’s bleeding out.
Tyler had the sensation of something brushing against his shoulder. He felt hot gusts of breath on his arm, like the respiration of a large animal, and his head jerked to the side to see who or what was standing next to him.
There was nothing there.
The stripper suddenly opened her eyes. Her gaze was aimless at first, but it soon found Tyler’s face and focused intently upon him. It almost looked as if she were glaring at him. Her lips moved, attempted words, and after a few mute tries, she found a voice.
“She ...”
The tone was deep, low.
“She can’t help them.”
It didn’t sound like a woman’s voice at all.
“They’re mine! They belong to me!”
Tyler glanced up to see if Robby heard it as well, to make certain he hadn’t imagined it, and the look of wide-eyed shock on the EMT’s face confirmed it.
The girl actually moved. Her hand reached up, grabbed Tyler’s half-unbuttoned shirt and pulled. She should have been weak from blood loss, but her grip was strong. “Keep the bitch away from my theater or it will be a coffin birth.”
And then she fell silent. Her grip loosened, her limp arm dropped, smacked the stage. The light faded from her eyes as if someone had just flipped off a switch. They were now vacant, glazed ... dead.
Tyler sat there, trembling. He stared at the body in stunned silence until the ambulance arrived.
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Geoffrey Burke drew his legs up and rested his chin on his knees. It was in here. He could feel it. Its foul presence lurked among the shadows, watching, its malevolent stare focused on him like the sun’s rays through a magnifying lens, burning.
“What do you want?” he asked, his hands wringing sheets and blankets.
A growl from the darkness. Rumbling. Predatory.
Geoffrey pressed his back against the headboard, then asked again, desperation making his voice shrill, “What do you want?”
The floor creaked. It stalked closer.
He felt sweat trickle down his temples. “Go away,” he whispered.
But it didn’t go away, this rancid thing. It moved closer still, so close in fact that he thought he might catch a glimpse of it in the moonlight that pooled at the foot of his bed.
Tears threatened Geoffrey’s eyes now. His lower lip trembled. “Please,” he begged, “no more.”
And then it sprang forward from the darkness — something huge, something with claws and fangs, a shadow with substance, with weight. It held him down, pinned him to the mattress, a thing so grotesque that his mind refused to recall its face even in slumber.
Burke surfaced quickly from the depths of the horrible dream, breathing heavily, his eyes bulging from their sockets, his chest and arms still ringing with the echoes of past violation.
Awake, it was easy to bury his fears, to smother them beneath his day-to-day affairs, but when his subconscious was given free reign, it was quick to dig it all back up. In his lectures, he’d spoken at length on the phenomenon of residual haunting, on acts of violence so intense, so heinous that they generate a psychic reverberation, replaying actions over and over for all eternity like a compact disc with a deep, unforgiving gouge. His nightmares were like that, the same again, and then again, and then again ... the fear, the pleas, the agony.
Burke sat up in his chair; looked around the confines of the room, his mind still partially adrift in a sea of terror. This was not his parents’ flat, not the chamber of horrors his bedroom had become. No, this was his office, his sanctuary. The tide of confusion began to subside and he glanced up at the clock on the wall. It was just after midnight, five in the morning London time.
Still a bit dazed, he rubbed his breast, happy to find his shirt intact. He then took his hand away and examined it to be sure. Not a drop of blood on his fingertips. He wiped drool from the corner of his mouth, glazing his chin, then swallowed; tried to calm himself.
He was alone.
He was safe.
Safe.
That was a fairy story. Whatever bit of safety he’d known had been ripped away and left to bleed long ago. There were no safe places when he was twelve, and there were certainly none now in his fifties.
His hand skimmed across the desktop, across the photos strewn there, prints of downloaded stills, images Tashima Ishmail had captured with the camera’s digital eye. His glass had overturned, baptizing several in scotch. Burke picked a print up by its corner to let it drain, then grabbed a Kleenex. He dabbed, attempted to wipe it clean, and smeared the ink.
Damn.
He let the picture fall back onto the pile, each a variation on the same image: Kim Saunders, surrounded by bright splotches. There were so many of them, the spirit orbs, making it appear as if the young lady were caught in the midst of a blizzard.
Burke allowed his gaze to linger on Kim’s frozen face a moment, then he pivoted his chair toward the computer; tapped out a command on the keyboard. His fingers moved to his mouth, stroking his lips as the video file ran for yet another private screening. The orbs had been captured there as well. He’d spent much of the night cross-referencing notes on the auditorium, fighting for reflective glass or prisms, championing stray particles and asbestos dust, but an earthly explanation continued to elude him. He watched the lights fly about, their motions swift and unnatural. They zoomed and buzzed like a gathering swarm of fireflies, or ... moths. Yes, moths drawn to a flame.
“What do they see in you, Miss Saunders?” he whispered to the room. There was no emotion in the voice. Even here, hidden from the eyes of the world, he maintained a tight lid. He reached out and touched the screen, then directed a curious question to the faceless specters themselves, the same query he made each night to the darkness behind his eyes. “What do you want?”
When Kim ran sick from the balcony, Burke was confronted with the realization that he might at long last be close to an answer, that all his preparations and planning might finally come to some sort of fruition.
Of course, the young lady tried to play the incident off as nothing, but the professor recognized the truth.
Places where a true spiritual presence existed often brought out a physical reaction in those who were sensitive, and he’d made certain that they were all sensitive. Burke pulled Kim’s file from beneath the photos. It was filled with questionnaires, release forms for the investigations, medical information, everything he could legally access, and a few bits he’d managed to pilfer from the university computers with a stolen password. The young lady’s physicians had branded her responses the symptoms of allergy, had prescribed pills to mute their urgent calls, but they could not shield her from the loud cries of the Woodfield. No ... Burke too felt something in the old theater, a feeling missing from past sites he’d investigated — a feeling he’d been trying to find since that first attack of his childhood.
His hand made a trembling fist and he dropped the manila folder.
Mind how you go now ... mind how you go.
Yes, he needed his wits about him. He should leave now, drive home and get some rest in a proper bed.
Burke combed his hands through his graying hair, then rose and crossed the room, but his eyes were slow to leave the photos. He paused a moment; turned off the light. And before he closed the door, he glanced over his shoulder, searching the darkness.
He yawned and said, “If we have any surprises in store for one another, it will have to wait for the weekend.”
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Tyler paced quietly in the corner of the club, his tired brain reeling, searching volumes of medical knowledge and blindly reaching for theories. Any theory would do, no matter how wild or outlandish. After all, nothing could be more outlandish than what just happened.
Robby leaned against the wall, hands in his pockets. The rest of the club had emptied except for police officers, a few other witnesses who had been detained for questioning, and of course, the man in the jacket, the one with blood on his now manacled hands.
“Gentlemen,” Detective Perry said as crossed the floor toward them, a small notebook in his palm. He wore a different shirt and tie from their earlier meeting in the morgue, and Tyler wondered if he’d gone home simply to change or if this was in fact the first hour of a new overnight shift. “You’ve had a long and eventful day.”
“Why’d he do it?” Robby asked.
Perry glanced over at his new prisoner, watched as two uniformed officers escorted him out through the tinted doors of the strip club. “It seems he had an unhealthy obsession with the dead girl —” The detective consulted his notes. “— a Miss Lauren Jacobs. Either of you know her?”
Tyler shook his head wordlessly.
“I’ve seen her dance here a few times,” Robby confessed. “Did she date the psycho?”
“No,” Perry told them. “Per the staff, she’d received emails through the club’s inbox. They started innocently enough, ‘Oh, you’re so beautiful,’ but they quickly turned threatening. She’d block one email sender, and the man would just send them from a different account. Never had a picture, though. Well, at least not of his face. He sent her snapshots of his genitals.
“Did she say anything before she died? The bouncer thought he heard —”
“It was impossible,” Tyler broke in. “The bastard sliced through her trachea and her ... her vocal cords were severed. There was no way she could’ve said anything.”
Perry studied him a moment, as if trying to figure out if he were telling the truth. He was, and that’s what frightened him.
“I suspected as much,” the detective said at last. “I’m sure there was a lot of chaos in here when it happened. He probably heard a voice from the crowd.”
“Had to have been it,” Robby agreed, smiling.
“Well ...” Perry closed his notebook. “I guess that’s all there is for now. I won’t keep you any longer. If I need anything else, I know where to find you.”
“That you do,” Robby said, then he gave Tyler a pat on the shoulder. “Let’s get you home, Doc. You look tired.”
That’s because I am tired. Tired. Confused. Scared.
As they made their way toward the door, Tyler felt compelled to glance back at the stage, at the female form that lay there, naked but for a G-string and a few bits of electrical tape. Her head was tilted toward him. Her eyes gave him a blank stare.
When they were secure in Robby’s truck, the E.M.T. was first to speak, “You believe me now about the weird shit that goes on in this town?”
Tyler nearly laughed at that, but he didn’t. Instead, he wiped his hand down his face and said, “Before Martinez died on my table, I’d never experienced anything that I didn’t understand, at least nothing that I couldn’t find the answer to.”
“You find a medical explanation for what just happened in there and I’ll eat every last bolt on this truck.” Robby turned the key in the ignition. “‘Keep the bitch away from my theater.’ What bitch are we talking about? Can’t be the stripper.”
Tyler shook his head.
“And what the hell is a ‘coffin birth?’”
“It’s a ...” Tyler swallowed; stared out the window as the neon lady on the wall of the club shrank and was quickly left behind. “When a pregnant woman dies, gasses build up in the body during decomposition. Sometimes they ... they force the fetus out through the birth canal.”
“Thanks for that lovely visual. Maybe the stripper was pregnant with a girl. Maybe that’s the bitch that it ...” He reconsidered, his voice oozing frustration. “It doesn’t make any goddamn sense. That’s what I hate about cryptic messages; they’re too damn cryptic. Why can’t spooks just come out and tell us what they want or don’t want? Is there some fuckin’ law against it?”
“You actually believe that an evil spirit attacked your friend and my patient.”
“Don’t you?”
“Even if I did, Billy and that stripper were nowhere near the theater. Perry said Billy was killed by Mendez, and we saw the guy who slit the stripper’s throat. What do they have to do with anything? Where’s the common denominator?”
“You’re the common denominator, Doc. The M.E. was working on the dead Mexican, your patient, and you were trying to save the stripper’s life.”
“So ... what? The theater ghost sent me long distance messages through dead bodies?”
“That’s the best possible scenario.”
Tyler chuckled humorlessly. “And what’s the worst possible scenario?”
“The demon isn’t trapped in the Woodfield. It can get out whenever it wants, go anywhere, do anything.”
They drove on for a bit without saying a word, but Tyler’s mind was far from silent. He sat there, watching the storefronts slide by his window, debating. Three people were dead, there was no denying that. But this idea ... this notion that some vacant movie house could have played a part in any way, that it wasn’t really vacant at all ... it was fantastic. Impossible. And yet ...
“Just for the sake of argument,” Tyler began, “let’s say there is some supernatural force out there ... what do you expect me to do about it?”
Robby didn’t take his eyes off the road. “I think you and I need to pay a visit to the old Woodfield.”
Tyler sat up so fast that his seatbelt grew taut across his chest. “And do what?”
“For starters, some kind of exorcism.”
“I was being serious.”
“So was I, Doc. So was I.”
“That’s crazy.”
“Is it? Three people are gone. Who knows how many more we’ll see die if we sit around and do nothing.”
“Nothing is exactly what we should do. They’re getting ready to demolish the thing, right? Once it’s gone —”
“That won’t do shit. I’ve read about people who tore their own houses down to get rid of spirits, but when they rebuilt a new home on the same spot, the ghosts were still there. And if this fucker can leave the Woodfield whenever it feels like it ... we’re all fucked.”
“Even if I agreed with you, what makes you think you’re even remotely qualified to perform an exorcism? What, you saw the movie when you were a kid? Read the book fifty times?”
“I’ve studied up over the years, read books, real books, not made-up stories, some historical texts. I’ve even had more than a few conversations with the parish priest. He’s a real talker once you get a few drinks in him. The Catholic Church just updated the ritual in 1999. Before that, they were using a rite that had been around since the 1600s. We’ll need some holy water, a Bible, obviously, and a crucifix or a religious medal of some kind. I’ve got the script for the rite at home. We can —” Robby must have seen the dazed expression of disbelief on Tyler’s face. He took his eyes from the road and said, “Look, I can’t sit around with my thumb up my ass. I’m gonna do this with or without you, Doc. All I need to know is are you in, or are you out?”
Tyler thought for a moment. He’d never even seen the Woodfield Movie Palace, but the very thought of it now gave him chills. Still, his rational mind would not take that next step. Making plans to purge evil spirits, contemplating the use of holy water, Bible verses, or what-have-you as weapons ... it was just so outlandish, so medieval. Even to go along for the ride, to watch as Robby, this man he’d only just met today, indulged in that kind of insanity ... it was all too much.
Tyler shook his head and turned away, staring at his own reflection in the window. “You can count me out.”
The paramedic looked as if he might say something else, one final burst of persuasion, perhaps a new, more compelling argument. Instead, his eyes returned to the road and he slouched in his seat.
Loud music filled the cab, the theme to the television show Scrubs.
Robby almost lost control of the wheel. He reached up and frantically pressed buttons on the dashboard as if the Ford’s radio had taken on a life of its own. “Jesus! What the fuck?”
“It’s my ring tone,” Tyler told him. He unclipped the cell phone from his belt and glanced at its lit screen. Kim’s smiling face stared back at him. He answered quickly. “Kim?”
“Not calling too late, am I?”
“No, no, you’re fine.” He was relieved. It was so good to hear her voice, good to forget everything else, if only for a moment.
“Good. Hey ... did you still want to get together tomorrow ... oops, tonight?”
“Yes,” he said quickly. Truth be told, he wanted to see her right now, to hold her in his arms and tell her everything. If anyone would understand what had happened, the turmoil he now felt, he knew it would be her. “Um ... You want to go to dinner and a movie, or —”
“I’ve actually got a theory I was going to test out,” she told him. “It’s kind of a project, and if you’re up for it, I’d really like your help.”
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Kim reached out and slowly pushed the door open.
She looked around the bedroom; the tossed math book, still open on the floor, the mattress at an angle, hanging off the box springs, the sparkling frost of broken mirror glass. Everything as it was when they ran from it a few nights before. She spun her flashlight around and saw rusty streaks marring the white-painted doorframe.
Kevin’s blood.
“Kim ... you’re hurting me.”
She glanced down. Her hand was wrapped around Tyler’s, her knuckles white, his fingers beet red. She quickly released her grip and wiped her sweaty palm down the length of her stonewashed jeans. “Sorry.”
Tyler flexed his fingers. She felt a change in him tonight. He seemed a bit down, preoccupied, perhaps something at the hospital that refused to leave his mind. He had his own look around and asked, “Who lives here now?”
“Nobody at the moment,” Kim told him. “A girl leased it for the semester, but she’s scared out of her mind. She hasn’t been back in weeks.”
“Can we turn on a light?”
“Sorry. It’s best to run dark for this stuff.”
He smiled at her. “What if a neighbor sees flashlights through the windows and calls the cops?”
“We have the key, and written permission to be here so we could do our investigation.”
“So ... this is part of that group project for your ghost class?”
“This isn’t for Burke, tonight,” she told him. “It’s for me.”
“Just tell me what you need.”
Kim scanned the floor, paused, then bent over and grabbed one end of the mattress. She tugged, grunted, and said, “You can help me with this.”
Together, they pushed it back up onto the frame. It was made of memory foam and weighed a ton.
She stood, breathing heavily, and stared at the empty bed as if it were a coffin.
“You okay?” Tyler wondered aloud.
She nodded anxiously, then looked around the room again, trying to keep her eyes off the pillow. “Fine. I’m fine.”
“So ... what happens now?”
“Now, I lay on it,” she told him, and before her fear could fully kick in, she handed him the flashlight, crawled across the wrinkled blankets, and sat down. “I just want you to watch me, see if anything happens.”
“Okay.” He paused for a time, and then his distant eyes grew puzzled. “Like what?”
Kim didn’t know what to tell him. She had her suspicions, but she wasn’t sure what would happen, not really. “Just look for anything strange.”
He gave a hesitant nod.
She closed her eyes; lowered her head onto the pillow. The room was quiet but for the sound of her own respiration. Unnaturally quiet. She reached across her chest for the crucifix, stroked the metal.
“Tyler?”
“Yeah.”
“What’s wrong?”
No answer.
She almost opened her eyes to look at him, but then she heard his voice again. It was softer now, almost a whisper.
“What we talked about the other night, the time you saw that girl on the bridge?”
Kim nodded, her eyes still closed, her fingers tight around her necklace.
Tyler went on, his voice her lifeline in the dark, “Was that the first time you ever experienced something strange, something you couldn’t explain?”
The darkness flickered with a comforting memory. It was very personal; something Kim often thought of, yet had never told anyone, not even Tashima. “I used to have conversations with my grandmother,” she told him.
“Your dead grandmother?”
Kim nodded. “Growing up, there was this rocking chair in the corner of my bedroom. I used to wake up in the middle of the night and see this older lady sitting there, just staring at me and rocking. Of course, it freaked me out at first, but then I recognized her from the pictures Mom had all over the house. She’d tell me things.”
“What kind of things?”
The way he posed the question ... it was as if he needed to know.
Kim shrugged. “Pep talks, mostly. She’d tell me I’d do well on this test or that report, tell me about what my mother did when she was my age, stuff like that, stuff grandmas do, I guess.
“I’ve never known a real grandmother. My mother’s mother, the one in the rocking chair, died way before I was born, and cancer took my father’s mother when I was only two.”
She frowned, then went on, “Anyway, this went on for years, just a re-occurring dream.”
“When did it stop?”
“After the bridge.” She felt a tingle in her hands; felt it move up her arms, rapidly gaining ground until it rested on her shoulders. “I really wanted to see Grandma then. Every night, I’d pray I’d see her, pray she’d tell me everything was going to be all right again, but she didn’t come. Instead ...” Kim swallowed. “Instead, I just dreamed about that dead little girl.”
“I saw something last night,” he confided. “Something that scared the shit out of me.”
Another patch of silence.
“Tyler?”
And then the warmth of his hand was on her arm, giving her a gentle squeeze.
“I’m not going anywhere,” he told her.
Her lips curled into a grin, but the kiss of a chill quickly chased it away. It felt as if someone had just opened a freezer door right next to her. She shuddered, and from the darkness came a new voice. It was meek, quivering.
Anna’s voice.
“Please,” it said, “Take me with you.”
Her eyes now open again, Kim lifted her head off the pillow.
The little girl sat on the end of the bed.
Frail, emaciated arms tightly hugged her knees to her chest. Her face was small, gaunt, almost mummified in its appearance, and her eyes were enormous, huge black pupils rimmed in florescent yellow. A lemur’s eyes, glowing brightly in the darkness.
The girl wore a frilly nightgown. It was torn, shredded, and at first glance, it looked black. Kim realized that it was actually covered in blood. And though Anna had been dead for more than a decade, the fluid glistened in the darkness as if it had been freshly spilled.
“Take me away,” said the bloody girl with the blazing yellow eyes. “Don’t leave me here with the monster.”
Kim gasped.
“Do you see her?” she asked of Tyler.
“See who?” He shone the flashlight toward the end of the bed, and its uninterrupted beam struck the wall on the far side of the room.
Kim continued to look at the little girl that remained at her feet. “Anna.”
“Please,” the spirit repeated, over and over again, “Please.”
Kim held the crucifix tightly in her left hand and reached out with her right. Her fingers stalled, retreated into a fist, then slowly uncurled and moved forward again. “It’s okay,” she said, her voice trembling, “I’ll help you.”
Her hand began to glimmer with bluish-white, spectral light, glowing brighter as it approached the little girl, and when Kim touched the bloody nightgown, there was a spark.
“Christ,” Tyler muttered beside her.
He’d seen that.
Anna turned, reached up for Kim’s hand, and held on tight. Hers was not the slimy grip of the apparition from Edna Collings Bridge. It was warm, alive. It felt wonderful. It felt right.
The flashlight went suddenly dark, its batteries drained, yet the room remained bathed in light. There seemed to be light everywhere.
Kim dared to look away, venturing a glance at Tyler. He remained at her side, staring, his eyes wide. She wondered if he now saw the child as she did, or if his vision was different. She supposed it didn’t matter. At least he saw something. It wasn’t just a product of her own mind.
She rose up, climbed from the bed, and Anna came with her. When they stood, they were engulfed in a strobing, flickering aura, a column of blue-white flame that moved as they moved.
A beautiful smile bloomed on the little girl’s lips. Her eyes seemed to shrink, the yellow glow dulling and darkening, changing to a soothing green. Her desiccated face was now fuller, more human, more alive. She looked happy, at peace.
“We’re going to walk out of here,” Kim told her.
Anna nodded, pleased by the prospect.
Tyler stood as well, holding the flashlight as if it still worked, as if it were producing the wavering glow that now lit their way. He followed them toward the open door, and then everything stopped.
A strong wind blew in from the hallway, buffeting them, pushing Kim back a step. She blinked and lowered her head; her dark hair flew in the breeze.
“The monster,” Anna cried, and her tiny hands clamped around Kim’s wrist like a vise.
Kim forced her eyes up, stared down the hall.
Shadows shifted; condensed into a shape, an outline. The figure came forward, darker than the surrounding blackness. It was hunched over; a walking scarecrow. Loose clothing hung from arms and legs that were impossibly thin, and its movements were jerky, like a marionette being pulled by invisible wires, being driven forward by sheer will.
When it spoke, its voice was deep, hollow, and filled with rage, “Go away!”
Is this one of the demons Burke warned us about? Kim wondered.
The shadow stalked into the light.
Long white hair floated on air, waved and twisted, as if this thing were rising from the depths of a midnight pool. It had no eyes; only black pits, two caves in a rancid, festering skull. And its teeth —
Fangs! It’s got fangs!
— seemed to grow even longer as it drew near.
“Leave us alone!” it bellowed.
And then Kim saw the thing’s bony right hand blur out of the dark, saw the shimmering blade. Instinctively, she released her grip on the crucifix, threw her left arm up across her face to shield her eyes. The metal slashed her forearm and she winced against the sting.
It’s real, her shocked mind screamed. The knife is real!
She staggered back. Threads of hot blood ran down her arm, forming scarlet tears that hung from her elbow.
Tyler stared at her, fear and amazement dancing in his eyes. He grabbed her by the wrist and tried to get a look at the wound. “Jesus, Kim, what ...?”
The thing in the hall lashed out with its left hand, pushed him back against the nightstand.
“Tyler!” Kim whirled around, tried to go to him, but Anna yanked hard on her arm and pulled her back.
“Don’t leave me!” the little girl begged. “Don’t let the monster hurt me again!”
The door slammed shut, locking the dark spirit out.
Kim’s eyes flew to Anna. “Did you do that?”
She nodded frantically. “He says he loves you, but he doesn’t. It just wants to hurt!”
Kim knelt down, her voice suddenly maternal, “I’m not gonna leave you, and I won’t let him hurt you ever again.”
Anna threw her arms around Kim’s neck and the blue flames that surrounded them glowed brighter.
Power flooded Kim’s entire being, making her bones hum. Her scalp tingled with static, every hair leaping to attention. And then she stood, holding Anna against her breasts. The child felt so life-like. She glanced past Anna’s head, and through a wavy veil of cold fire, she saw that Tyler was back on his feet. He was going to be fine. She gave a sigh of relief and said, “We’re going to walk right past it. We’re going to walk down the stairs and right out the front door.”
“No!” the little girl screamed into Kim’s neck, her head shaking rapidly. “He’ll hurt us!”
“No, he won’t.” Kim took a step toward the door. “Close your eyes, honey. Close ’em tight.”
Anna did as she was told, but Kim kept her eyes wide open. She turned the knob and the hallway beyond was instantly flooded in spectral radiance. The fanged scarecrow was still there, a cobra ready to strike, but it turned away from the light and took a step back.
The spot where the metal crucifix touched Kim’s skin grew hot, yet it did not burn. It was comforting, like sitting beside a warm hearth on a cold winter’s night.
“Get away from her!” the dark thing in the hall cried out, and now it sounded panicked.
Its blade cut the air, made contact with Kim’s left arm, tracing a new incision that stretched from her elbow to her wrist, striking her metal watchband with a loud clink.
The slit wept fresh blood, but Kim felt no pain, and for the first time since the bridge, no fear. She put one foot in front of the other, then she did something she hadn’t done in years. She opened her mouth and uttered a prayer aloud. The first thing that sprang to her mind was “Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for the Lord is with me.”
The thing in the hall wilted, took another step back. It still held out the knife, but the skeletal hand behind it now trembled. Its voice remained low, reverberated, but its forcefulness was gone. It’s words no longer threatened. They begged. “Leave us alone.”
Anna’s words played again and again to Kim’s mind, He’ll say he loves you, but he doesn’t. It just wants to hurt!
She thought of what this thing must have done to its own daughter as a man, creeping down this same hallway night after night, crawling into bed with her ...
It fortified Kim, pushed her on, and the glow that enveloped her and the ghost-child brightened. She couldn’t recall the rest of the words to the psalm, so she switched to a prayer she knew by heart, “Our Father, who art in Heaven ...”
The monster’s knife slashed at her, but this time it had no substance; a phantom. It faded, became transparent, and passed harmlessly through her bleeding arm.
She continued her prayer, “Thy kingdom come. Thy will be done ...”
Tyler followed them into the hall. Kim couldn’t see him, but she knew he was there, and that too gave her strength to go on.
“Give us this day our daily bread ...”
Sharpened fangs dulled and shrank, becoming blunt teeth in the thing’s putrid skull. Its hunch became more pronounced, its movements more erratic.
“For the kingdom, the power, and the glory are yours ...”
The thing that had once been Anna’s father, Anna’s murderer, growled and whimpered. It retreated back against the wall, then suddenly liquefied, dissolved into a black oil slick and was absorbed through every pore and imperfection, leaving a greasy stain on the beige paint. And after a moment, that too disappeared.
“... now and forever,” Kim finished.
She descended the stairs, careful to watch each step on the way down, and when the front door swung open, she gave a sigh of relief. She walked out onto the porch and knelt down, placing Anna beside her on the concrete.
“It’s over,” she told the girl. “You’re free.”
There was joy in Anna’s glowing face. She hugged Kim tightly, imbuing her with wave after wave of pleasant vibrations, and then she slowly pulled away, took a step toward the walk and surrounding yard.
Kim found herself wondering what it must be like for the child, to be free after so many years of pain and captivity, and her eyes filled with happy tears.
“You’ll be a great mommy,” Anna said, her tiny fingers slipping away.
Kim smiled, and the tears flowed over onto her cheeks. “I’d like that someday.”
The little girl giggled, then turned and ran. A breeze blew across the lawn, but it did not move her hair or nightgown. She grew faint before she reached the end of the walk, like a projection on wisps of fine mist.
And then she was gone.
The blue-white flames were suddenly snuffed, and the static charge, the warmth, the power ebbed away with them.
Kim felt dizzy, as if all the blood in her body had suddenly drained to her toes. She looked at her arm, saw it was painted red, then staggered blindly down the steps. She reached for the railing, missed, and fell back.
Tyler reached out and caught her in his arms. He held her to him, rocking her as her eyes fluttered closed. Consciousness retreated from Kim’s mind. She slipped into a black abyss, and his voice followed her down, echoing, growing distant, calling her name.
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“Kim?”
She still lay motionless, unresponsive.
Tyler knelt beside her; wiped his hand across her brow. It was dry, and she was cool to the touch. Her breathing was slow, but regular. He checked her pulse again. It was strong. “Kim, can you hear me?”
Finally, her eyes opened. At first, they rolled lazily from side to side, taking in the unfamiliar surroundings, the walls, the couch, but when they found his face, they became instantly alert. “Where —”
“My place.”
“How?”
His fingers combed her dark hair. “I carried you.”
One side of her lip curled up. “You carried me?”
Tyler nodded. “How do you feel?”
“Like I’ve been asleep forever. What time —”
“It’s late, after midnight.”
She reached out for his cheeks; saw the gauze that now jacketed her left forearm. Her smile died and alarms went off in her eyes. “God ... the blood ...”
“Relax,” he told her. “You had a couple of nasty scratches, that’s all.”
Kim frowned. “Scratches?”
“You were lucky. They weren’t deep enough for stitches. I cleaned them up and dressed them.”
“Scratches,” she repeated.
“When was the last time you had a tetanus shot?”
“I don’t know,” she said, then gave a little giggle. “Can you get tetanus from a ghost knife?”
At that, Tyler’s hand froze. “What the hell happened back there? What was it? What did you see?”
Her eyes locked with his. Her expression was that of a patient expecting a terminal diagnosis. “What did you see?”
For a moment, Tyler looked at her without speaking, unable to put into words what he’d experienced, then he said, “When you sat up in the bed, and reached out, I saw this bright flash, like you’d just stuck your finger in an outlet.”
She nodded, but said nothing.
He went on, “And for a split second ... there was someone else there in the room with us.”
Kim’s face relaxed. “Anna. You saw Anna.”
It had been like a camera flare going off in a cave, a small figure made visible by the surge of brightness, its features a blur, undeveloped, but it had been there. There was no denying it.
“It was just ... just a quick glimpse,” he told her.
She didn’t sound disappointed, in fact there was excitement in her voice, “What about the thing in the hall? Did you see that?”
Tyler thought carefully before answering. Did he see something in the hallway? No. He didn’t. The flashlight had died, and yet the room seemed brighter than it had when they first entered, as if a full moon had peeked out from behind a cloud. And it was in that ethereal glow that he’d seen Kim stand up and walk to the door, her hand held out to nothing in a pantomime of a lover’s stroll. He’d felt a gust of wind blow through his hair and clothing, saw Kim’s arm spontaneously open and bleed, like some weird form of stigmata, and when he rushed to her aid, he’d felt a blow to his chest that had knocked the air from his lungs and sent him reeling.
But to his eyes, there’d been nothing there.
Last night, he’d told Robby Miller that he accepted the possibility of something supernatural at work in this town, but it was not until that moment, when he flew into the furniture and fought to reclaim his own breath, that he truly believed it.
This is what Martinez must have felt, he realized, only his experience had to have been a thousand times worse.
Tyler rubbed his chest and told Kim, “I couldn’t see what you saw, but it packed one hell of a punch. It was real enough.”
She seemed satisfied by that.
But there was more he didn’t say, more he found difficult to grasp, much less put into some sort of wording and utter aloud, even to Kim.
Tyler had managed to pull himself up, to stumble out into the hall behind her. And as he drew near, he had this sense of ... of power. It came off Kim in waves, as if she were a walking superconductor. He’d listened to her say various prayers as she marched, calling out to God. Perhaps it was the agnostic in him, or maybe the scientist, but he was unwilling to accept that this was Christian faith made manifest. No. What she had channeled tonight was something far more ancient, more elemental, something only a small percentage of human beings were able to tap and siphon.
But Kim was one of those precious few.
He took her hand in his. “So what happened to Anna?”
Kim smiled at him, and it was a smile of complete triumph. “I helped her get away.”
He shook his head and returned a matching grin, still trying to grasp it. “Now what?”
“Now ...” She paused, as if she hadn’t thought that far ahead, then she told him, “Burke’s having us help him with a new investigation. With any luck, I’ll get another chance to help ... you know.”
“When is that?”
“Tomorrow night, actually. You don’t mind do you?”
“Not that you have to ask permission from me, but no, I don’t mind at all.” Tyler thought of an old, hopefully derelict movie theater, and of Robby Miller’s plans for an exorcism, wondering if the man still wanted his help. “I’ve got something I have to do anyway.”
Tyler gazed down at Kim for a moment, and what he felt in his heart suddenly rose unbidden to his lips.
“I love you.”
The words hung in the air between them, a silent echo only he could hear, but he was not sorry.
She reached up, took his face in her hands, and kissed him. The kiss went on for some time, neither wanting to be the first to break it, but finally, the passion receded enough for them to pull apart.
There was no need for her to say anything. Her lips had spoken volumes, but she touched her forehead to his and said, “I love you too.”
“Do I have to take you home tonight?”
She shook her head. “Can you carry me again? I want to be awake for it this time.”
He shifted his position, got his arms beneath her shoulders and her knees, then lifted. She squealed, but her eyes never left his. “Where to?” he asked.
The smile on Kim’s face was full of sensual possibilities. “The bedroom.”
Tyler was more than happy to comply.
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Segundo Martinez’ body lay dead on a cold metal slab, locked in a drawer, chilled to slow the creeping tide of decay that would ultimately consume it. His spirit, however, remained locked within the walls of the Woodfield Movie Palace, milling its darkened halls, filling one of the empty theater seats his flesh and blood hands had tried to cart off just a few days before. There he moaned, and wept, and cried out for release.
And he was not alone.
Shelly Wells’ body lay moldering in a dark coffin, sealed within a buried cemetery vault, insects slowly crawling and creeping through burrows dug in her festering flesh, devouring it over time. But her soul still lingered in the old theater, sitting in the boarded ticket booth, climbing the carpeted stairs her flesh and blood feet had mounted so many nights before. There she sobbed, and wailed, and screamed for freedom.
And she was not alone.
There were other disembodied souls here as well, and they too had company.
The demon lorded over all of them, feeding off their energy, their combined essence, growing stronger, more dangerous with each new tenant.
It was older than religion, older than time, and it had crossed both the globe and the centuries, traveling under countless banners and numerous names. Babylonians knew it as a Veltis. Arabic tongues called it an Ifrit, or a Jinn. Long before Peter the Great came to prominence, the Russians had seen fit to dub it Kostchtchie. And when Native Americans cowered in their huts and dwellings of mud and clay, sticks and skins, they cursed it as the Manitou, or the Windigo — the evil spirit that haunted the woods and made the ground tremble with its passing. Now it was the Woodfield, a moniker as good or poor as any that had preceded it, for no name from the lips of man could fully describe or define it, just as no mortal eye could ever hope to take in its true horror.
It slid effortlessly through the cinema walls, flew high and silent above the seats in the auditorium, seats that were empty, yet not empty.
The souls were gathering, and the Woodfield knew the reason for their sudden congress.
The bitch is coming.
They sensed it. Her power whispered promises to them even across the miles, gave them hope of freedom, of salvation.
The demon growled, furious, and the wallboards and rafters creaked and groaned, but it was unafraid. This ... girl had a gift, had even tapped some of its potential, but she was inexperienced. She knew so little of the real world, and nothing she’d touched could prepare her for what was to come.
The Woodfield chuckled to itself, and the birds nesting in the golden chandeliers took flight. She would die before she took them away, would be added to its collection. It would gorge on her spirit, draw from her talent, and become more powerful still.
In the boiler room, fuses were thrown, igniting lights on the exterior marquee, in the lobby, and powering the booth. Platters turned, feeding film over rollers and through the projector with the constant click-clack of sprockets and gears, throwing images onto the huge silver screen for the benefit of unseen eyes.
Outside, a cool spring breeze blew through newly laden branches. It was a sound like a crowd cheering, an excited audience, ready for a great event that was about to begin.
The Woodfield opened its doors and waited.
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Wilber Harvey, the world’s oldest living projectionist, was first to arrive.
His rusted pickup truck rolled onto the lot just before sunset, a 1978 Chevy with a short bed, a long hood that had fallen off years ago and been wired back into place, and red packing tape where taillight glass should have been. It was battered, weather-beaten, but despite its age and considerable wear, it still worked, still puttered along, just like its driver.
Wilber pulled up to the Woodfield in a fog of exhaust. He frowned, then leaned over the steering wheel and adjusted his eyeglasses.
The marquee bulbs were lit.
Now I know I switched those damn breakers off ‘fore I left here the other day.
He glanced around the parking lot. Plenty of grass and weeds, but no other cars, no kids’ bikes or skateboards propped up against the graffitied face of the building either. Unless someone had been dropped off or hiked their way out of the surrounding woods, he was the only one out here.
The mind’s the first thing to go, old horse. Just admit you forgot to flip the switch and get on with it.
Wilber shook his head and stepped from the truck. He fumbled with his keys as he walked toward the doors, searching for the one that would allow him entry. He didn’t need it. The door creaked open at the touch of his hand.
His frown deepened, his confusion rapidly yielding to a familiar sense of frustrated anger.
Damn kids.
Warning signs had been placed along the access road, had been nailed to the trunks of surrounding trees at regular intervals. NO TRESPASSING. But a few bits of tin did nothing to deter the youth of this town. They would turn the crumbling parking lot into a primitive X-Games arena, bring with them homemade ramps, drugs, and drink. And inevitably, they would dare one another to somehow get into the building and have a look around. Some just wanted to see what was inside, perhaps find something of value to pillage. Others wanted to use it as their secret love nest, littering the floor with used condoms, empty bottles and crumpled beer cans. But most knew the ghost stories and were eager to put what they’d heard to the test.
Wilber dropped the key ring back into his pocket and slipped inside the lobby. The lights were on in here as well. And as he crossed the dingy carpet, a curious sound found its way to his ears, a sound he knew all too well.
A film played in the auditorium.
He felt the rumble of bass in his elderly ribs, heard the sound of music and dialogue blaring from cranked-up speakers. There were other voices present as well, an audience. It sounded as if every seat in the house were full, everyone carrying on their own conversations, each trying to be heard above the roar of on-screen action.
Rather than pay exorbitant rental costs, Delbert King had purchased prints of a few cult and classic films over the years. Their canisters still sat up in the booth. Wilber had seen them just the other day, piled in a corner, blanketed by dust and cobwebs. Somehow, this group had managed to get into the theater, had built up a print from those disassembled reels, and now they were enjoying their very own private screening.
Wilber ran across the lobby as fast as his aged legs could carry him. He pushed the auditorium doors open, expecting rowdy delinquents who would scurry like roaches from the light. Instead, he found ...
Nothing.
The seats were empty, covered over by years of filth. There was a picture up on the screen, however, a list of names climbing a backdrop of frozen images. If not for that, Wilber would have worried for his own sanity. His eyes moved to the exits at the rear of the auditorium.
Damn, them suckers move fast.
He was halfway down the aisle before he realized just how dangerous it might be for a man of his age to surprise these intruders. Not long ago, he’d seen a news story about a fellow senior citizen who’d discovered his car being stolen. This other man ran up to the thief, tried to talk some sense into him, and was nearly beaten to death for his efforts. In that case, there had been a crowd of onlookers who sat by and watched the entire confrontation without so much as lifting a finger. Out here, in the dark depths of the forgotten Woodfield, there wouldn’t even be an audience.
Wilber slowed his approach, entered the exit hall with more caution. A faltering bulb winked dully from its recessed socket in the ceiling, showing him the doors. They were still locked, still chained. He climbed the steps and gave them a push to be certain, hearing the rattle and clang of the metal links grating and snapping taut around the handles.
I’d like to see even a field mouse squeeze in or out through these doors.
He scanned the cinderblock walls for a rabbit hole or some other chink in the building’s armor, but there was none to be found.
Wilber marched back into the auditorium, confused. How did they get in? Where did they go? He had the only set of keys. The front door didn’t appear forced, and the back doors ... In the past, before the cinema had opened for business each morning, those padlocks and heavy chains had come off, and every night at closing, they’d been put right back on. It was against the law to bar an exit. If there was a fire, the patrons had to be able to get to safety. And that blaze in the Woodfield’s balcony had been one of the worst fires anyone could remember.
Wilber’s eyes rose unconsciously to the upper gallery and his joints froze in mid stride. He formed a shelf across his forehead with his wrinkled hands, shielding his eyes form the xenon glare of the projector above. A girl sat silently in one of the balcony chairs, her eyes still on the screen, watching the credits make their upward crawl as if he wasn’t even there. His eyesight wasn’t what it used to be, but he could tell she was a teenager.
He called out to her, trying to be heard above the music from the speakers, “This here’s private property, little lady.”
And the girl slowly stood.
“Come on down to the lobby, and I’ll let you out without havin’ to call the cops.”
But she didn’t move, didn’t say a word; just continued to stand at the balcony railing, continued to stare ahead at the silver screen.
“Hey, you hear me up there? What —”
Something screeched behind him, the jarring sound of metal grinding metal.
He whirled around. Dozens of cinema chairs had been yanked out by the root and piled high along the aisle runner. Wilber expected to find that one of these stacks had toppled, but they remained standing.
Wilber next gazed up at the screen, at the golden statues that hung above it, the muses. They stared back at him with blank, flaxen eyes. The old man stumbled back a few frantic steps, taking them all in, imagining the weight of them, afraid that they had picked this particular moment to fall to the floor, but when he eyed the cables that anchored them, he found that none had snapped.
He slowly returned his attention to —
That gargoyle ...
It sat perched atop one of the gold columns that lined the wall to his left, a gothic nightmare with forged wings and metal claws. Its dog-like snout should have pointed straight ahead, a mirror of its twin on the opposite side of the auditorium. But now ... now its face was tilted down at him; fanged mouth open in a mute growl, yellow tongue curled, polished eyes narrowed.
He craned his neck back toward the balcony, toward the girl, hoping she’d seen it actually move, hoping he hadn’t lost what mind he had left.
She was gone.
Before he could even wonder where she went, another shrill screech echoed behind him, the same sound of metal on metal, but this time it was deafening. His head jerked back around and his eyes shot right to the gargoyle, terrified that he would find it had moved again. It hadn’t. The one next to it had. And the one next to that, and the one next to that ... Wilber’s eyes flew to the other side of the theater and were greeted by the same horrible truth.
All the gargoyles stared down at him.
A sudden chill enveloped him like a frozen blanket.
The speakers broadcast a loud warble, and for one horrid instant, he thought it was the communal cry of these golden monsters. When he looked up and saw numbers and letters strobe across the movie screen, however, he realized the film’s tail had just worked its way through the projector and sound system. And then the projector shut off altogether, plunging the room into darkness.
Wilber inhaled deeply and backed into a stack of cinema chairs. It collapsed like a house of cards, the resulting bang and clatter ricocheting off the walls and high ceiling of the empty auditorium.
He felt blindly for his pocket, then wormed his hand inside. The small flashlight was there on his key ring. He pulled it out and continued backing up the aisle. One foot slid on a spilled chair, nearly costing him his balance. He turned on the small light, aimed it around the auditorium, at the perches where the gargoyles had sat perfectly still for so many decades, illuminating one after another.
They’re gone, his frantic brain cried out in the dark. They’re all gone.
But he knew better. They were out there, hiding in the gloom, stalking him like a pack of wolves after a deer. Yes. He could feel it.
Wilber turned and ran, using the tiny light to navigate his way up the aisle.
The lobby doors were closed.
He’d had dreams like this before, nightmares of being chased, lurid fantasies where his only means of escape was a door at the end of a long, dark tunnel, and when he reached that door, he would inevitably find it locked. But he knew this was no dream, no nightmare, no fantasy.
I don’t have Alzheimer’s or dementia or none o’ that crap. Those statues did move, and now they’re after me.
Panic seized Wilber and he threw his shoulder against the double doors to break them down. They yielded easily to his weight, however, and he stumbled backward into the lobby. Breathing harshly, his hand on his chest to rein in his galloping heart, he hobbled across the floor toward the main entrance. All the while, his eyes kept watch on the auditorium doors, waiting for the animated gargoyles to follow him out into the light.
The box office door creaked open.
He turned his head to look inside. There was something there, something moving around within the confines of that boarded up ticket booth. Whatever it was, it spoke, “Help us.”
That voice ... I know that voice ...
“No,” Wilber said aloud. He was shaking all over. In his mind, he saw Shelly Wells’ shambling corpse, half its face still blown away. “It can’t be.”
The voice came again, “Please ... save us.”
Outside, it was a beautiful spring evening. The air was cool. The sun was setting, casting a golden glow on newborn leaves. Yes. Outside.
“Save us from the demon,” the thing in the box office cried out.
There were tears in Wilber’s eyes now. He reached out for the antique brass door handle and the parking lot beyond. And then he felt the air at his back turn hot, scorching. Something was behind him, breathing down his neck. At first, he thought it was one of the gargoyles, but no. This was huge. Wilber dared a glance over his shoulder and saw nothing but teeth. Row after row of teeth.
It fell on him, pushed his wrinkled, terrified face into the dusty carpet, and then it started to bite.
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Look out!
A pair of round reflectors loomed straight ahead, mounted to a crumpled metal guardrail at the edge of the road. Geoffrey Burke’s headlamps caught them, and for an instant, their orange glow appeared as eyes shining in the blackened woods. Terror grasped his heart and squeezed tight, the childhood fears again, trying their best to throw him off his game.
Not tonight.
He became instantly alert and steered sharply to the left. The car skidded, but the tires remained on the pavement. As he continued on toward the doomed cinema, an old, nearly forgotten voice was in his brain: Kate, his ex-wife, chastising him for his lack of skill behind the wheel.
“Slow down! Why is you’re driving so bloody awful tonight? Pull your head out of your arse and pay attention to the road!”
Burke shook his head.
In the end, they’d argued every aspect of life, but what she’d taken issue with most was his obsessive quest for truth, a mission he had pursued to the exclusion of all else, especially her. It was odd that he should think of her tonight of all nights, when he was on the cusp of obtaining the proof he’d sought for so long. He’d considered her so rarely when they shared a home and a bed, and she’d come to mind with even less frequency in the decade since their divorce. Sometimes he would come across an old photograph in some forgotten box or pocket, a bit of evidence that he’d neglected to destroy before pulling up stakes and moving to America, and the image of her always brought with it a dismal feeling of sadness. But it wasn’t Kate that he pined for. God, no. He could do no right in her eyes, and he was happy to be free of their constant squabbling. No, the tears he cried were certainly not for her.
He wept for himself.
Burke mourned a life that might have been and wasn’t: finding a kind, loving woman to grow old with, having children to carry on his family name, starting a successful practice as an analyst, perhaps even owning a dog or two to greet him when he came home for the evening. It was a happy life, free of any fixation with the supernatural, void of all terror and fear, a life without pain, and it had all been stolen away from him some forty odd years ago, murdered by that shadowy devil in the dark.
He saw a glimmer of light ahead through the trees, then lost it behind thicker foliage. When he rounded the next bend, however, the marquee was visible in its entirety.
The Woodfield was near.
His proof was near.
As the professor closed the distance between them, he thought back to the news clippings that filled the folders in his desk. Patrick Gorman ... Vernon Armstrong ... Delbert King ... she had become an obsession to so many of the men who had entered her over the years. They had given her everything, and in return, she had shown favor to none.
Please, old girl, just this one night, let down your hair and your knickers and let me see the real you.
Burke drove across the car park and came to a stop. Wilber Harvey’s dilapidated truck sat near the main entrance, still cooling in the night air, but the young people had yet to arrive. He glanced at his watch. It was early yet. He studied the marquee lights another moment before opening his door, thinking of Vernon Armstrong’s suicide note, the one he left in a roach-infested hotel room more than fifty years ago ...
“I’m miserable and long for my cinema. I miss her so much.”
Burke stepped slowly across the lot, patches of crumbling asphalt crunching beneath his shoes. At first, a light breeze brushed his cheeks and played with his graying hair, but it died suddenly. The air seemed to thicken, and the sensation only grew more intense as he neared the building, a distinct heaviness that quickened both his breath and the beat of his heart. The same anxious feeling he used to get when the lights went out in Wolverhampton.
I had a sense of something before, no more than a hint, really, but it’s so much stronger now.
He quickened his pace. There was definitely a presence here. He knew it. He glanced at the access road, eager for his equipment to arrive, eager to get it all on record. He was so very close to capturing that which had eluded him, taunted him. It would deny him no longer. He could almost taste the achievement on his tongue; sweet, satisfying.
When he reached the entrance, the door opened before he even laid a finger on the handle.
The gentleman standing in the lobby was not Wilber Harvey. Harvey was in his mid to late eighties. This man ... this man was ancient. He was bald, his skin ashen, lined and creased with countless wrinkles and blue webs of veins. Thick glasses with equally thick black frames were perched on the bridge of his pug nose. He wore a gray polyester suit and a red tie. “Good evening.”
Burke blinked. “Yes ... h-hello.”
The stranger smiled pleasantly. His teeth were dingy, tobacco stained, his glasses like the twin barrels of binoculars, making his eyes appear tiny, sunken deep in the wells of shadowy sockets. “How can I help you tonight, son?”
“Yes, well, my class will be arriving soon. We’re from the university, here to —” What? Search for spirits? Burke hesitated to mention the supernatural to this older man. He might think him daft and shut the door in his face. “— here to take readings for a research study.”
The man had an expression of surprise on his furrowed face, but it was exaggerated, feigned. “Mister —”
“Doctor Geoffrey Burke.”
This stranger was unimpressed. “Are you sure you have the right address?”
“I’m quite positive. Mr. Wilber Harvey’s the caretaker here. He’s aware of the whole arrangement.” Burke turned toward the lot and pointed. “That’s his truck. He is here, isn’t he?”
“Oh, yes.” The man nodded to the right, toward the stairs on that end of the lobby. “In fact, he’s just been promoted. He’s up in the projection booth right now. Nobody knows that booth the way he does. He’s helping us get all the equipment up and running again for a Grand Re-opening.”
Burke’s eyebrows leapt up. He scanned the graffitied wood and brick of the outer walls, the missing panels and hanging letters of the marquee. “I was told the building was scheduled for demolition next week.”
The stranger laughed at that. “Oh no, son. I don’t know where you’d hear a thing like that. We’re not going anywhere.”
They stood there at the threshold, regarding one another in silence, then the man in the cheap gray suit opened the door a bit wider; made a sweeping gesture with his right hand. His fingernails were as yellow as his teeth. “Would you like to come inside?”
Burke eyed him cautiously.
The man’s smile broadened. “Please.”
Despite his misgivings, the professor stepped inside. The lobby was colder than the lot, and he threw a brief glance over his shoulder at his car. He could barely make it out in the distance, a dim outline at the outermost edge of the marquee light. It was all alone out there. No one else was in sight. His eyes moved back to the stranger.
Just look at him. I mean, really. He’s an old man. Slight. Frail. A stiff wind might snap him like a dry branch. What possible harm could he bring me?
Burke turned away, surveyed the lobby. The chandeliers were lit and full of nesting birds. Some cooed agreeably, others hopped from one golden perch to another, many stared back at him.
He grinned and gave a nod.
A casual observer might dismiss such creatures entirely, might simply assume they’d taken refuge in this abandoned structure, choosing to roost here rather than the hollow of some bloody tree. Burke knew better. Crows, owls, ravens, sparrows and the like, their appearance often signaled the presence of an entity, be it spirit or demon. They were psychopomps, from the Greek, meaning “guide of souls,” and as myth would have it, they ushered the dead on to the next plane.
The fact that there were so many of them gathered together here further fueled the professor’s excitement.
Burke turned around and found the stranger standing not more than a foot behind him, giving him a start.
“Just follow me,” the old man said, still smiling, and there was an odd tang on his breath, calling to mind the damp scent of a riverbed, of mushrooms and moss. “I’ll walk you upstairs and we’ll get this whole mess straightened out.”
“Thank you. I’m sorry for my confusion, but I pride myself on knowing all the facts, and this business about opening the cinema again is all quite —”
A golden nameplate was pinned just above the man’s breast pocket. Burke read it and froze, then his eyes snapped up.
“Vernon Armstrong?”
“That’s right,” the stranger said, his smile broader than ever, his teeth black at the root. “But you can call me Vern, if you like. Most of the other managers do.”
I was just thinking about you, Vernon. Rather a funny story, really. I was just thinking about how much you loved this place. And here you are! Isn’t that rich? Here you —
No.
Burke shook it off and took a few steps back; looked the old man up and down, paying particular attention to his polyester suit pants, to his worn brown shoes. He frowned. Was he to believe this was an apparition?
Apparitions were largely of the partial body variety; a torso, a face, an arm, a hand. The appearance of a true full-bodied apparition was quite rare indeed, an investigator’s holy grail. But this ... this man was no specter, no phantom.
No.
Apparitions, be they human, angel, or demon, were bright white, pure black, or on odd occasions, a range of gray in color. And when they could gather enough energy to manifest at all, they were often transparent or translucent and hovered in mid air. This man appeared in full Technicolor, in three dimensions, and he had mass, he was affected by gravity. The souls of his shoes left perfect impressions in the lobby’s damp, dirty carpet as he took a step forward, a step closer to Burke.
No. This was not a spirit at all. This was a man, pure and simple.
Burke’s momentary bewilderment boiled away beneath the glare of hot anger. Someone was trying to pull a prank here, trying to make him play the fool, trying to discredit him in some fashion. Did they really think him so daft? So blinded by obsession that he would blindly accept such a thing without first thinking it through?
“Something wrong, son?”
“What’s going on here?” Burke demanded.
The stranger, this “Vern,” shrugged and moved on toward the staircase as if nothing were amiss. “I’m not sure I know what you mean.”
“You bloody well do. I’m to believe you’re Vernon Armstrong, am I?”
The old man laughed at that. “Son, I am Vernon Armstrong. I don’t much give a damn what you believe.”
“Of course you are. Well, Vern, I want to know what you’re playing at. Where’s Harvey?”
The man lifted his sunken eyes and looked up the stairs, craning his neck. Burke could now see purple marks on his pale throat, peeking just above the starched collar of his white shirt, ligature marks, as if he’d hung himself. Someone had done their research here, but who?
Harvey? Had he drafted one of his friends from a retirement home to play dress-up? And why? What was the point?
“If you’ll just follow me, son, I’m sure we can get all your questions answered.” Vern mounted the steps. “The other managers are already upstairs. It’s been years since we got together for a meeting. He usually doesn’t like us getting together at all, but tonight’s going to be special.”
“What the hell are you on about? I’m not moving from this spot ’til I know wha —”
The mirrors ... good Lord, look at the mirrors!
Mirrored tiles lined the walls above the stairs, reflecting the entire lobby, the chandeliers and nesting birds, the concession stand, the cobwebs and dirt, even the professor’s own shocked features. The one thing they did
not show was the old man who stood right in front of them. He cast no reflection at all.
Burke was flooded with a sudden uncertainty that set the skin on his arms and scalp to tingle. In all the years he’d been an investigator, he’d never seen anything like it. It wasn’t possible. This was a man. Couldn’t be anything else. Couldn’t be.
“Why do you want me to go upstairs?” Burke shouted. “What’s up there?”
Vern turned to look at him, his face changing; becoming dry, brittle. The ashen skin cracking, every wrinkle splitting, tearing. Every rip oozing a diseased, yellow pus that ran down the polyester suit and covered the brown shoes. His eyeglasses slipped from their perch and landed on the steps, then his entire face came loose, slid, and landed with a wet slap, leaving behind a fanged skull.
“Your answers,” the skull told him. The voice was deep and choked by fluid.
Burke shook his head. He stumbled backward. Halfway across the lobby, he tripped. Perhaps his shoe became caught on a frayed carpet seam, or he might have tripped over his own foot. He fell back, his arms flailing.
And there was someone or something behind him to stop his fall.
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When her VW Bug drove across the Harmony town line, Kim Saunders felt a pleasant quiver of excitement in her belly. The twilight sky was a huge bruise, deep blue softly fading into purple and black. She turned the steering wheel, and her bright headlamps swept through the large trees that lined the road, white blossoms and green blankets of leaves now covering their recently naked branches.
Two deer stood on an elementary school’s lawn, a big doe and her young fawn. At first, their heads were down, grazing; then the sound of the Volkswagen’s engine reached their ears. The doe leapt off across the grass, her little fawn at her hooves, and the trees swallowed both of them whole.
A half mile later, the last streetlight became a firefly in Kim’s rearview mirror, and the night rushed in.
Kim didn’t take this road as slowly as she had a few days before. On that afternoon, when they paid their first visit to the Woodfield, an icy dread sat firmly coiled around her spine, and she fought against an almost instinctual urge to do a U-turn, to flee back to her dorm room, perhaps bury herself beneath the blankets and never emerge. But like the winter snows, that old apprehension had now melted away entirely, and in its place, an odd sense of empowerment had rapidly come to bloom. For the first time in recent memory, she felt as if she could take on the world, and that realization brought a grin to her rosy lips.
“We’re almost there,” Kim said with enthusiasm.
Tashima sat in the passenger seat, flicking the striker dial on her silver lighter, sparking a blue flame, then closing the metal lid to snuff it. She did this again and again. She ran a hand through her beaded locks, tucking a few errant braids behind her ear. Her tone was less passionate, “Cool.”
On a typical Friday evening, Tashima would have glammed up for a party somewhere on campus, but tonight it was just Burke and the boys, so she hadn’t bothered. She wore a pair of old, painted-on jeans with frayed holes at the knees, and her chest displayed Ben Franklin’s portrait, the same one that graced the hundred-dollar bill. This version, however, had a bandanna hiding the lower half of Ben’s face.
“GOT MONEY?” the caption asked.
She kept glancing over at Kim’s bandaged arm. “You sure you’re okay?”
“I’m sure.”
Tashima gave her a look of mild disbelief.
Kim laughed. “Really, I’m fine. It’s just a few bad scratches. Don’t let it scare you.”
“If I came home in a cast, I know you’d —”
“It’s gauze, not a cast, and I told you what happened.”
Tashima said nothing. In fact, she was quiet for a long time. It wasn’t like her and it made Kim uncomfortable.
“You believe me, don’t you?”
Tashima nodded; lit another flame, smothered it and said, “Did I ever tell you about the night my Grandpa Edmonds died?”
Kim shook her head, glanced over, then returned her eyes to the road, anticipating the coming turn-off.
“He was Mom’s daddy,” Tashima told her, “and as long as anybody’d known him, he’d always been active in the community. Marched with Martin Luther King Jr. when he was a younger man. Got people out to vote for every election by goin’ door to door. Worked with the church in his spare time, fixin’ up houses and collectin’ food for people in need. But in the end, he couldn’t even get out of his own fuckin’ bed to take a piss.”
A new flame.
Snuffed.
“He’d just lay there, arms crossed over his chest, arthritis so bad that he couldn’t move his fingers at all, and his eyes were always closed, even when he was awake.”
Another new flame, but this time Tashima let it burn, thinking.
Kim asked, “Were you there when he died?”
“No. It happened when I was at school. But at the funeral, I heard Mom talk about what happened. She said he’d actually opened his eyes for a minute. He didn’t talk or anything, but his lips parted, kinda like a child seein’ the ocean for the first time, just in awe, y’know what I mean?”
Kim nodded and Tashima went on.
“Then he moved for the first time in months. He ... he reached up, like somebody was holdin’ out their hand and he wanted to take it. And then he was gone.”
Tashima closed the lid to her lighter.
“I wish I coulda seen that,” she went on to say, a mix of joy and regret in her voice. She paused a moment, considering, then declared, “Sometimes, I think people must get too scared to reach up, or maybe it’s not fear, maybe they’re just confused. They don’t understand what’s goin’ on. Either way, they miss their chance to take that hand, to be at peace, people like Anna, like Malcolm, like all those lights in the pictures I took for Burke the other day.”
She turned to Kim, her eyes bright in the darkness.
“And that’s why I wanna believe you. I wanna think these people get another shot at takin’ somebody’s hand, get another chance to find their way home.” Then she gave a disappointed little chuckle. “I just wish I coulda been there last night, wish I coulda seen it for myself.”
Kim reached over, took her friend’s hand. “Maybe tonight, you will.”
Tashima gave her fingers a slight squeeze, then smiled and pointed out the windshield. “There’s the road.”
“Shit.” Kim grabbed the wheel with both hands and hauled it to the right, guiding her Bug onto the crumbling stretch of pavement.
The road curved off into the woods, and as she followed it, her thoughts turned once more to the old cinema, wondering how many souls might be trapped within its walls, wondering what would happen if she met them tonight. Would it be like it was with Anna? Would they reach out and latch onto her hands? Follow her out and just disappear into thin air? Or would they climb into her car? Let her ferry them back down this same winding road, chauffer them off toward the horizon, toward the place where the heavens met the earth? As this side street curled its way through the trees, her headlights parting the darkness like shadowy veils, like curtains rising before the final act of a play, all things seemed possible.
She gazed up at her mirror, staring into her own eyes. Normally, they carried the dark, puffy baggage of lost sleep. Not today. Last night, in Tyler’s arms, the nightmare never came. And even now, as she allowed herself to consider the vision that had plagued her for so long, she felt none of its terror. In fact, the very thought of that drowned little girl moved her instead to sadness and pity.
Kim drove on, surrounded by light, darkness, and the shadows that moved between them. She rounded the next bend, and the Woodfield loomed large in her path, a brightly lit marquee bathing the surrounding woods in its milky glow. The excited flutters in her stomach grew more intense as the building drew near, becoming a rolling sensation that bordered on nausea. She swallowed. She was not going to be sick again. No. Tonight, she was in control.
Two cars were already parked in the lot, Burke’s and Harvey’s. Kim rolled to a stop halfway between them. She killed the engine, watching the main entrance with intent.
“Wow.” Tashima leaned forward in her seat. “It doesn’t look so spooky at night all lit up like that.”
“Come on.” Kim opened the door and got out.
Tashima joined her and they walked across the pavement together.
“Joss isn’t here yet,” Kim remarked, glancing around.
“Just stop.”
Kim smirked at her. “What?”
“Stop tryin’ to fix me up. You go off and fall in love, and now you want me to be just as happy as you are. Well, I can —”
“Who says I’m in love?”
“Girl, please, it’s written all over your face.”
Kim’s smile widened, welcoming Tyler back into her mind. He’d actually told her that he loved her. As much as that thrilled her, she couldn’t help being a bit frightened as well. They’d known one another for such a short time, and they were still young ... how could they know their feelings? And yet, the more Kim sought to question her own emotions, the more convinced she became. Even now, the memory of Tyler — being carried by him, waking in his arms, the smell of him and the sound of his voice — filled her with so much warmth. He was a good man. She liked the way he treated her. And she needed him. There was no denying it. Whether what they had together was destined for days, months, or a lifetime, Kim had no idea, but she knew they were here for each other now, and she would enjoy it for however long it might last.
Kim shuddered, feeling a sudden, intense chill, a shadow passing over her soul. There were eyes upon her, scrutinizing her approach. She stopped; glanced up at the cinema’s windows, boarded and broken, and found only gloom.
There’s something there ... hiding in the dark.
She had an abrupt mental flash, Halloween night, the bridge, but it was not of the dead little girl, nor was it of Carter Donovan, not even the bat that cracked his windshield. No. None of the normal nightmare tropes. It was of her costume, of her red cloak and basket. And then the notion of the Big Bad Wolf swiftly stalked to the forefront of her mind, salivating.
“You see somethin’?” Tashima asked, her eyes joining Kim’s on the second story windows.
Kim shook her head.
“But you know it’s there.”
Kim nodded.
“Nice.”
Kim’s eyes were still on the windows, probing the darkness. “You don’t have to go in with me.”
Tashima chuckled, unamused. “You’re not gonna leave me out here alone.”
Don’t think about it, Kim told herself. Just do it.
She lowered her gaze to the doors, resumed her trek, her pace now brisk.
Tashima hesitated a moment before hurrying to her side. “I need to get my fuckin’ head examined.”
They stepped up to the doors and swapped glances. Neither wanted to be the first across the threshold. Finally, Kim rolled her eyes and reached for the handle.
She stopped short.
A muffled voice drifted out of the Woodfield, demanding, “Where’s Harvey?”
“Tell me you hear that,” Kim murmured.
And Tashima whispered back, “Uh ... yeah,”
The voice inside shouted, “Why do you want me to go upstairs?”
It was Burke.
Kim opened the door in time to see her professor lurch back, his head wagging. In the middle of the floor, his feet tangled up. He stumbled, and she reached out to keep him from falling onto the checkered marble.
“Are you okay, Professor?” she asked.
Burke turned to look at her, and his eyes were wild, panicked. “Miss Saunders, it’s —” He threw a glance back across the lobby, focusing on the empty staircase to the balcony level, and his alarm turned instantly to confusion. He stood, red-faced, and tucked in his shirt. “Fine. I’m fine.”
Tashima scanned the vacant room. “Who were you yellin’ at?”
“Are the others with you?” he wanted to know. “The equipment?”
“No,” Kim told him, looking at the steps. “You saw something. What was it?”
Before he could answer, Tashima screamed.
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This night would only happen once, then it would be dead and gone, slain by the rising sun like a hundred nights before it. And yet, as Joss rolled onto the overgrown lot and saw Kim’s parked Volkswagen, he couldn’t resist optimism. He wasn’t kidding himself; knew this was no date. Tashima wouldn’t be here alone with him, she wouldn’t be here for him at all, but as he drove the university van up to the curb, stopping just short of Harvey’s beat-up old Ford, he smiled because they were spending this particular night together.
Joss stared at the front doors, at the boarded box office that sat between them, adorned in spray-painted boasts and profanity.
“The Cinema That Dripped Blood,” he said aloud, his voice a deep bellow straight from the 70’s exploitation trailers he so loved. “Four college students. Who knew what horrors awaited them within its satanic walls?”
In the seat next to him, Kevin laughed.
Joss sat up, a mischievous grin tugging at the corners of his mouth. “Wanna place any bets on if they’re gonna show tonight or not?”
“This isn’t Disneyland. Spirits don’t perform on cue.” Kevin climbed from the van. “But if they’re here, I hope they’re not as shy as they were the other day.”
“Shy?” Joss laughed and joined his friend at the cargo doors. “That’s cute. Shy.”
“But even if we don’t get any real evidence, just being here, working this with the professor, it’s gonna be sweet.”
“I just hope Burke realizes how difficult it’s gonna be.” Joss reached into the van with both hands, grabbed the digital camcorder case and the K-II meter, a toy he’d brought specifically for Tashima. “I mean, you saw for yourself, the place is huge, and there’s just five of us. I don’t know how he expects us to cover it all.”
Kevin slung the Olympus case over his shoulder, grabbed the audio recorder, and looked levelly at Joss. “Burke knows what he’s doing.”
Joss rolled his eyes and made his voice high-pitched, “Oh, Professor Burke, you’re my hero.”
“Shut up.”
“You’re the greatest man that ever —”
A shrill scream blared from within the Woodfield.
Joss and Kevin exchanged a quick, shocked glance, but for a moment, they stood their ground. Joss felt a brief yet zealous urge to get back behind the wheel and drive away. He shook it off and ran for the cinema doors instead, the camera case still slung over his shoulder, banging against his hip, and Kevin following close behind him.
Inside, they found Burke by the stairs. His eyes bulged with surprise or panic, staring at the forsaken concession stand. Then they saw Kim. She ran across the lobby. And when he saw she was running for Tashima, Joss ran too.
He placed his hand flat on Tashima’s back to comfort her, but she nearly leapt free of her skin. “Relax,” he said, “it’s just me.”
“He pulled my hair,” Tashima squealed, her eyes darting between his and Kim’s.
“Who?” Joss asked.
“What did you see?” Kim asked simultaneously.
“In the corner of my eye,” Tashima told them. “I saw him run up and then he ... he pulled my hair, and then he was gone.”
“Who?” Joss repeated, insistent.
“Harvey,” she shouted back.
Joss glanced around. The old man was nowhere to be seen. “Tashima, there’s no way that old dude could —”
“I don’t care. I’m tellin’ you, somebody pulled my hair.”
Joss looked around, trying to find another possible culprit. And then he looked up. A thick curtain of spider web dangled from the chandeliers, tethering them to the snack bar and the railing of the stairs. “Your hair just got caught in a big web.”
“Bullshit. I know what I —”
“Look.” He ran his hand over the top of her head, plucked the silken strands from between her beads, and held them up for her inspection. “Just web.”
She studied the evidence with skeptical eyes.
“Trust me,” he assured her. “You’re fine.”
Burke came over and put his hands on Tashima’s shoulders. “You don’t believe he’s right, do you? You saw the old man, didn’t you? Didn’t you?”
There was a tone in the professor’s voice that Joss had never heard before. Burke always acted as if he were the smartest person in the room, in control of every situation, but that ... that was not the sound of a man in command. No. That was the anxious plea of a frightened little boy.
Joss grabbed the professor’s arm. “Calm down, man.”
Burke’s eyes shot to him, glaring, and then they found the equipment Joss had strapped on. The professor released Tashima and snatched the digital camcorder off his shoulder, unzipping the case in jerky, violent tugs even before it was fully free of Joss’ arm.
Joss stared at the man, speechless. He glanced over to see the stunned look in Kevin’s eyes, then shifted his gaze to Kim and Tashima. “What’d we miss?”
Kim took a step toward the professor and said, “‘Have you ever had an experience you could not explain?’”
Burke’s head snapped up as if he’d heard gunfire. His glasses slid down his nose and he reached up to push them back into place. When he finally returned his attention to the camera case, his movements were slower, more refined. “I’ve had many experiences, Miss Saunders. I’ve found earthly explanations for a great majority of them, but I keep searching, don’t I?”
“You neglected to mention the fact that everyone on this team has had some kind of supernatural experience,” Kim told him. “Why?”
Burke removed the camcorder, let the case fall to the floor. His tone was different now, quiet, reserved, more like himself. “It honestly never occurred to me. Standard practice, really. Would you have me take a blind man bird watching?”
Kim blinked. “Excuse me?”
The professor powered up the camcorder, removed the lens cap. “I’m searching for proof of another world, Miss Saunders. It only makes sense that I should ask along those who are prone to have encounters with it, those who are more sensitive, wouldn’t you agree?”
Kim gave him a slight nod, her eyes never leaving his face.
Burke flipped open the viewscreen, did a quick sweep of the lobby. “You think me some sort of mad scientist?”
“I think you’re —”
“Nobody thinks that, Professor,” Kevin tried to break in.
“— hiding something. Yes, I do.”
“Miss Saunders, I have no hidden agenda. I want scientific proof of an entity or entities at this location, and I’d love for you to aid me in that.”
Kim took another step forward. “And I’d love for you to tell us what you saw before we walked in here.”
Burke briefly closed his eyes. Perhaps he was replaying the actual events in the private screening room of his mind. Or he might have just been trying to conjure up a proper lie. Either way, when he opened his eyes again, the words that came from his lips gave Joss a wave of chills. “I saw a full-bodied apparition. It spoke to me, then it took a stroll up those stairs and vanished into thin air.”
“Was it intelligent or residual?” Kevin wanted to know.
“Clearly intelligent,” Burke told him. “I’d never observed anything like it.”
Kevin smiled. He’d been just as shocked by Burke’s actions as the rest of them, maybe even more so. Joss knew it, saw it plainly in his eyes. But the pilot light of awe never fully extinguished, and Burke’s story had provided all the kindling needed to ignite it anew, burning away any doubts.
Tashima ran braids through her hands, either ridding them of any remaining bits of spider silk, or taking inventory. There was still a glaze of uncertainty over her dark brown eyes. She looked to Kim as if to gauge her friend’s intent. Stay or flee, it didn’t matter either way, just as long as she would not be alone in the decision.
Kim’s eyes remained on the professor. There was something different about her tonight, in her facial expressions, in her lack of hesitation and the tone of her voice. If she was frightened by any of this, she kept it well hidden.
Joss returned his full attention to Burke.
“So you’ll forgive me if I’m a bit out of sorts,” the professor told them all. “It’s just so bloody frustrating that I had no equipment here to scientifically verify what I was seeing, and there were no other witnesses to even corroborate the experience.”
“Where is Mr. Harvey?” Kim asked.
Burke shrugged. “We haven’t crossed paths as of yet. I assume he arrived just before I did, turned on the lights. He’s likely up in his booth as we speak.”
Kim appeared unconvinced.
Kevin’s voice was full of excited curiosity. “What did the apparition look like, Professor?”
“An older man in a suit,” Burke told him, his eyes swept the entire group before resting on Tashima. “Is that what you saw, my dear?”
Her eyes darted to him. She paused a moment before answering. “I don’t know ... maybe. I just got a quick glimpse. I thought he was wearin’ overalls, like Harvey, but I wasn’t expecting to see another old man here.” She thought for a moment, trying to recall. “It might’ve been a suit.”
The professor nodded. He brandished his camcorder and pointed to the cases Joss and Kevin still carried. “Yes, well, before another encounter with this gentleman catches us off our guard, I suggest we unpack and position our equipment.”
Kevin was the first to move. He unburdened himself, placed the gear on the marble tile, then ran back out the door for more.
Joss glanced over at Tashima, and for a moment, their eyes met. He gave her a smile, feeling warmth in his chest when she returned a grin of her own.
“You gonna be okay?” he asked.
She nodded. “Yeah. It’ll take more than that.”
“Mr. Giler?”
Joss twisted his head around to look at Burke.
The professor had moved across the lobby, gazing up the stairs, his eyes following the path he claimed the specter had taken. “The equipment.”
“Yeah, sure thing.” Joss backed away slowly, made steps for the exit, and when the door opened, he thought it odd that the air actually seemed warmer outside than in.
Kevin was at the rear of the van, trying to haul as much equipment as he could while being mindful of the brace on his hand. He beamed. “Can you believe this?”
“Pretty crazy,” Joss admitted, thinking more of Burke’s behavior than the idea of an apparition. He recalled his earlier urge to get behind the wheel and drive off, and once again, he pushed it aside. Tashima was staying. He would stay as well.
She thinks I’m a selfish jerk, he thought, and as repugnant as her observation had been, he knew there was more than a grain of truth to it. I may not get another chance to prove her wrong.
He grabbed the remaining paraphernalia and closed the van’s cargo doors.
Back inside, Burke examined all of the gear, opening each case. Occasionally, he would come across an item of interest and set it aside, a thermal scanner, a digital voice recorder, a few night vision cameras. And every so often, Joss would catch the professor’s eyes drifting back to the steps, to the darkened hallway at the summit.
Finally, Burke gave them their assignments, “I’ll take the gentlemen upstairs, do a walk through and set up some stationary cameras in the halls and balcony. Miss Ishmael and Miss Saunders, why don’t you begin in the auditorium, take readings. I’d like temperature, EMF —”
“Oh, here.” Joss picked up the K-II, a tiny black box with a raised thumb-control button marring its smooth face. At one end, LED lights arced over a row of numbers, and the label below read “GAUSS (mG).” He handed the meter to Tashima and spoke with a thick Spanish accent, “Say hello to my leetle freend.”
Tashima turned it over in her hands, her brow furrowed. “What’s this?”
“It’s just an EMF meter,” Joss told her. “It measures energy, magnetic fields, just like the other EMF, only it doesn’t have any sound, and you’ve got to hold the thumb button down whenever you take a reading —”
She frowned.
“— but what makes it special is the way it’s been calibrated. They’ve turned it into an electronic Ouija board. After your story at the bar the other night, I thought you might find it interesting.”
“Electric Ouija board,” she repeated.
That got her.
“How’s it work?”
Joss gave her a grin. “It’s pretty easy. I’ve seen them use it on a few of those paranormal television shows, Ghost Hunters, Dead Famous and some others. They’re all the rage right now on Ebay. People think they’re some kind of new invention, but they’ve been around forever.
“Anyway, you just explain the device to the spirits, get them to understand it the same way you tell them about the digital recorders and cameras, then politely ask them to intensify their magnetic fields. With any luck, this meter will light up like the marquee outside.”
Tashima looked uncertain. “I don’t get how they’re supposed to spell stuff out on this.”
“Well ... they can’t. But ...” He pointed to the five LED lights that crowned the meter. “You can ask them ‘yes’ or ‘no’ questions. Two spikes for ‘yes,’ one for ‘no.’”
She smiled at him. “Thanks.”
Burke normally would have added his two cents, informing them of case studies he’d read, empirical data on the K-II’s effectiveness in the field, but he’d paid little attention to their conversation. He was still focused on the carpeted staircase, and as he reached down for the hardware, his hand shook a bit. He slung the night vision cameras over his shoulders. “Mr. Heiliger, grab the other thermal meter, won’t you?”
Kevin immediately did as the professor asked.
Joss stood his ground a bit longer, watching as Burke moved to the stairs. If the man knew he was under surveillance, he gave no indication. Before Joss could even pick up his first piece of equipment, the professor and Kevin were already on the landing and mounting the steps.
“Are you coming, Mr. Giler?” Burke called back.
Joss glanced over at Tashima and Kim. If they had walked out at that moment, he would have gladly joined them. Instead, they were the dutiful students. They picked up their gear and moved through the doors into the auditorium.
When Tashima was out of his sight, Joss turned away. He knew she didn’t need him to protect her from anything, and yet, as he turned to follow Kevin and Burke up the grimy stairs, he could not help but feel a cold sense of dread at the prospect of leaving her alone in this place.



30
Tyler Bachman had butterflies in his stomach.
Butterflies.
Such a cute name for such an unpleasant sensation. Adrenaline and epinephrine, pulling blood away from his stomach, sending it to other muscles throughout his body, resulting in that fluttering, tickling feeling deep within his gut; a condition usually triggered by the coming of an event of great importance ... or by impending danger.
Butterflies.
He’d dealt with the feeling all day. His shift at the hospital had seemed unusually long, unusually tedious, and it took everything he had to focus on the tasks at hand. But now, the strange business ahead commanded his full attention. Soon, he would accompany Robby Miller to the old theater, and once there, they would actually perform ancient rites to cast out a demon.
An exorcism.
He shook his head. He’d always found the idea of the supernatural so absurd; now, as he rubbed his bruised chest, the place where unseen hands had punched him and thrown him back against a wall, there was no longer any room for doubt. His world had changed that much in two nights’ time.
Tyler thought of Kim, part of him longing for her to accompany him. No. He had no idea what was going to happen. Better that she work on her class project. Better that she stay someplace safe with her friends.
He found the door marked MEN and stepped inside.
Robby stood at the furthest locker. “If you’ve come to do an ambulance ride along —” He pulled a white T-shirt over his head and down his chest. “— you’re a little late, Doc. My shift’s over.”
“Can we really do this?”
Robby offered him a cock-eyed grin. “Do what?”
Tyler took a moment to look around. They had the locker room to themselves, and for that he was thankful. He’d lied to the fire chief to gain access to the station, said he was working with Robby on a MRSA study, trying to curb the spread of staph infections among trauma patients in the ER; he didn’t feel comfortable continuing the deception. “Can we really get rid of this thing? Send it back to Hell or wherever?”
Robby regarded him evenly. “Yeah, we can.”
Tyler nodded. “Okay, I’m in.”
“Good. You can drive.”
Tyler blinked. “You already have everything we need?”
Robby reached into his locker and pulled out a thick red book. He tossed it across the room.
Tyler caught it, looked at the cover. “The New American Bible.” He chuckled. “As opposed to the old American Bible?”
“I’ve got the script to ‘The Rite or Exorcism.’” Robby pulled a blue folder from the locker, dropped it on the wooden changing bench with a slap, then grabbed a silver flask. “And of course, I’ve got the holy water.”
Tyler took the container from Robby’s hand and examined it, seeing the raised Celtic cross with skulls on the metal surface. He frowned. “You put holy water in a Guns’n’Roses flask?”
Robby shrugged. “Why the hell not? It’s what’s inside that counts, right?”
Tyler turned the flask over in his hand, then looked at the Bible again. He could barely believe he was going to go through with this.
Robby sensed his hesitation. “You sure about this, Doc?”
“How do you know it’ll work? How do you know it won’t just piss it off even more?”
“Look ... Doc, I’ve been studying this shit for twenty years. Trust me. I’m more afraid of what’ll happen if we do nothing.”
Tyler thought of Billy, thought of Martinez and the dancer. He nodded. “Okay. Let’s do it.”
“Hello, gentlemen,” a voice called out from behind him.
Tyler whirled around.
Detective Perry stood in the doorway. He wore a long gray trench coat, dark slacks and a tie. His gun and handcuffs were plainly visible on his belt. He stepped inside the room, looked at them closely. “What are we up to this evening?”
They said nothing.
Perry strolled over to Tyler; saw the flask in his hand. “Is there a party?”
“Hell yeah,” Robby told him. “It’s Friday night. Wanna join us?”
Tyler glanced at Robby, his eyes narrow.
“Thanks, but I’m on duty. I actually went to the hospital to talk to you, Doctor.”
“Is that a fact?” Tyler said softly. In his stomach, the butterflies flew into another frenzy.
“Got to the lot just as you were pulling out.”
“You followed me?”
Perry nodded.
“Why?”
The detective smiled and ran a hand over his crew cut. “Funny thing about strip clubs, gentlemen. They’ve got lots of security cameras. Oh, the managers say it’s because they’re worried about the girls’ safety.” He shook his head. “What they’re really worried about is getting their cut of all the lap dances.”
Tyler and Robby said nothing.
“When that dancer got her throat slit, it was all on tape. The guy coming out of the crowd, the bouncer bringing him down, you two leaping to her aid.” Perry lifted his leg and put his black leather-clad foot on the bench. “You see where this is going?”
Tyler swallowed, trying to drown the butterflies that were going mad in his belly. Oh shit. “You heard her?”
Perry shook his head. “Didn’t have any audio, but I could tell you heard her.”
Tyler nodded.
“Yes, well, funny thing is ...” Perry looked down at his shoe. “... the M.E. told me the same thing you did, Doctor. The dancer’s vocal cords had been cut. It would have been physically impossible for her to have said anything.” His eyes rose to meet their gaze. “But she did, didn’t she.”
“Yeah,” Tyler told him, “she did.”
“What did she tell you?” the detective wanted to know. “What are you holding back?”
Tyler thought it over, then glanced at Robby. “Do you want to tell him, or should I?”
Robby shrugged. “What the hell. I’ll tell him.”
Perry frowned. “Tell me what?”
Robby told him the truth, and when he finished, a long, uncomfortable silence descended on the locker room.
Perry’s eyes fell back to his shoe, the handcuffs that hung from his belt gleaming in the dim overhead light. At last, he glanced up at them again and said, “Looks like I’ll be taking you gentlemen for a little drive.”
Tyler swallowed, imagining the cuffs biting his wrists, imagining his one phone call. A week ago, it would have been his parents on the other end of the line, but now the voice was Kim’s.
“A drive ... where?” Robby asked calmly.
Perry shrugged. “The Woodfield Movie Palace, of course.”
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Kim meandered down the left aisle of the Woodfield’s large, ruinous auditorium, staring solemnly at its golden statues. Some sat shrouded by gossamer curtains of spider web, while others stood exposed; tarnished. She then studied the opulent but crumbling molding; the stained, translucent lighting fixtures that collected dead insects like huge, glass pitcher plants. Light bulbs flickered and strobed, casting long, wavy shadows across the walls and floor. She examined every remaining seat. They were all empty, their red fabric muted by a dust of fallen ceiling plaster.
But that was all she could see.
Kim frowned. She was so focused now, her expectant ears awaiting the faint cries only she could hear, her eager eyes searching for pleading faces she knew would be visible to her and her alone, and yet, in every direction, there was simply nothing extraordinary to be found.
She scanned the bald patches of concrete where whole rows of cinema chairs had been removed and stacked along the aisle. The workmen who had started the job had not yet returned. Their tools and thick, crumpled tarps sat off to one side, abandoned. Kim noticed that one of the chair columns had tipped over, the seats fanning out across the floor. Other than that, the room was just as they’d left it a few days before.
“Are you getting anything?” Tashima asked cautiously from behind her.
Kim held a thermal scanner in her hand. She eyed the lighted display. “Seventy-two degrees. Normal room temperature.”
“Not that. I mean ... you know what I mean.” Tashima’s voice grew suddenly quiet, secretive. “Are you getting any weird vibes?”
“Nope. At least, not yet.” Kim turned her head, looking back. “You?”
Tashima ran a hand through the beaded curtain of her hanging braids. “My scalp’s still tingling.”
“You okay?”
“I’m a little spooked, but it’s still kinda cool, y’know?”
“Yeah, I do.” Kim smiled. “You’re not getting cold feet are you?”
Tashima returned a grin of her own. “Not on your life.”
Now they came to the end of the carpet. Straight ahead was the huge movie screen. Kim stared at it, a blank canvass awaiting the touch of an artist’s brush, and found it hard to believe that so many real emotions could be provoked simply by shining images against its curved, taut skin.
Tashima followed her gaze. “Do you see something there?”
Kim frowned, but her smile returned almost immediately. “Are you gonna keep asking me that?”
“Sorry.” Tashima looked a little uncomfortable. “I didn’t mean to upset you or anything.”
“I’m not upset. I just don’t want this to be weird. I don’t want you to be afraid of me, think I’m Carrie and I’ll blow your head up while you sleep.”
Tashima laughed at that. “Girl, please. I’ve known you how long? I’ve given you plenty o’ reasons, and if you haven’t blown my head off by now, you’re not gonna.”
Kim snickered uneasily and they stood there for a moment without saying a word. She regarded Tashima closely, searching her features. For what? For signs Tashima was lying? For a hint of some kind of fear in those dark brown eyes — a fear she might be trying to deny not only to Kim, but to herself? If it was there, there was no hint of it.
Instead, Kim found a strange sort of curiosity flickering in her friend’s eyes.
How do you do it? What makes you so special?
I don’t know, Kim thought in reply, and it was the truth.
She decided to change the subject, to refocus on the assignment at hand. She pointed to the K-II meter. “Ready to try out that new toy Joss gave you?”
Tashima blinked. “Oh, yeah. Sure.” She looked down at the black box she held in her hands. “You wanna ask questions, or should I?”
“We can take turns.”
“Cool.” Tashima looked around the room and spoke to the dusty air. “Hello? Is there anybody here with us? Any spirits who would like to talk to us tonight?”
Tashima held up the meter, and turned in a circle, displaying it to the empty auditorium. As far as Kim could tell, only the statues were there to see it.
“We got something here that’s gonna let us talk with you.” Tashima put her right thumb on the power button, pointing out the LEDs with the index finger of her left hand. “If you can move by us ... you can make these lights blink. Twice for ‘yes’...”
She glanced over at Kim for confirmation.
Kim nodded.
“... and once for ‘no.’”
They stood in silence, watching the tiny red bulbs, patiently waiting for —
The lights blinked wildly, strobing across the tip of the meter.
“Holy crap.” Tashima’s eyes widened. “You seein’ this?”
Kim nodded. She did another quick scan of the chamber, but she still saw nothing, felt nothing.
The LEDs went dark again.
Tashima sighed. “And now it’s gone.”
A chill in the air. Kim shuddered against it, then glanced down at her thermal scanner. “I don’t think so. It’s down to sixty-five degrees in here.”
Tashima quickly posed another question, “Are you here with us now, yes or no?”
The lights on the meter re-ignited. Once. Twice.
“Yes,” Tashima interpreted. She lifted her eyes from the meter to do her own survey of the auditorium. “Did you die in this room?”
A single flash of light.
“No. Okay.” Tashima smiled, showing the pearls of her teeth. She looked over at Kim. “This is better than a Ouija board. Nobody can move it. I know it’s real.”
Kim returned Tashima’s grin, then asked her own question, one that had been silently gnawing at her, “Did you die in the ... in the box office out front?”
Another solo flash. “No.”
Tashima asked, “Are you a boy?”
“No.”
She giggled and threw up her free hand. “Are you girl?”
Again, the lights said, “No.”
Tashima locked eyes with Kim. “I think this thing’s busted. I mean, they gotta be one or the other, don’t they?”
Kim shuddered against the worsening cold and glanced down at her scanner. “Fifty-two degrees,” she read aloud, then nodded at Tashima’s meter. “Try asking them something else first, something to check the meter, a question we’ll know the answer to.”
“Like what?”
Kim thought a moment, then shrugged. “Ask them if they know where they are.”
Tashima flashed a skeptical look, then she said to the room, “Are you in the state of Indiana?”
This time, the lights said, “Yes.”
Tashima’s giddy smile returned. “Are you in the town of Harmony?”
Again, “Yes.”
Tashima laughed nervously. “This is some freaky shit.”
“Were you born here?” Kim offered, and the words arrived on wispy clouds of vapor. Her smile faded. The thermal scanner now said it was but forty degrees where they were standing.
“No,” the lights replied.
Tashima shivered; rubbed her bare arm. Her breath was visible as well. “When you were alive, were you a man?”
“No.”
She tried again. “Were you a woman?”
“No.”
Tashima frowned. “What the hell is —”
“Maybe there’s more than one spirit trying to answer us,” Kim offered, then asked the auditorium, “Are there more than one of you speaking with us right now?”
“No.”
Something was wrong. There was an entity here. She knew it. But why couldn’t she hear it? Where was the cry for help? Where was the desperation? This ... this felt more like a game.
Kim was so cold, so very cold. “There’s only one of you here?”
“Yes,” the meter told them.
Kim’s right hand was on her chest now, clutching the crucifix, and when she spoke, she stared at the black box as if it were the one answering. She didn’t know what frightened her more, the question she was about to ask, or the answer the box would give her. “Were you ever human?”
A long pause, followed by a single streak of light. “No.”
Tashima’s thumb leapt off the power button. She took a step back, holding the meter away from her as if she’d just discovered it was made of excrement. “Uh-uh. No. I’m done with this.”
Now, perhaps too late, Kim felt it. A presence circling, stalking closer, like a shark or ... or a wolf. She put her hand on Tashima’s shoulder and tried to maintain her composure. “I think we’ve got enough from here. Let’s go find the others.”
As they hurried toward the lobby doors, Kim resisted the urge to turn around. The thing that had spoken to them through the K-II was back there. It moved up the aisle behind them. Whatever it was, it was big, and the concrete floor trembled with its every step.
It’s the wolf, Kim’s mind cried out. The big bad wolf.
If she turned her head, Kim knew she would see it lurking there. A charging monster, with fangs bared and claws like grappling hooks. If she saw that, Kim knew her newfound courage would ebb away and abandon her to the slaughter.
A stack of chairs fell over —
The wolf knocked them down! It’s right behind us!
— and Tashima shrank from the deafening clatter of metal striking concrete and more metal. Tashima started to turn her head toward the sound, toward the thing that made it, but Kim grabbed her by the arm and yanked her forward again.
“Don’t,” Kim warned. “Keep your eyes on the doors.”
Before she could take another step, a dreadful snarl filled Kim’s ears, low, angry, and then a gust of hot breath warmed the nape of her neck. She glanced down at the thermal scanner, looking for proof, a hot spot, but the screen went suddenly dark. A moment ago, the device had ninety minutes of charge remaining. Now, it was dead in her hand, and she knew she was about to join it.
But instead of pouncing on them, this thing, whatever it was, leapt into the air and buffeted past them like a blizzard gale.
Kim’s hair blew forward, whipping and flailing in the breeze, and she heard a woman shriek from the gallery overhead. She raised a hand to brush her wild locks aside, and a second cry filled her ears, just as loud and shrill as the first, but this time it was the cry of a man in agony. As Kim lifted her eyes to the balcony, a body fell over the guardrail.



32
The projection booth was steeped in decay. A fresh breeze flowed in through broken window glass, but the horrid stench of rot lingered. And if anything, it had worsened since their previous tour, permeating the very air Joss breathed. He bent over, wretched, and spit on the floor to clear the taste of it from his mouth. Beneath his shoes he saw irreplaceable lobby cards for the movie ALIEN. Mint, they would have been worth hundreds of dollars to any collector. Instead, someone had left them here, abandoned them to the elements. Now, they were plastered to the concrete, ruined.
Joss frowned, stood upright, and as he unburdened himself, placing the heavy equipment cases on the floor, he mourned the terrible waste of it all. Once valuable equipment covered over in a fluffy blanket of dust and grime. Rust slowly feasting on the metal carcasses of forgotten film canisters. A torn, rippled movie poster for Taxi Driver tacked to the far wall. Exposed film tossed in a shadowy corner to quietly dissolve away, its images lost to extreme heat, bitter cold, and time.
And then there were the things Joss didn’t see.
No reels spooled on the platters. No film threaded through the cool projector. And no projectionist.
Joss spun to face Burke. “I thought you said Harvey was up here?”
“I assumed he was,” the professor said absently, more concerned with the digital camcorder he held in his hands. He swept the corrosion, squinting into the small display screen on the side of the camera, searching for something specific. Whatever it might be, he clearly hadn’t found it. His face wore a look of supreme frustration.
Kevin set his own equipment down and said, “Maybe he went out for a bite to eat.”
Joss pointed back over his right shoulder with his thumb. “Then somebody would’ve had to pick him up. His truck’s still sittin’ out there in the lot.”
“You don’t think the old guy had a stroke or heart attack do you?” Kevin asked, suddenly concerned.
“The thought crossed my mind,” Joss told them. “I think we should check the place out to be sure he’s not dead on the floor somewhere.”
And then Joss saw Burke’s interest flit to the door, to the hallway beyond. “Yes, well, for once I’m in agreement with you, Mr. Giler.”
Joss nodded. “We should go from room to room and —”
“I’ll go,” the professor told them, and he was halfway to the open door when he said it. “I’d like you gentlemen to busy yourselves with placing all of this equipment, a camera in here, one in the hallway, and a third —”
Joss interrupted, “It would go faster —”
“— on the balcony.”
“— with the three of us.”
“Oh for fuck’s sake, he’s just an old man. I think I can handle it.” Burke’s face reddened and a pair of veins plumped on his forehead like worms wriggling beneath the skin. “Now, make certain the camera on the balcony faces outward so that we get a wide view of the entire auditorium.”
Kevin’s eyes widened at this new outburst.
This is your hero? Joss thought. Take a good, long look.
The professor’s nostrils flared, drawing in a deep breath. He wiped his lips with the back of his hand, his fingers clawed and trembling. “Now then, are we clear on our respective duties?”
Kevin nodded. “Yes, sir.”
Joss regarded Burke steadily and tried to sound indifferent. “Yeah, I guess.”
“Good. Now, why don’t you two have at it and I’ll see if I can locate our friend Mr. Harvey.” And with that, the professor disappeared down the hallway, still clutching the video camera, still searching.
When Joss thought the man was out of earshot, he turned to Kevin and said, “Our fearless leader’s gone bat shit.”
Kevin refused to look him in the eye. He knelt to unpack, busying himself with the equipment. “I just hope he’s okay.”
“Harvey’s missing, and you’re worried about that asshole?” Joss shook his head in disgust. He leaned over, picked up the camera cases, and made steps toward the door. “I’m gonna go get the balcony set up.”
And check on Tashima, his nervous mind added.
Kevin’s head snapped up. “We should stay together.”
Joss glared at him. “It’ll take twice as long to do it that way, and I’m not gonna spend one more minute in this place than absolutely necessary.”
Joss walked out and turned down the short hall that led to the balcony. He noticed a slight mildew odor, but after the overpowering stench of the booth, it was a blessing. He pushed on double doors and they swung open like the gateway to a saloon.
Fifteen empty rows looked down on the blank screen.
He’d seen theater balconies before, at concert halls and the Stanley University auditorium, but he’d never been to a cinema that had one.
This would have been a great place to make out. Quiet, out of the way. I bet on a slow night you could’ve really had a good time.
He chuckled briefly, then remembered the fire.
A few dozen people burned to death.
Josh felt an intense chill, and as he moved down the aisle toward the railing, he could not shake the feeling of eyes on his back, studying his every movement. He set the camera cases down, then rubbed his neck to flatten bristling hairs.
Electromagnetic fields, he told himself, recalling Kim’s fit of nausea on the previous walkthrough. High EMF readings could cause headaches and queasiness, could inspire feelings of paranoia, the sensation of being watched. Probably a junction box around here somewhere, or it could even be an exposed wire or faulty outlet.
Joss leaned over the tarnished metal guardrail and saw Kim and Tashima standing on the auditorium floor below. He smiled. Tashima held the K-II meter he’d given her.
“Are you in the state of Indiana?” she asked, looking around the empty room.
Joss saw the monitor flash twice, and his smile widened. Holy shit, it’s really workin’ for her.
Tashima grinned as well. “Are you in the town of Harmony?”
Two more flashes of light.
And now Tashima was laughing. “This is some freaky shit.”
“I’m glad you like it,” Joss whispered aloud, then he turned away.
The girl standing in the balcony aisle behind him was young, her blonde hair pulled back in a long ponytail. She wore a white sweater that hugged her perky breasts, and ... was that a blue poodle skirt? She reminded Joss of an extra from one of the 1950’s horror movies he’d watched on television as a child, I Was a Teenage Werewolf or the original Blob. Her sunken, glassy eyes fixed on him, and when she spoke, her whisper soft voice was charged with excitement. “You’re here. I was worried you wouldn’t come, but here you are.”
Joss swallowed and his startled heart resumed its normal rhythm. “Here you are.”
She took a step toward him. “I’ve been waiting so long.”
He unconsciously retreated a step and was stopped by the lip of the balcony, the hard railing pressed against the small of his back.
“Take me with you,” the girl begged. Her bright eyes, rimmed in shadow, seemed to glow in the dimness. “I have to get out of here.”
“Sure, okay.” Joss licked his lips and his dry tongue stuck to them. His right hand gripped the guardrail so tightly it ached. “Did you come out here with Mr. Harvey? Are you his granddaughter?” More like great-granddaughter by the look of her. She had to be all of sixteen. “Where is he? Is he all right?”
“Please,” she begged, her arms outstretched; milky skin, blue fingernails, “take me home.”
“Okay ...” He glanced over his shoulder; saw Kim and Tashima still down on the floor, walking back up the aisle, leaving the auditorium. They were almost running. Could they see him up here? “We can give you a ride if you need one.”
He turned back around.
The girl had moved so close to him that their noses nearly touched. He could smell her perfume now, a floral scent, like a meadow in bloom. She put her hands on his shoulders, and he felt the chill of her icy touch through his shirt. “It won’t let us leave. It needs us.”
It?
“That’s why it made Johnny stab me.” There was panic in her bright eyes now. “That’s why it made that man drop his cigarette.”
They were not alone on the balcony.
Surrounding them were corpses. They filled the gallery’s once empty seats, their charred faces staring out at him with white, scalded eyes. Some had scattered patches of hair, brittle, blackened, like burnt straw, others had been reduced to bald, grinning skulls. Their features had melted and clotted into lumpy, twisted landscapes before crusting over. They sat up, singed, tattered clothing hanging from their skeletal frames, their movements accompanied by the dry rustling sound of dead leaves.
Joss wanted to scream, felt it rising up his throat, but when he glanced back at the girl in the poodle skirt, he was struck mute. A switchblade handle poked out from her neck, blood cascading around the blade, pouring down the front of her sweater, dying the wool a deep red.
“Tell her we’re here,” she said, more fluid gurgling out through the slit in her throat as she spoke. “Tell her we need her help.”
A gust of hot wind blew across his face, as if some enormous animal had just exhaled beside him.
“We need Kim!” the girl cried.
And a shadow rushed forward from the gloom, taking shape. Gleaming talons sliced the air, passing right through the bleeding girl’s vaporous body. She threw her head back, shrieked at the ceiling, and when Joss felt the cold sting of icicles slashing into his chest, he joined her.
The force of the blow sent Joss reeling backward across the guardrail, and had it not been for his firm grip on the metal, he would have fallen to his death on the concrete below. Instead, he swung around. His body collided with the lip of the balcony and hung there, shoulder popping, legs dangling. He screamed again in agony, and this time, someone answered the call.
“Joss!”
Kim’s voice, somewhere below his kicking feet.
He tried to look down, but pained, frightened tears blurred his eyesight. He grunted, flexed his arm to do a one-armed pull up, his muscles like thick cables beneath the skin of his wrist. He’d worked hard to build his physique, to erase the memory of that scrawny video geek who failed even the simplest of exercises in high school gym, but it wasn’t enough. His chin dropped and he swung like the pendulum of a clock, his shoulder and fingers throbbing with frenzied blood.
“Hang on, Joss!” Tashima called up.
And after a pause, Kim said, “Grab the other end.”
He attempted to reach up with his left arm. His fingertips managed to touch the railing, but they could not get a grip on it.
“It won’t work,” Tashima said. “He’s too heavy!”
And then Kim screamed, “Stand on it!”
He strained, trying to kick his feet up, to climb the balcony wall, his chest burning with every labored breath. He slipped, his right arm snapping taut again, and a bolt of pain shot up his nerves like a dagger to his brain. He bit into his bottom lip, drawing blood.
“Jesus,” Tashima said. “He’s bleeding!”
Above him, the shambling corpses now stood at the rail. They reached for him with raw, flaking fingers, but they had no substance. They passed right through his hand and wrist, sending waves of tingling cold down his arm.
The dead girl with the knife in her neck was among them. She gazed down on Joss with wide, sad eyes. “It wants you to join us.”
His cramped, aching hand slipped from the railing and he plummeted to the floor.
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In the Woodfield’s projection booth, Kevin stood hunched over a rusted metal shelf, making certain one of the night vision cameras was positioned correctly. He whistled to himself as he worked, though he couldn’t name the tune, just some old melody that got lodged in his brain and never shook free. When he was sure of the angle, he straightened and duct-taped the connecting cable to the wall, ensuring that the lens would not wander unless someone physically moved it.
Perfect.
Done with the task at hand, his thoughts returned once more to Professor Burke. Kevin’s faith in the man remained unshaken. Once he got over his initial shock, he found the professor’s behavior easy to understand. He’d simply encountered something that, in all his years and experience, he’d never seen before, something that excited him and shook him at the same time.
Kevin gave a crooked grin, recalling his own experience on the railway tracks, his first crude attempt at a ghost investigation. True, he’d seen that eerie ball of light drift back and forth across the rails with the precision of a metronome, but it had been so dark, so very dark, that he was never able to glimpse the entity that wielded it. Kevin tried to imagine what he would have done, frightened as he was, if he’d seen a full-bodied apparition that evening — well, full-bodied minus a head — and even now, with all that he’d learned from the professor, he wondered how he might handle such a situation if it arose here tonight.
The very idea dowsed him with equal doses of excitement and trepidation.
And to know that Professor Burke had seen what he’d seen, that he’d stood his ground and hadn’t run screaming out the front door, that he was now able to walk the halls of this place by himself without fear of being alone, gave Kevin an even greater respect for the man.
It also inspired him to work that much harder.
Kevin held up his arm. Beneath the brace, his hand was throbbing. The doctor had prescribed Tylenol 3 for his pain, but when it made him sick to his stomach, he’d switched to Vicodin. Kevin had the vial with him now, but he’d refrained from taking another dose. He was afraid it might work too well, deaden his senses, make him less likely to see or hear something important ... or less likely to believe it if he did. Plus, the fact that he was taking a narcotic might taint the professor’s research in some way.
He flexed his fingers. The pain was manageable for now, a few hours from now however, he knew it would be —
A distant shriek echoed through the room, immediately followed by a second, lower-pitched cry.
Kevin froze, eyes wide, but the paralysis did not hold. He rushed over to the remaining equipment, looking through case after case until he found a digital audio recorder. He yanked it free from its bag, hit “record,” and held it high above his head, hoping the screams would come again.
They sounded as if they were in agony, in torment.
A banshee?
He frowned at that.
A banshee wailed when someone was about to die.
An arctic draft blew in from the hall, tossing scraps of old paper, dust, and dead leaves around the booth. Kevin raised his splinted arm to shield his face and strained to see. The heavy metal doors on either side of the room slammed shut.
There was a sound to his right. A growl.
Something was in the room with him.
He turned his eyes and his recorder toward the noise. “Are there any spirits here?”
Now the sound was to his left, a rustling, scurrying sound, as if an animal were crawling through the clutter that littered the floor, maybe an opossum, perhaps the same opossum they’d stumbled on the other day.
He spun around, faced it head on, the red LED on the recorder winking. “Is there anyone here who would like to speak with me?”
Now the rustling sound was behind him.
He glanced over his shoulder, saw nothing but a pile of loose film there on the floor, and turned away. He began scanning the rest of the booth, but movement in the corner of his eye made him look back again.
The film leapt on him.
It wrapped around Kevin’s neck, formed a noose, its thin, stiff edge slicing his skin as it constricted. He clawed at his own throat, at the celluloid collar that now choked him, but his fingers skidded uselessly across the tiny sprocket holes.
The reel was unbelievably strong. A swift tug pulled Kevin back, hauling him toward a pile of rusted canisters.
And as he was dragged across the floor, he had a sudden, horrid revelation ...
They never said the prayer.
In Burke’s haste, in their own confusion and excitement, they never took the time to ask for protection, for the human spirits that dwell here to let them be. They never said a word to keep the demons at bay.
The cases opened like metal cocoons, the film within unspooling. Long black snakes slithered down onto Kevin’s chest and face, coiling around his ribs, forcing the air from his lungs. Kevin’s mouth opened in a silent scream. One of the prints slipped inside, worming its way down his throat. He gagged and wheezed and his eyes fluttered closed. At any moment, he knew he would lose consciousness.
A door opened. He heard the roar of unoiled hinges above the rustling, flapping, and fluttering of the film.
Something else was in the room now.
Kevin opened up his eyes. He was dizzy. His vision blurred. And yet, he could still make out a shadowy form. It hovered over him, holding something in its hand, something that glinted of silver in the failing light.
A moment later, the hand blurred out and started slashing.
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Kim screamed, “Joss!”
Tashima glanced across the aisle at her, saw the stunned, frightened look in her eyes, then followed her gaze up to the balcony.
Joss hung there, thirty to forty feet above them. His right hand clutched the metal guardrail, his left arm flailed wildly. His legs swayed back and forth, his feet kicking the air.
As she watched helplessly, he tried to pull himself up with one arm. It didn’t work. He dropped again, and for a single horrid moment, she thought his fingers would slip. Instead, Joss hung on tight, swaying back and forth over her head, reminding her of a hangman’s gallows.
Tashima’s stomach caved. She cupped her hands to her mouth and called up to the balcony, “Hang on, Joss!”
Her eyes dropped to the floor, quickly mapping out the place she thought he might land if he fell. The chairs had been pulled, leaving a space of hard, unforgiving concrete between the remaining rows. He wouldn’t just break an ankle or a leg if he hit that. He’d be killed.
She spun around, searching the auditorium for a rope, a ladder, anything.
Kim sprinted for the tools that had been left on the floor. She grabbed a thick blue tarp and ran down one of the remaining rows, dragging it behind her. She tossed it over the backs of the seats and it draped off the chairs onto the floor. Her eyes shot to Tashima. “Grab the other end.”
Tashima snatched it up and ran with it, pulled it across the seats of the next row up, covering the bare cement, pulling it taut like the skin of a drum. The tarp was thick, the kind her father used to cover his car when it sat out in the drive, but Joss was built like a linebacker. He had to weigh over two hundred pounds.
She glance up, watched Joss reach up for the railing with his free arm, heard him grunting and straining. He managed to touch the metal, but he couldn’t get his fingers around it. She knew he couldn’t hold on much longer. Images strobed through her mind, possible scenarios, the tarp ripping, Kim letting go, Tashima letting go, both of them letting go, and she shook her head at Kim. “It won’t work. He’s too heavy!”
Kim glared at her. “Stand on it!”
Tashima stepped on her end, then knelt down, trying to position herself so the plastic would not slide out from under her, and when she looked across the tarp, she saw Kim do the same.
A drop of hot rain landed on Tashima’s check. She touched her hand to her face, wiped at it, and her fingers came away red. Her eyes leapt up to Joss again, watching his feet kick and sway, watching another drop fall. She followed it down to the tarp, a tiny red splash in the wide blue sea.
“Jesus,” she said aloud. “He’s bleeding!”
Her head snapped back up in time to see his hand slip, to see gravity seize him and yank him down, and she had only a moment to brace herself.
Joss came down feet first, his right arm held straight up as if he were still trying to grasp the guardrail. His eyes were pinched closed, his entire face scrunched. There was blood on his shirt. A lot of blood.
He hit the tarp a little off center, created a sag on the left-hand side, and then he tipped forward, his right arm still held high, like the toppled statue of a dictator. Tashima lost sight of him as he went down, but she heard the loud slap as he did a belly flop onto the concrete.
“Joss!” Tashima stood and her hands went to her mouth, her fingers steepled against her lips, her thumbs on her chin. It looked as if she were praying. She was.
Oh Jesus ... Jesus don’t let him be dead ... please Lord ... please!
Tashima ran to him. He was there on the floor. Face down. And he wasn’t moving. Why wasn’t he moving? She knelt at his side and started to cry.
“Don’t move him,” Kim warned as she hurried into the row.
Too late. Tashima had already turned him over. His eyes were closed. There was blood on his chin.
“Joss?” Tashima’s lower lip trembled. “Wake up, Joss.”
His eyes fluttered open. They rolled left, then right. When he caught sight of the balcony, he became instantly aware and squirmed in Tashima’s arms, trying to sit up. “We got ... we gotta get out of here!”
“Shhhh ... shhhh ... Relax,” Tashima told him. “You’re okay. You’re —”
And then she saw where the blood came from, the rips in his shirt, the cuts; three long, deep gouges. They started at his left clavicle and trailed off to the right of his navel. The center wound appeared to be the deepest. Tashima thought she could actually see his ribs. Her stomach turned over and her eyes rushed to Kim.
“Call 911!”
Kim had her cell phone out now. She dialed; put it to her ear. After a moment, she pulled it away again, staring at its darkened screen.
“What is it?” Tashima asked.
Kim frowned, her brow furrowed. “I just charged this.”
“I got it.” Tashima’s own phone was clipped to her belt. She plucked it off, flipped it open, but when she hit the power button, nothing. Earlier tonight, she’d had half a battery left. Now it was dead. “What the —”
“It happened to the scanner too,” Kim told her. “That ... that thing we were talking to, it drained all the batteries, used the power to ...”
Kim’s gaze fell on Joss, on his wounds, and the sight robbed her of words.
“Outside,” Joss told them, wincing as he tried to sit up again. “I left my phone in the van.”
Tashima put her hand on his shoulder to push him back down. “Stop movin’! Kim’ll go get it.”
Kim nodded and turned away, but Joss reached out for her, grabbed her ankle, and she looked down into his wide, panicked eyes.
“Ghosts ... up there in the balcony ...” His voice was husky, his breathing rapid. “They ... they know your name.”
Kim knelt down, suddenly fascinated. “What did they say?”
Tashima glared at her, punched her shoulder. “Go call the damn ambulance!”
Kim blinked, then gave his wounds another quick study. She frowned. “We should carry him out of here, get him someplace safe.”
“Weren’t you just sayin’ not to move him? Go get some help up in here. I’ll stay with him.”
“You sure?”
“Yes. Go.”
Kim stood and took a few swift steps to the now crumpled tarp. She gave it a tug, dragged it over to Joss, covering him like a mother tucking her child in for the night. “Keep him warm, so he doesn’t go into shock.”
Tashima nodded and Kim ran up the aisle toward the lobby doors. Tashima watched her go, watched her glance up at the balcony and back over her shoulder as she went.
“Everything’s gonna be okay,” Tashima told Joss. “She’ll be right back.”
He tried to chuckle, air whistling between his clenched teeth. “You ... afraid to be alone with me?”
Tashima felt a sudden chill and she swept the room with her eyes.
They weren’t alone.
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Geoffrey Burke left the booth, his head bent, his eyes on the small, square view screen that extended from the side of his digital camcorder. He opened the door across the hall, looked in on the huge popcorn kettles, on unused boxes of popping oil still sitting on rusted metal shelving. He frowned and moved off down the narrow corridor, his hurried footfalls loud against the crumbling gray floor tiles.
The next door opened on a storeroom. Burke saw stacked boxes and rolled movie posters, and when he glanced down at the monitor, the view was the same. No orbs. No shadow people. No life-like apparitions like the Vernon Armstrong he’d seen in the lobby.
Nothing.
Burke made a fist and pounded the metal doorframe. While he was no stranger to disappointment, this sense of frustration, this anger was new to him. For the greater part of twenty years, he’d seen his hopes build and wane numerous times, seen his childhood fears ebb and flow. Each new investigation promised to bring him nearer to answers, to his precious truth, but in the end, he was convinced that they’d only served to lead him further astray. And yet, he’d somehow managed to govern his passions, to keep a cool, rational head; project a calm demeanor in the face of setback. That is, until tonight. Now, his discipline broke down, the mental barriers he’d built brick by brick crumbling. Decades of angst, once tempered and consigned to the dark wells of his subconscious, had been granted free reign, steering him into unfamiliar territory. He was impatient, impulsive, but he couldn’t help it. The spirits had finally revealed themselves to him. His life had not been wasted. They were here, right here, and he would not rest until he put them on record.
The door to the manager’s office was closed. Burke walked over; jiggled the knob. It was locked, and Mr. Harvey would have the only key.
Where the hell are you, old man?
Burke let his arm fall limp at his side and moved off. He’d taken only two steps toward the stairs when he heard a loud click behind him, the turning of a lock, followed closely by a short creaking sound. He spun back around, knowing exactly what he would see.
The office door stood ajar.
A sliver of light shone through the crack, painting a bright line across the cracked tile floor. Something passed by the opening, a silhouette. There was someone inside.
“Harvey?”
Burke lifted the camcorder; his eyes on the monitor, watching the picture quiver and shake as he rushed back down the hall toward the door. He placed his left palm flat against the wood and pushed. The door moved slowly across the screen, like a curtain being pulled aside. Three desk chairs were arranged in a semi-circle facing the doorway. Dark, transparent forms appeared in front of them, faint shadows, like stains on the monitor glass. When Burke glanced up, however, he saw a slightly different view.
The chairs were there all right, and they were occupied, but not by mere shadows. Three men sat staring at him, their hands folded in their laps like schoolboys awaiting the arrival of their headmaster. Two of them wore suits, one light gray, the other blue, and the third wore a full tuxedo. They had pale skin laced with blue veins, deeply socketed eyes, and wide, knowing grins. One of them was Vernon Armstrong, wearing the face he’d shown upon their first meeting. The others were strangers.
“Hello?” Burke tried to swallow, but his mouth had gone dry. “Can you hear me?”
The man in the tux had a matching black handlebar mustache. “Of course we can hear you, Professor Burke. We’ve been waiting for you. Come in.”
He stepped inside the room. It was like walking into a freezer. When he spoke, his words rode the backs of clouds. “I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage.”
“Come now,” the man said, his breath invisible, “surely you must know who I am.”
“I’m afraid I —”
Good lord ... it can’t be.
But he knew it was.
“Gorman? Patrick Gorman?”
The man’s smile widened, showing teeth. “Yes indeed.” He regarded the other specters. “You see, gentlemen, he’s very perceptive. Very bright, indeed.” Then his eyes went back to Burke. They appeared just as black in person as they had in the news clippings, two bottomless pits, like holes drilled into an empty skull. “You like it, don’t you? People knowing just how bright you really are?”
Burke stood taller. “Yes, well, I don’t mind being recognized for my accomplishments. That makes me a bad one, does it?”
The stranger snickered. “I see the Woodfield was right about you.”
“What, the theater?”
Gorman chuckled. “Oh, my dear boy, it’s so much more than that.”
Utter amazement filled Burke’s mind. Men of different times, different eras, gathered together, conversing with one another, addressing him by name. Nothing like it had ever been documented. Burke glanced down at the monitor and frowned. It still showed only those dark, shadowy forms. Was it picking up their voices, or would he hear only a one-sided conversation when he played this back?
He returned his attention to the panel, and the third face finally sparked recognition. “Delbert King?”
The man nodded, impressed. “That’s right.”
“You killed your lover. Do you feel any —”
“Killed?” King threw his head back and laughed. “Oh no, Professor, you’ve got it all wrong. Shelly’s downstairs, working the booth, just like always.”
Burke nodded. It’s all true, he thought. They don’t realize they’re dead. “Right then, my mistake.” Is this what it’s like? he wondered. The managers meeting in congress, acting as if the Woodfield Movie Palace is still open for business, acting as if they still run the show?
He remembered Wilber Harvey’s aversion to this room. He’d tried to walk right by it during the tour. Could he sense these meetings? Had he seen what Burke now saw? He turned to Vernon Armstrong. “And Mr. Harvey? Where might he be?”
“I think you know,” Armstrong told him. “He’s around, like Shelly, like all the others who serve the Woodfield’s needs.”
Dead. But where was the body? Had it been a heart attack or stroke, as Mr. Heiliger had suggested, or had it been something else? These men spoke of the Woodfield Movie Palace as if it were alive, more than alive, as if it were somehow their superior, some unseen puppet master pulling their strings.
Gorman spoke up again, “You’ve brought someone with you, a young girl.”
Burke blinked. “Yes, quite right, I’ve brought two young ladies, actually. As we speak, they’re assisting —”
“We’re only interested in one. I believe her name is ...” Gorman glanced at the others, and then his eyes locked with Burke’s, his bushy eyebrows arching up. “Kimberly?”
“Miss Saunders, yes. What about her?”
King frowned. “She can ruin everything we’ve worked so hard for.”
“And how could she do that, exactly?”
“She’s special,” Gorman said, and then his bluish lips curled as if he’d just tasted something bitter. “She can set souls free.”
Burke gawked at them. “Yes, well, assuming that’s true, how could that possibly ruin your situation? Don’t you want to be free?”
All three laughed at that.
“Everything we’ve ever wanted is here,” King told him.
“I never wanted to leave the Woodfield,” Armstrong added. “They forced me to go, and I just couldn’t wait to get back.”
Burke’s eyes went to the ligature marks still visible on Armstrong’s neck. “Yes, I know.”
“We’ve made the Woodfield powerful,” King said, “and in return, the Woodfield has allowed us to share in that power.”
Gorman nodded. “In short, my dear professor, we’ve always taken care of the Woodfield, and it, in turn, has always taken care of us.”
Burke offered a patronizing grin. “How symbiotic.”
“The Woodfield would like to help you too, son,” Armstrong told him.
“In what way?”
“It can give you all the answers you seek,” Gorman promised. “All you have to do is one ... simple ... task.”
Burke looked into the camera monitor. He tried zooming in on the shadows, but he found no more detail. “And that would be ...?”
The three in unison, “Stop her.”
“You want me to send Miss Saunders home?”
King chuckled again. “Something like that.”
Their tone made Burke shudder. It wasn’t forceful, and yet it held a threatening connotation that chilled him. “And should I decline?”
Gorman’s eyebrows leapt up. “Excuse me?”
Vernon Armstrong leaned forward in his chair. “Son, it’s not wise to cross the Woodfield.”
It was Burke’s turn to chuckle. “Yes, well, forgive me gentlemen, but if the Woodfield is as powerful as you say, why would it need my help to do anything?”
The Gorman apparition stood. It raised its arm, pointed at Burke, and every button popped off the professor’s shirt. They flew across the room, struck the far wall, and Burke staggered back a few steps, stunned. The garment flapped open, revealing criss-crossed scars, a map of agony drawn across his flesh.
“Because you’ve been marked,” Gorman told him, still pointing.
The professor’s heart jumped and his eyes widened. He lowered the camera and stepped forward again, a fog exploding from his lips. “What do you know about it?”
The specters exchanged glances. The two that had remained seated now rose to their feet. They tugged at their ties, worked their buttons, and then one by one, they pulled their shirts open, displaying ashen chests covered in matching wounds.
Burke’s heart took another leap, then staggered a moment before jogging on at a normal clip. The entire room seemed to spin around them, as if this circle of the dead were the eye of a maelstrom.
I’m not alone, he thought with a sick sort of glee, and his mind kept repeating it, not alone ... not alone ...
“Did you see it?” Burke asked the apparitions. “Did you see the thing that did this to you? Did you see its eyes?”
“All of your questions will be answered in due course,” Gorman assured him.
Was it possible? Could the search that had given his life meaning finally be ending? And just like that, his anger and frustration were gone, replaced with an almost religious sort of joy.
“But first ...” Gorman held up his index finger. “You must help the Woodfield. You must help all of us.”
Burke’s eyes moved from one scarred chest to the next. The same three scratches. The same hand made them. “I’ll do what I can, of course.”
“Excellent.” Gorman smiled and clapped his hands together. “Go back to the booth, Professor. You’ll get your answers there.”
“The booth?” Burke looked over his shoulder at the open doorway, and when he turned around again, the room was empty.
The phantoms were gone.
Burke laughed out loud, ran a hand over his mouth and chin, his eyes darting from one vacant chair to the next. For one long moment, the insanity of it all hit him like a board to the back of the skull. His rational mind whispered to him, telling him to check the footage, to verify that he had quantifiable proof. He held up the camera; switched to “playback” mode. The stains had recorded. Shadow people. He had no headphones, but bits of the conversation still rang in his ears, and his mind tried to grasp what he’d seen ... his own scars mirrored on the chests of strangers. The screen turned black and he backed slowly out of the room, closing the door behind him.
Go back to the booth, Professor. You’ll get your answers there.
He nodded, took a deep breath, and sped down the hall toward the projection booth. The door was closed. He pushed it open.
Kevin lay on the floor in the corner of the room, covered in a writhing black mass of loose film. It flailed and slithered as if it were a living thing, coiling around his head and chest like a snake trapping a mouse.
This is incredible!
Burke lifted the camera, recording the phenomena, then he heard gagging sounds and realized the boy was choking. A workbench sat to the professor’s right, a place where reels were spliced together and then later broken down for shipping. A box cutter laid there, the word “Booth” written across it in black marker. Burke set his camera down on the table, grabbed the razorblade knife, and moved across the room.
The professor started slashing.
He threw bits of film behind him, watching the pieces writhe a moment before laying still. A tentacle of celluloid slithered into Kevin’s mouth. Burke grabbed it, cut it loose from the rest of the print, then pulled with all his might, removing it and tossing it aside.
A glossy black tendril was still looped around the boy’s throat. The professor reached down and tried to pry it free. It was unbelievably strong. He took the blade and sawed at it until it snapped. Only then could he pry it free.
Kevin gasped for breath. The edge of the strip had sliced his neck. The cuts bled freely now that circulation was restored. Burke pulled the boy to his feet and dragged him away, still watching the wriggling film, afraid it might give chase.
Kevin coughed and rubbed his throat. “Thank you.”
Burke nodded, trying to catch his own breath. His hand was still wrapped around the knife, his fingers cramped and aching. “What the hell is —”
A growl. Deep, rumbling, and all too familiar.
Burke’s heart froze over in his chest. He looked up and a pair of glowing red eyes glared back at him from the darkened corner of the room. The professor held the box cutter out like a sword, shaking his head.
This is just another bloody nightmare, a memory.
The shadows sprang forward, pushing him back, pinning him against the cinderblock wall.
It’s here! It’s really here!
He felt as if he’d been buried beneath an avalanche of snow and ice. A sharp pain shot through his head as something penetrated his consciousness, forcing itself on his mind. He heard the growl again, angry, sanguine, but this time it reverberated through the inner chambers of his skull.
The knife.
Burke winced. The voice was not his, but it was in his head.
Use the knife, the strange voice begged.
Burke shook his head. I can’t. I won’t.
Oh here, let me help you.
•••
“Professor Burke!” Kevin saw the man fly back against the wall as if struck by an invisible freight train. He ran to him, put his hands on his shoulders, and looked him over.
Burke’s eyes were closed and his head hung limp. He appeared unconscious, and yet, he remained standing. His shirt was torn open, and Kevin saw the ridges of white scar that covered his chest. It looked as if a tiger had mauled him. Those old wounds were now re-opening, beads of blood welling up, growing heavy, then running down his torso in meandering streams.
The professor began making noises, his head wagging, and then he cried out, “No!” Over and over again, “No!”
Kevin grabbed the professor’s chin and lifted it up. “Professor, can you hear me? What is it? What’s wrong? Professor Burke?”
On the professor’s chest, the blood suddenly reversed course, climbing his skin, draining back into his wounds, and then it flowed out from his eyes. Scarlet tears ran down his cheeks into Kevin’s palm, and when his eyelids sprang open, they revealed black orbs beneath, as if two marbles had been shoved into the man’s sockets.
Burke’s right hand lunged forward.
Kevin felt a sharp pain in his chest. For a moment, he thought he’d been punched. When he looked down, however, he saw the hilt of the box cutter still clutched in the professor’s fingers. Kevin’s mouth hung open and he lifted his eyes to meet Burke’s black, vacant stare.
“Professor ...” Kevin shook his head, unable to comprehend what was happening. “W-why?”
Burke offered no explanation. He simply withdrew the blade, then stabbed Kevin again. Withdrew and stabbed. Withdrew and stabbed. Withdrew and stabbed.
Kevin tried to back away, tried to grab the professor’s arm and hold it off. But the thrusts were so forceful and they came so quickly that there was little he could do. He fell to the floor of the booth and the professor followed him down.
•••
Burke saw the look of confusion in the boy’s eyes, saw it melt instantly into fear, saw the blood. The images were distant, like looking through the wrong end of a telescope, and they continued on for what seemed like an eternity. Burke felt none of it.
He heard the far off sound of his own voice, but the words that came from his lips were not his own.
“You’re next, you little bitch.”
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Kim sprinted across the dingy carpet and hard marble of the lobby floor, her dead cell phone still clutched in her hand. Burke had warned them about battery drains, said they were commonplace during ghost investigations, a way for spirits to gain energy, enough energy to affect the physical world. Still, there was part of her that believed this was intentional, a way to cut them off, to isolate them.
Her mind cried out with each step, 911, and then, ambulance, which brought her to, doctor, and finally to, Tyler. God, how she wished he was here.
She slammed into the exit doors on the right, expecting them to fly open, to allow her to run out onto the parking lot, but they didn’t budge. She frowned and chastised herself for her own stupidity; They swing in, not out! Then she pulled on the handles, but the doors still would not give.
Locked, she thought, how?
Kim slid the inert cell phone into her pocket, ran to the next set of doors, and found the same situation. She clawed at the brass handles, pounded on the wood, slapped the glass image of a filmstrip and the large “W” etched there in the frame, but it was pointless. She backed away, looked at both sets of doors again, cursing under her breath and wondering what to do.
The door to the ticket booth creaked open.
Kim gasped and her heart stuttered. Her hand leapt up to her chest, caressing her Grandmother’s crucifix, her crucifix. The doorway was a window to darkness. She saw something moving around in there. Was it the thing from the auditorium? The thing that drained power from the thermal scanner, from their phones? The thing that claimed it had never been human? Had it locked the doors as well — trapped them here? Yes. Yes, it must have. She thought of Anna’s father, of that fanged, moldy skull with the hollow, empty eyes. As awful as that apparition had been, she had the impression that the thing in the auditorium had been far worse. And now it was here in front of her, now it was stalking forward.
My, what big eyes you have ... what big teeth ...
“It won’t let you leave.” The voice from the dark was feminine, full of sorrow and despair. “It won’t let any of us leave.”
Kim’s breathing slowed a bit and the story Mr. Harvey had told them floated to the surface of her mind, the tale of the manager and the ticket girl. He’d put a shotgun to her head, hadn’t he? Blown her head off right there and turned that tiny room into her tomb. What was her name? Kim searched for it, then took a step forward. “Shelly?”
At the sound of her name, the dead woman shuffled out into the light.
After all these years, Shelly Wells still wore the uniform of a ticket girl, long black pants and dark vest, a collared shirt and bow tie beneath. The shirt had once been white, but no more. It was streaked and splattered with blood, dark clumps of brain matter resting on her shoulders and stuck to her chest. She had the face of a broken china doll. Her skin was pale as porcelain. Her right ear hung down, attached to a broken shard of her skull. A single eye rolled in a dark socket. Her lips and chin were rosy with blood from her nose. A few strands of blonde hair remained above her left ear, matted to her cheek. The rest of her head was gone.
“It wants to stop you,” Shelly croaked as she stepped onto the tile, her right foot clad in a black loafer, her left shoe missing. Her toenails were blue. “It wants to keep you from setting us free.”
“What is it?” Kim asked, the image of the Big Bad Wolf still prowling her thoughts.
“The demon,” Shelly answered, taking another wobbly step forward, and then she held out her hands to Kim. “Please ... free us. Save us from the demon.”
Kim did not take a step back or shy away from the dead woman. Instead, she reached out, and her fingers began to shimmer almost immediately, throwing off the same blue-white radiance she’d seen with Anna. And when their fingers touched, there was another bright flash, only this time, it was far more powerful, and Kim gasped as the surge coursed through her entire body.
Above her head, the golden chandelier brightened until its bulbs exploded in a shower of glass and sparks. The small birds that had been nesting there took flight, filling the lobby with their surprised squawking. Some joined the rest of their flock on the next chandelier; others soared upstairs, leaving behind a few loose, drifting feathers.
Shelly’s shattered face instantly reassembled, as if the blast that took her life had been recorded and now ran in reverse. She opened her reunited eyes and smiled. She’d been a beautiful girl. “Thank you.”
Kim nodded, her skin tingling, her skeleton humming a pleasant tune. She suddenly remembered Joss and frowned. “My friend is hurt. I need to get out of here, get help.”
Shelly shook her head. “It won’t let you.”
Kim glanced back at the doors. She knew she could break the glass, but they were boarded from the outside. Thick plywood. Would she have the strength to push the nails out? She didn’t think so. She had to find the key. Her eyes rushed back to Shelly. “Is Mr. Harvey still here?”
“Yes.”
“Do you know where he is?”
Shelly’s gaze climbed the stairs.
Kim nodded. She started to turn away, but Shelly would not allow it.
“You can’t go up there,” the woman warned. “That’s what it wants. It’s waiting for you.”
“Do you want me to take you out of here?”
“More than anything. I’ve waited so long. We all have.”
“Well, nobody’s going anywhere unless I get those doors open.”
Kim turned around again, and still Shelly refused to let go. This time, however, the spirit moved with her rather than holding her back.
“What are you doing?” Kim wondered aloud.
“I can help you.”
“How?”
“It drains us,” Shelly told her, “uses us to give it power.”
Kim thoughts returned to the dead cell phone in her pocket, to what Burke had said about entities siphoning energy in order to manifest. Using other spirits like batteries? Was it possible?
“If you take me with you, I can give you power too, help you face it, protect you.”
Kim’s mind summoned up Anna’s father, recalled the knife. At first, it had sliced her skin as if it had been a true blade, but as the energy around her swelled and intensified, the weapon had faded until it became nothing at all. But could she really stand against a demon? A demon?!?! Kim gripped Shelly’s hand a bit tighter, and the waves of electricity that moved up her arm convinced her it was possible.
“Please,” Shelly begged, “don’t leave me here alone!”
“I’m not gonna leave you here,” Kim told her. “I’m not leaving anybody here. Now come on.”
They moved across the lobby to the stairs, Kim’s right hand on her crucifix, Shelly’s right hand holding tightly to Kim, and the blue-white light of spectral fire swallowed both of them whole.
Kim felt no fear as she mounted the steps. There was no time for fear. Joss was hurt, broken and bleeding on the floor of the auditorium. She had to have those keys.
They reached the top of the stairs, and the moment they stepped into the narrow service hall, the lights went out.
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Tashima could not seem to shake the feeling of being watched. She glanced up at the auditorium walls, her eyes moving from one golden column to the next, studying the gargoyles. They stared back at her with vacant, sculpted eyes, fangs bared, mouths open in voiceless roars. Some had dog-like features; others possessed faces more akin to bats. She’d once heard that such beasts had been created to ward off evil spirits, which explained why their hideous forms could be found perched atop so many cathedrals, but why would evil fear such ugliness? Would it not embrace it instead?
“You ... okay?” Joss asked, breaking the unearthly silence of the cinema. His head was in her lap, his eyes gazing up at her with concern.
“Me? I’m fine. It’s you I’m worried about.”
“You’re wor-worried about me?”
Tashima nodded.
He tried to smile up at her, but it was a poor attempt. Every so often, he would stiffen and wince, and she could only imagine the pain he must be in. Had he broken his arms, his legs? Did he have a concussion? And what about those cuts? He’d lost a lot of blood. How much, Tashima couldn’t say, and she had no idea how much he could lose.
She frowned and looked up at the auditorium doors. Had Kim found the phone yet? Did it work?
Tashima glanced up at the gargoyles again and they stared right back at her. Had they always looked down like that? When she first walked into the auditorium, she could have sworn their poses had been different somehow. It was as if they had moved when her back was turned. Their narrow, golden eyes were now fixed upon her, watching her, watching Joss, like vultures, patiently waiting for the hand of death to arrive. And if she stared into their gaping mouths long enough, she thought she could almost see the drool.
Jesus, just ... stop! They’re fuckin’ statues. Things are crazy enough up in here without you hallucinatin’ shit that isn’t there.
She nodded and turned back to Joss. “It’s gonna be okay.”
His eyes glistened from the pain; his face was pale, ghost-like.
Tashima cringed at the comparison. She liked him. She really did. He was handsome and fun to be around. Why had she always given him so much shit?
Stop talkin’ about him like he’s dead! He’s gonna be fine. He’s gonna —
Tears, hot, unbidden and unwanted, flowed from her eyes and streamed down her cheeks. Her lower lip trembled. The skin on her arms turned to gooseflesh and her whole body shuddered against a sudden draft of cold air.
Joss reached up with his left hand and wiped his thumb across her cheek, glazing her skin. “Tashima ... it’s okay. You saved my life.”
“Yeah?”
He nodded. “Yeah.”
“But you look like you’re in so much pain.”
“That’s ’cause it fuckin’ hurts. I stuck my arm out like an idiot to break my fall and probably broke it instead.”
Tashima uttered a shaky laugh, but it was lost beneath the shrill screech of grinding metal.
She looked up, and this time it was not her imagination, this time there was no doubt at all. One of the gargoyles moved. It leaned forward on its perch, as if it were about to pounce.
The flickering wall lamps picked that moment to abandon them to darkness.
Tashima fought the urge to scream. Joss still had his head in her lap. She felt for his hand, found it, and held on tight. “Joss, we gotta move.”
“I-I can’t.”
“I know.”
They were coming, these animated gargoyles. The deafening grind of their movements reverberated through the entire auditorium. Tashima imagined the sculptures climbing down from their roosts, closing in on them with metal claws and teeth. Impossible as it was, they were real, and for her to sit there and deny it any further would do little more than get both of them killed.
She wondered if the creatures could see in the gloom, shook her head at the absurdity of it all. They shouldn’t be able to see at all. They had no real eyes, only gold plated metal forged to resemble eyes. Of course, it should have been impossible for them to move as well. Yes. They were looking at her right now, stalking her the way a pride of lions might stalk gazelle that had come to the river to drink, ready to pick off the weak and the injured.
Tashima had always scoffed at horror movie vixens, at characters that ran up a flight of stairs instead of bolting out the door, who curled up in a corner waiting to be slaughtered. She would not go out like that. If she were to be killed, it would not be while she cowered helpless in the dark, and it would not be without one hell of a fight.
The squealing metal was closer now.
“At least they won’t sneak up on us,” Joss said, but there was no humor in his voice.
Tashima swallowed, fresh tears burning her eyes. “Joss, I’m sorry ... this is gonna hurt.”
There was no time to be gentle. She stood up; pushed Joss forward. He cried out in agony as she wrapped her arms around him, laced her fingers across his slashed chest, and pulled. She dragged him across the floor in an awkward, stumbling manner, moving as fast as she could, hauling his weight toward the aisle.
The gargoyles would have the advantage. Even if they could not see through the din, the auditorium was theirs and they would know its terrain better than she. Her legs banged against countless armrests before blindly finding the empty aisle.
She tried to quicken her pace.
A stack of loose cinema chairs had fallen, littering the floor behind them. Tashima’s right foot landed on the pile and the top seat slid to one side. She lost her footing, fell backward, and landed hard.
The gargoyles closed in, the scream of metal grinding on metal drowning out Tashima’s terrified squeal.
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The darkness was absolute.
Geoffrey Burke tried to feel his way through the void, but there were no walls to hold onto, no floor to stand on, no ceiling to touch. He felt nothing but bitter cold, as if he’d been sealed within a glacial cavern, and worse still, the thing had been sealed in there with him. It was no nightmare culled from memory this time. No. He could see it.
A bright flash, like lightning on a moonless night, revealing too much and not enough at the same time.
He caught glimpses of anatomy, bits to a horrid puzzle of flesh his mind refused to solve; slithering tails, flapping wings; long, bony limbs that clawed at the dark as if it were swimming through this world of shadow; shimmering claws and teeth, far too many teeth. It was above him, then below him — or was it behind him and in front of him? Whatever it was, this demon, it kept its distance, and yet Burke could tell it drove him deeper into the abyss.
Why doesn’t the bloody —
Blood.
Kevin’s blood.
Burke’s hands.
Back in London, he’d once interviewed a murderess, tried to determine her fitness to plead under British law. She’d killed her own husband, had been found with the hunting rifle still clutched in her hand, yet she’d claimed to have no knowledge of the crime itself. During their session together, three distinct personalities had each had their turn with Burke. Dissociative Identity Disorder, sometimes mispronounced Dissassociative Identity Disorder. Her primary identity was meek, shy, but the others were far more assertive, and the one who’d actually pulled the trigger was quite aggressive indeed. They were her defense mechanism. Whenever she perceived a threat, either real or imagined, one or more would leap into the fray to act on her behalf, to protect her. Later, when her original personality was allowed to resurface, the woman claimed to have simply lost the time. She had no knowledge of the others’ affairs. She wasn’t even aware they existed.
His own situation was quite different.
Burke’s loss of control was not the result of a fractured psyche. His body had been hijacked, his intellect swept aside to make room for this ... thing that now circled him in the darkness of his own mind, and the knife he’d held in his grasp to save the young man’s life had been used instead to end it. He felt every passing second of the time; saw every vile act his body had committed. What he could not seem to grasp was why?
Another flash, a bolt of energy illuminating the endless night. Neurons firing, sending electrical discharges from his brain to the rest of his body, whispering secret commands, keeping him out of the loop entirely.
Burke yelled into the void, asked the same question he’d asked the darkened corner of his bedroom as a child. What do you want from me?
The darkness growled in reply, a deep, rolling sound that reverberated through the caverns of his mind like thunder to the neurons’ lightning.
He asked it again, trying to sound as forceful as possible. What do you want?
The voice that came back at him was full of feral rage, full of power. You brought her here.
Her? Burke recalled his conversation with the managers. You mean Miss Saunders?
Its scarlet eyes gleamed fiercely in the blackness. The plundering cunt. They’re mine. Mine!
What? What is yours?
A malicious chuckle. You are, my dear Burke. My bitch.
Possession? Had that been its game all along — the reason for the attacks, the scars? It had been trying to claw its way into him as a child, to set up house in his brain, and now, after all these years, it had finally succeeded.
The thing chuckled again, its eyes sparkling with secret delight. You’ve spent your whole life pursuing the one who tasted your young flesh?
Yes.
And you think that you’ve found it, don’t you?
Burke thought of the scratches he’d seen on the apparitions in the office, the marks that matched his own. I know I have.
The thing cackled with glee. For someone who claims to be so intelligent, you really are a stupid fuck, Burke.
He drifted, stunned, felt the cold coil around him, pulling him deeper into the abyss like the firm grasp of an anaconda. The demon broke off its laughter and held him in its mocking gaze.
Yes, just a foolish prick, jousting one windmill after another. It would have been easier for you to recover a lost grain of sand from the desert than to find one of my brothers again. We are like the stars. We are Legion.
Disturbed, Burke peered deeper into the veil, trying to find that thing’s face, however horrible it might be. It was the same creature that violated him in Wolverhampton. It had to be. Had to be. You’re a liar!
Yes, the thing admitted, but not about this, Professor, not about this. And then it chuckled again. You actually thought this was all about you? What glorious conceit!
A moment ago, you said you wanted me.
Did I?
You most certainly did.
Another flash of light. Another glimpse. Gray skin that seemed to writhe and squirm. A toothy grin floating out there in the murk. Forgive me. I just need to borrow your body for a bit. I need a suit of armor, you see. A little meat puppet I can move about the board. A pawn. Since one of my brothers has marked you, I thought you would make as good a vessel as any. Idle hands, as they say.
Burke thought again of his sleek hands, thrusting, bathing in Kevin’s blood. If it was so powerful ... why use him? Why a knife?
The demon laughed maniacally, reading his thoughts like an open diary. Yes, it’s crude, I know, but necessary. They say the spirit is strong, but the flesh is weak? It’s true, well, mostly true. In this case, however, the flesh may prove stronger.
I don’t understand.
You never did, it growled. Now, if you’ll excuse me, Burke, there’s a little piggy running around in my theater, a cunt I need to bleed.
Burke felt the demon withdraw, felt it swim to the surface of this black sea, crawling out of the subconscious onto the shores of his conscious mind. There, the thing would work the controls, pilot his body like a weapon of bone and sinew. He wanted to cry, wanted to scream. Instead, he sank helplessly into the dark.
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Kim’s left hand held fast to Shelly, their connection fueling spectral flames that burned through the darkness ahead. The hallway was lined with doors, all of them closed, concealing what might lurk within. Kim’s thoughts were not on her own safety, however; she worried for Joss.
She stared at the various doors, indecisive, then turned to Shelly. “Where is he? Where’s Harvey?”
The apparition nodded down the hall. “Furnace room.”
They moved rapidly through the corridor, Kim’s right hand sweating against the metal of her crucifix. Her eyes darted left and right, waiting for each passing door to fly open and spring some horrid nightmare at her. Her pulse thumped a steady beat against her temples and the walls of her throat. She glanced back across her shoulder, afraid she would see something stealing up from behind, but she found only empty shadows.
And what would I have done if some monster were back there?
No time to fret about it now. Too many other, more pressing concerns. Lights. Keys. Ambulance. She looked down the corridor again, focused on her destination.
Kim turned the knob and the door to the furnace room creaked open. She hesitated, but Shelly gave her hand a gentle squeeze, urging her on. They stepped into the chamber together, side-by-side, the air crackling with a static charge as Shelly passed through the wall.
Kim looked around, wondering if it was wise for her to call out, wondering if it would attract the thing from the auditorium. She kept her voice low. “Mr. Harvey?”
No answer.
She frowned.
The heating unit sat dormant at the back of the room, bathed in the wavy glow of Kim and Shelly’s combined aura. Large ducts extended from its body and snaked their way across the ceiling, as if the furnace were a huge metal squid turned on its head. And to her right, Kim found a row of fuse boxes.
She tugged on Shelly’s hand, her breath fogging the room. “Come on.”
They rushed over to the fuses.
Kim released her grip on the crucifix, threw open the access panels, and found every breaker in the “off” position. She flipped them all, not caring where they routed power, and the lights came on.
Shelly held her left hand like a vise. “It’s close. I can feel it.”
Kim felt it too; a heaviness to the air, the sensation that their every move was being monitored from a distance, and she knew that distance was closing fast.
“You said Mr. Harvey was in here. Where’s —”
When she turned to look around, the old projectionist was behind her, his thin, deeply furrowed face mere inches from her nose. She flinched, recognized almost immediately that he was dead, and fought back tears.
“I’m sorry ’bout what happened down in the lobby,” the Harvey-phantom told her, his white hair ruffled into odd monuments atop his skull; skin stretched so tight across his cheekbones that Kim thought it would tear from the strain. His eyes shone from the wells of deep sockets, lost, full of sorrow. “I didn’t mean to scare your friend.”
“That was you? You pulled Tashima’s hair?”
Harvey nodded. “I was just tryin’ to warn her ... get her to leave ’fore it was too late, ’fore it got all o’ you too.”
Kim lowered her eyes and tried to rein in her revulsion. Harvey’s shirt was slashed to ribbons, huge bite marks and scratches still visible in the ragged bits of flesh left beneath. One of his denim shoulder straps had been chewed through, its frayed halves trailing; the other remained intact, holding up his blood-soaked overalls. His ribs had been cracked open and pried apart, granting his hungry attacker access to the organs within. Whatever the creature had been, it devoured everything, leaving nothing but a bloody spine to tether Harvey’s bust to his hips.
“Oh ... God,” she whispered, allowing a single tear to chart a course down her cheek. “I’m so sorry.”
Kim reached out with her free hand, her hooked fingers trembling, and when she grabbed the old man’s apparition by the arm, a rush of new power came over her like a crashing wave, throwing her head back, pinching her eyelids shut. Her muscles contracted, then relaxed as the initial surge rapidly faded to a pleasant, tingling heat.
“Thank you,” Harvey told her.
When Kim’s eyes fluttered open, she saw that he’d been made whole again. She smiled, but the memory of Joss bleeding on the auditorium floor made it brief. “The keys. I need the keys to the front doors.”
Harvey turned his head and nodded at the far corner of the room. “They’d be in my pockets.”
Kim followed his gaze to a pair of shoes protruding from the darkness. She swallowed, knowing what she would find when she got there. Her eyes went from the shoes to Harvey and Shelly and then back again. “Put your hands on my shoulders and hold on tight.”
Shelly released her handhold and felt her way up Kim’s arm, never breaking contact. Mr. Harvey did the same and they moved across the chamber. Spectral flames whirled around them, growing in intensity, chasing shadows from the savaged body on the floor.
Kim knelt down, trying not to look at the old man’s half-eaten corpse. The smell of blood conspired with the thick, musty stench of the corner to roll her stomach. She retched, pressed her mouth and nose against her wrist, and choked back her rising nausea.
You can do this, she told herself. You have to!
She slammed her eyes shut, seeing Tashima and Joss there in the dark, seeing Shelly and Mr. Harvey and who knew how many other imprisoned souls; everyone counting on her. She reached out, blindly feeling the overalls. The denim was cold ... sticky. At last she found what she was looking for. Her fingers wormed inside the pocket, touched the metal ring and slid it free. When she heard the jingle of keys, she exhaled and opened her eyes.
Part of her expected the dead body to reach up and grab her hand, try to pry the keyring from her bloodied fingers. It didn’t. There was no life left in that shell, no consciousness. All of that was behind her, gently squeezing her shoulder, telling her it was time to leave this place of death.
Kim stood and moved away, making quick steps toward the open doorway and the hall beyond. Shelly and Harvey were still at her sides, still feeding her strength. They turned into the hallway and saw three men in suits coming for them.
Actually, only two of the men wore suits, one gray, one blue. The third man, the one standing between the other two, was dressed in a black tuxedo with tails, his diamond cufflinks gleaming in the overhead light.
They were grinning, their mouths filled with yellowing teeth.
Shelly tugged at Kim’s shoulder, trying to pull her back.
Kim glanced at her, saw the fear in her glowing face. The woman’s eyes were locked on the man in the blue suit.
“You should be down in the box office, Shelly,” he told her, then his hollow eyes moved to Kim. “We have people who want tickets.”
For an instant, Kim thought she saw a shotgun in the man’s hands, thought his head was gone above his jaw, the lower teeth attempting to smile despite their missing mates from above; his blue suit suddenly painted red. When she blinked, however, the vision was gone. The man’s hands were folded neatly in front of his clean, pressed jacket; face intact, sunken eyes fixed on hers.
Kim realized who the man was and reached up to cover Shelly’s hand with her own. “It’s okay. Hold on. He can’t hurt you anymore.”
Delbert King chuckled at that.
The man in the gray suit looked to Harvey. “And you, Wilber.” He shook his head. “Son, I expected more from a veteran employee like yourself.”
“Gentlemen,” the man in the tux began, “it appears our staff needs more discipline.”
“I couldn’t agree more,” said King, his sunken eyes back on Shelly.
And then their faces changed. Lips split and peeled away. Yellowed teeth elongated and sharpened into daggers. Dark eyes shriveled and disappeared down the wells of bottomless sockets. Flesh melted from hands, leaving long, bony fingers hooked into claws. The monsters opened their jaws and hanging strings of spittle rode ear-splitting screeches.
Kim felt her foot lift off the floor, felt it start to move backward, but she halted the move. These creatures were just like Anna’s father. Dark scarecrows. Hideous puppets. Mist and shadow. Nothing more. She released Shelly’s hand and grabbed the crucifix that hung from her neck, feeling the metal hum, feeling her bones sing.
“Move out of our way,” Kim told the dark specters.
The managers paid no attention to her words. They jerked forward, their fangs and clawed hands menacing.
“I said move!” Kim yelled, and the ghouls shrank from the massive, powerful voice that boomed from her lips. “Now!”
The ethereal flames surrounding her flared and a ring of blue fire shot forward, striking the managers, pushing them back.
Kim glanced at Shelly and Mr. Harvey, one hand still on her necklace, the other on the ring of keys. “We’re leaving. Do you believe that?”
Shelly squeezed Kim’s shoulder. “Yes.”
“Lead the way,” Harvey said.
They moved forward, Kim taking one deliberate step after another. The manager-things bellowed with anger and frustration, but they were helpless to stop their march. The creatures scratched at them, moldy claws passing harmlessly through their glowing bodies. Another ring of fire erupted, and the creatures seemed to melt from its heat, dissolving into black blobs of sludge that sank quickly into the floor, becoming just another set of stains in the soiled carpet, leaving them alone.
No, not quite.
Kim’s stunned eyes fixed on the thing that stood at the end of the hall. It wore Burke’s familiar face, but she knew it wasn’t her professor. She sensed it, the demon within; the wolf in man’s clothing, covered in blood from head to toe as if he’d bathed in it.
My, what big eyes you have ...
They’d gone black, vacant and soulless, bulging from their hollowed sockets to leer at her with murderous rage.
What big teeth ...
They were clenched together, surrounded by thin, cracked lips. A fat drop of saliva ran down from the corner of the thing’s mouth and hung from its chin on a long, thin string.
The thing came at her.
Burke’s prim British accent was gone. This voice was deeper. Powerful. “All the better to eat you with, bitch.”
It held a knife in one hand.
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When the auditorium lights came on, Tashima wished she’d been left in the dark.
The gargoyles surrounded her. They clung to the backs of the remaining seats, ready to pounce, their golden claws and fangs gleaming. They stood sentinel at the ends of rows. One of the metal demons crouched at the base of the aisle, horned head lowered like a steer about to charge.
They all stared at her; motionless, inert.
Tashima slowly rose to her knees and crawled across the floor to Joss, her eyes darting from one member of the metallic horde to the next; afraid she would glimpse a sudden rush of movement too late. “Don’t worry, Joss. It’s going to be okay. I’m gonna get you outta here.”
No answer.
“Joss?” She dared to look down and saw him lying still on the bed of fallen chairs; hands on his bloodied chest, eyes on the nearest gargoyle.
“Is it over?” he asked, fear and pain pulling at his face.
His answer came quickly.
The horned statue at the end of the aisle bolted forward, its joints shrieking as it moved.
Tashima grabbed one of the folded metal seats off the floor beside her and scrambled to her feet. The chair was heavy, awkward, but if she could swing it hard enough ...
The golden demon reached out for her as it ran; its sculpted fingernails were long, deadly ice picks aimed at her heart. She could not believe its speed, it seemed to accelerate as it neared. The screech of its movement was almost deafening.
Tashima swung her chair across the width of the aisle and struck the gargoyle’s cheek with the clang of a huge gong. Its head caved until its left eye hid behind its right and its malicious grin became a twisted grimace. It was knocked onto its shoulder, skidding across the concrete, igniting sparks.
Tashima held up the cinema chair, feeling its weight tug at her wrists and forearms.
They’re hollow, like empty Coke cans.
The damaged creature got to its feet and lunged at her a second time.
Tashima swung the seat again, slicing air, hammering the gargoyle’s neck. The thin metal crumpled and the statue fell to the floor with the chair still pinched between its pitted head and shoulder.
She released her grip before the ruined creature could pull her over, her off-balance body stumbling into the row, her unbelieving eyes watching in amazement as the abomination writhed on the soiled carpet, clawing at the chair, trying in vain to grab hold of it and pry it free.
Tashima quickly grabbed another folded seat off the pile and held it up as if it were a Samurai sword, her stare moving from one demon to the next, her hands shaking from the strain, from the fear.
Stay calm, she told herself. Don’t you lose it. You lose it and you’re dead. Joss is dead. Got it? Dead!
Joss cried out, “Behind you!”
She whirled around, clubbed the advancing gargoyle with her chair, flattened its head.
It fell backward, blindly clawing at the air.
From her right, another living statue tore at her with its claws, ripping through her shirt and drawing blood from her side.
“Motherfucker!” Tashima swung and her chair catapulted the metal beast backward. “How you like that?”
Two more monsters leapt forward. She swiped at them, a murderous expression on her face. Her chair caught one in the chest, batting it into the second. Both fell to the floor with a loud crash.
“Come on!” she screamed at the sculptures, trying to sound fearless, a performance worthy of the giant screen at the foot of the aisle. “That all you got, you fucking toasters?”
One of the gargoyles leapt off the armrest of a nearby seat. Caught off guard, Tashima lifted her leg and kicked it in the nose, feeling a throbbing pain in her foot as the statue fell back.
Metal claws seized Joss, locked around his ankle, pulled him back toward the screen. He screamed out at the top of his lungs, his shrill voice barely audible above the shrieking joints of his attacker. His arms were flailing.
Tashima took one hand off her battered chair, grabbed Joss by the wrist, and tugged hard, adrenalin providing added strength. “Get off of him, you gold fuck!”
The gargoyle’s grip slipped.
She gave another hard yank and Joss’ leg came free of his shoe.
The metal monster lost its footing, fell backward onto stiff, sculpted wings; legs pedaling an invisible bike, clawed hands still clutching Joss’ empty white Nike.
Walls blurred by Tashima as she rushed the auditorium doors. She caught a glimpse of a gargoyle on her left just as it leapt off an armrest, its face and wings buried beneath a gossamer curtain of spiderweb. It missed them completely, rolling down the aisle, and Tashima kept moving, kept dragging Joss toward the exit.
She slammed into the swinging doors and they parted effortlessly. Tashima pulled Joss into the lobby, hauling him across the foyer tile, her eyes still on the auditorium, watching the doors flap closed, waiting for their pursuers to burst out and continue their attack.
When she glanced down at Joss, Tashima saw his eyes pinched shut against the pain, heard him groan through clenched teeth.
“Hold on, babe,” she whispered to him. “Almost there.”
She reached the main entrance, dropped her battle-dented chair, and fumbled with the door handle. It was locked.
“Shit.”
Tashima glanced back across her shoulder. The auditorium doors remained shut. The lobby was empty. But for how long? She pulled Joss over to the other entrance and found them latched as well.
“Fuck!”
She kicked the glass hard enough to fracture it, but the board on the opposite side was unforgiving. She looked down at Joss and saw his eyes roll back in his head, his eyelids fluttering closed as he passed out. Tashima kicked the glass again, feeling her foot throb.
“Kim!”
She ran over to the scuffed, dented cinema chair, picked it up again and swung it into the door glass with all of her might. The etched pane shattered, raining shards. She swung again, hammering plywood, the metal seat vibrating in her sore hands. The nails weren’t budging.
“God dammit!”
Tashima dropped the seat and pounded on the wood with her fists, pounded with rage, pounded with frustration, pounded with fear, then she crumpled to the floor beside Joss and began to cry.
The sounds of a scuffle.
She jerked her head up and her tear-blurred eyes rushed to the auditorium doors.
No.
They came from upstairs, from the hall; a loud slap, then someone crashing into a wall like a wrecking ball while a stranger, a woman, cried out, “Stop! Don’t hurt her! Please! We’ll do whatever you say, just please, don’t hurt Kim!”
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Tyler Bachman sat in the passenger seat, watching an unfamiliar country road unspool beneath the glare of headlights. He glanced over at the driver’s side, at Perry. The detective had been silent since leaving the fire station, perhaps still mulling over everything they’d told him. If the man was panicked in any way, he let none of it show; drove the speed limit, lights and siren off.
Maybe this isn’t the way to the Woodfield at all. Maybe it’s just the scenic route to the police station. He’ll stick us in an interrogation room and try to get us to recant, change our story to something more believable, more rational.
Tyler didn’t think that was a likely scenario, but no matter how hard he tried; he could not seem to shake the idea.
He looked over his shoulder. Robby was back there, slumped to one side, slumbering in his shoulder harness. The road was a minefield of potholes, but the occasional bounce and thud did not seem to bother him in the least. A folder full of exorcism notes lay on the seat next to him, the red-bound Bible weighing it down.
Tyler’s eyes moved to the silver G & R flask in his own hands. There was water within, blessed by a Catholic priest, meant for a demon. He shook his head in disbelief. There were a few dozen questions he wanted to ask, but one seemed more pressing than any of the others.
“Do you believe us, Detective?”
Perry blinked at him. “I’m taking you to the theater, aren’t I?”
“But do you believe?”
“Do I think there’s a demon on the loose?”
“Well, yeah. Do you?”
“Would it bother you if I share some observations I’ve made about you and Sleeping Beauty back there?”
“That depends.”
“On ...?”
“On if you think we’re nuts.”
“Not at all. You’ve both had some strange experiences, seen things you couldn’t explain, especially you, Doctor. You’re normally a rational man, but this business with the Woodfield has hit you particularly hard, made you re-think things you previously considered fantastic.”
“Yes.”
“How much do you know about this old theater?”
“Just what Robby’s told me.”
“Well, let’s just say that the place has a bit of a reputation.”
“And not a good one, from what I gathered.”
“You asked me if I believed in this supernatural business.” Perry shrugged, as if it made no difference what he thought personally. “I think there’s no harm in what you’re planning to do.”
“No harm.” Tyler took his right hand off the metal flask and rubbed it down the back of his knee, wiping away clamminess. “Then why am I scared out of my mind?”
The detective smiled. “It’s been my experience that a little fear is a good thing. It’s our first line of defense. Helps to keep us alert.”
Tyler nodded. “How far away is it?”
“Not far. A few more minutes.”
Tyler gazed out the passenger window. The road rose and fell as it twisted through a heavily wooded area north of town, a few houses scattered in amongst the trees. He saw a ranch home with Christmas lights still outlining its gutters and shook his head, wondering if they left them up all year long.
His thoughts turned suddenly to Kim, wondering where she was, hoping she was safe and sound.
From the backseat came a low snarl.
Robby had begun to snore.
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The Burke-thing rushed forward, teeth bared, graying hair matted in clots. Its dark eyes burned with malicious intent. And in its blood-soaked hand, the box cutter; slashing at the air, flinging tiny red drops onto the walls and floor in every direction.
“Thought you were going to steal them away from me, didn’t you, you thieving cunt? Wasn’t that your little plan all along?”
Kim was tempted to back away, but instead, she stood her ground, one hand on her crucifix necklace, the other on the key ring. Her heart was racing, but Shelly and Mr. Harvey were with her, feeding her strength. Her mind replayed her encounter with Anna’s monstrous father, reminded her of the ghost knife that passed harmlessly through her arm. Just a shadow, she told herself. It can’t hurt me. It can’t.
“Oh, but it can,” the Burke-thing assured her, still grinning. “It can do that and more.” Then the hand that held the box cutter sliced at Kim’s face, missing her nose by less than an inch, and the demon’s other arm collided with her chest, knocking her free of the spirits’ touch, sending her smashing against the wall.
Kim fought to regain the breath the blow had stolen from her lungs. Air wheezed down her throat, full of broken glass. She winced, coughed up scarlet spittle, and knew she must have broken a rib.
The demon stalked toward her, its blade gleaming in the dim glow of the overhead light.
“Whore,” the thing spat through its wide grin. “They used to stone little sluts like you, little cunting whores, little bitches spawning more little bitches.”
Kim had somehow managed to hold onto the keys, but her crucifix had been jarred free of her grasp. She reached up for it, longing for its power, its strength, and found the sting of the demon’s box cutter instead. The blade sliced its way across her fingers, parting the skin just below her right knuckles; fresh blood warmed the back of her hand. She held her hand out in front of her stunned eyes, watched red rivers flow, felt her stomach slowly sink down a deep well, leaving her hollow and cold.
“Like a stuck pig,” the demon said and it chuckled hoarsely.
This wasn’t like Anna’s father at all, Kim realized too late. Burke was no phantom. He was flesh and bone, and the blade he held was just as real.
Tears welled in Kim’s eyes. The walls seemed to stretch and shrink as if the corridor were breathing. She reached out for the wall, trying to orient herself, and left a perfect red handprint on the cracked and peeling paint. She couldn’t see the spirits, Shelly or Mr. Harvey, couldn’t see her friends, Kevin or Joss. For a moment, she thought she heard Tashima, cursing and calling out her name, but the voice was far-off, muted. She’d been abandoned, left to gasp and bleed her life away in this dank, forgotten hall.
Kim turned her eyes back to her attacker, pleading, “Professor, please ...”
But Burke was gone.
There was only the demon.
It slapped Kim hard across the face, sent her reeling into the opposite wall. And then it came after her, cackling. Its blade slashed. Kim’s cheek suddenly crawled with bees, blood trickling down toward her chin, joining the blood she’d already coughed up.
Shelly’s apparition materialized between Kim and the demon like a gathering mist, held up glowing hands, screamed into the thing’s snarling face. “Stop! Don’t hurt her!”
The demon walked through Shelly as if she wasn’t even there.
Shelly’s form broke down into a thousand fireflies that swarmed around the demon and reformed in its path. “Please! We’ll do whatever you say, just please, don’t hurt Kim!”
The Burke-thing growled, waved its sleek arm, and Shelly’s apparition scattered like chalk dust on a rising wind. The demon then stepped closer to Kim, held up its box cutter, twisted the blade in the air. “I’ll cut it out of you,” the thing hissed through its teeth. “Your parents need never know what a slut you’ve become.”
Kim fumbled blindly with the key ring, feeling for the largest, sharpest key she could find. She slid it between her fingers and made a tight fist. “Get ...” She coughed blood into the thing’s face. “... out ... of my way.”
“Harlot’s blood. Ahhhhh.” The demon’s tongue lolled out of its mouth; licked Kim’s blood off its split lips. Then it leaned in and lifted its blade toward her abdomen, ready to carve. “Let me taste more.”
Kim punched the Burke-thing in the face with all her might, burying the key in its left eye.
The demon screeched; an ear-splitting sound of agony that shook every brick, board, and light fixture in the cinema. Rivulets of blood poured out over Kim’s fisted hand, racing down the length of her arm, pouring off her elbow and onto the floor in thick, braided streams. Then the thing took a step back and jerked its ruined eye socket free of the key.
“Fucking bitch,” it shrieked at the ceiling.
The thing brought its free hand up to its face, dark blood oozing out between its fingers. It staggered backward.
“Whore!”
Kim drew in as much breath as she could stand, then turned and hobbled down the hall toward the stairway.
The demon caught up to her easily, however. It grabbed her by the shoulder, tossed her back against the wall. Kim cried out in pain and it was on her in an instant, its single eye wide and frenzied. She could feel the box cutter pressed against her inner thigh.
“You can’t get away from me, harlot,” it hissed at her. “You’re mine! I’ll fuck you with this blade ... carve you open from the inside. The soul of an innocent. The soul of a whore. More power!”
“Let her go!”
Kim recognized the voice immediately. She shook her head and tried to scream —
No ... get away! Run!
— but she could find no air in her ruptured lung to make the words heard.
The Burke-thing’s torso remained motionless, but its neck twisted, crackling and popping as its head spun relentlessly around toward the voice, turning like an owl until it faced backward. “Ah, Tashima.” It chuckled. “The nigger cunt has come to play.”
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Tashima entered the hallway slowly, cautiously, dragging her dented cinema chair across the damp, soiled carpet.
Kim gasped for air. Blood covered much of her face. Her right hand and arm were completely red.
What the fuck did he do to her?
Tashima’s eyes narrowed at Burke and she took another step forward, her initial shock and revulsion boiling away, becoming hot anger. “You deaf? I said let her go.”
The professor released his grip on Kim and his torso spun around until both his head and body faced Tashima.
Kim slumped and slid forward, still hugging the wall; as if she would float off if she stepped away from it. “G-Go,” she finally rasped, her face knotted in pain. “He — he’s not Burke!”
“No shit. Somebody’s nasty head does a three-sixty, they’re one possessed motherfucker.” And then she saw the box cutter the demon clutched in one of its crimson hands. She snorted. “That all you got, shithead?”
The Burke-thing grinned, contempt smoldering in its single eye. “It will do, I assure you.”
Tashima tightened her grip on her chair. “Then bring it.”
The demon lunged at Tashima, its blade held high, ready to slash her throat.
She brought her chair up hard and fast. The metal connected with the demon’s chin, knocked its head back, sent it stumbling, but it did not fall.
Tashima quickly cocked her head at Kim. “Run! Get Joss out of here!”
“No one’s getting out of here.” The demon’s head rocked forward again and it rubbed its chin. “You’re mine! All of you! Mine!”
“Shut the fuck up!” Tashima swung her chair again, slammed the Burke-thing’s face against the wall. Blood splashed; a few teeth flew from its skull.
The demon’s torso turned independently of its pinned head, slashing out with the box cutter, catching Tashima’s arm just below the wrist. Her skin tore and wept.
Tashima gnashed her teeth against the burn. Furious, she raised her knee, spearing the thing in the crotch. One, two, three jabs in quick succession. She then pulled the chair away and watched as the demon doubled over in agony, hands clutching between its legs.
Tashima grabbed for Kim, pulled her hard toward the stairs.
The demon stood and hobbled after them. It made a woeful, tortured mewling sound. Tashima noticed a dark red splotch spreading out from its crotch and wondered if she’d ruptured one of its testicles.
“Get back, asshole,” she warned. “The power of God commands you to —”
“God has no power here!” the demon roared, its tongue lolling out through the raw gap in its grin, blood cascading over its cracked lower lip. It kicked the chair from Tashima’s grasp and leaned in, slashing, the blade narrowly missing Kim’s back.
Tashima ducked down and reached out, hoping she could snag the chair and reel it back, but it was too far away. She straightened and fled backward, picking up the pace, tugging on Kim, listening to her friend struggle for breath, to the animalistic sounds of the bloody thing behind them, hearing the whoosh of its blade through the air as it closed the gap.
“Black bitch,” the demon spat, limping forward, blood now darkening its entire thigh. “You can’t get away from me!”
Tashima’s frantic eyes searched the corridor for something, anything she might be able to use as a weapon. She spotted an open door on her right. The Popping Room. A cardboard box lay on its tiled floor, more on the metal racks above, the word FLAMMABLE in bold red letters above a smiling drop of oil.
Tashima rushed over, pulled Kim to the doorframe. When she was certain her friend would not fall, she bent and picked up the container, feeling fluid slosh within as she spun around, ready to hurl the box into the demon’s face.
The Burke-thing was right behind her.
It roared and slashed at her arm, but its razor caught the box instead, slicing cardboard, tearing the bag within. Golden oil gurgled out through the slit, splashing the demon’s sleeves, soaking its pant legs.
Tashima dropped the box, letting it bleed out onto the carpet at the demon’s feet. She shoved her hand into the tight pocket of her jeans, yanked out her lighter and flicked the silver hood open.
“Nigger whore!” the Burke-thing bellowed. It looked at its dripping arms, then lifted the box cutter, ready to strike again. “Your soul is mine!”
“Go to Hell!” Tashima ducked down, sparked a flame and touched it to the oil.
The greasy pool ignited. Fire raced up the demon’s legs, spread quickly, turned its whole body into a living torch. Its anguished screams echoed through the room as it stumbled back into the hall, arms flailing, fanning the flames. The foam tiles above its screaming, spinning head blackened and burned, spreading fire across the ceiling.
Tashima grabbed Kim. They raced for the stairs and the flames followed them.
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Cornstalks loomed on either side of the car.
Robby Miller opened his door, stepped out onto the strip of grass that stood between this asphalt road and the vast field beyond. He felt a cold breeze buffet his face and shuddered against it. In his hands, the Rite of Exorcism. He took a deep breath, steeling himself for the task ahead, then he clutched the pages a bit tighter, hearing the paper crinkle in his grasp, and walked slowly toward the corn.
He felt their eyes upon him, the demons; knew they were still out there, hiding among the rows, waiting for this moment just as he himself had waited. Some twenty years before, he’d been unable to save his friends from their influence, but tonight ... tonight all of his study and preparation would finally bring their terror to an end.
No more games.
No more death.
Robby looked down at the script in his trembling hand and read aloud. “I cast you out, unclean spirit, along with every satanic power of the enemy, every specter from Hell, and all your fell companions; in the name of our Lord Jesus Christ.”
The text instructed the exorcist to make the sign of the cross.
Robby did so, hastily, then read on. “Be gone and stay far from this ... this ...”
As written, the text said “creature of God.” He changed the wording to fit his needs.
“... this field planted by those whom God has created. For it is He who commands you, He who flung you headlong from the heights of Heaven into the depths of Hell. It is He who commands you, He who —”
The wind died unexpectedly, and an eerie quiet descended over the vast acreage. No birds. No insects. Nothing but the loud thumping of Robby’s own heart in his ears.
He wiped his sweaty brow with the back of his hand and returned his attention to the page. “He who once stilled the sea and the wind and the storm. Hearken, therefore, and tremble in fear, Satan, you enemy of the faith, you —”
A sound like a hard rain, like a fast-moving stream. Robby’s eyes sprang from the text and saw the stalks in front of him sway violently back and forth, their leaves brushing against one another.
He glanced around.
The rest of the world was quiet, still.
Robby fought the urge to retreat and read on, “You foe of the human race, you begetter of death, you robber of life, you corrupter of justice, you root of all evil and vice; seducer of men, betray —”
Something moved out there in the field. He could feel the ground tremble beneath his feet with its every step.
“Betrayer of the nations,” he read, “instigator of envy, font of avarice, foment —”
Whatever the thing was, it stalked closer. He heard it breathing.
Robby read faster, “Fomentor of discord, author of pain and sorrow. Why, then, do you stand and resist, knowing as you must that Christ the Lord brings your plans to nothing?”
He looked up from his script, saw the stalks in front of him part like green curtains, and he slammed his eyelids shut. “Fear Him!” he cried out. “Fear Him who ... who ...”
Damn it!
Robby opened his eyes again, wanting only to read the text on the page, not wanting to see —
A dead woman with red hair and pale skin.
Her silky party dress clung to her bloated form, tattered and torn; her right breast hung out, bruised, distended, swaying like a pendulum with her every step. Her skirt barely kissed the tops of her swollen, splotchy knees. Strands of cornsilk clung to her fiery hair, and her head lolled from her neck at an odd angle, blue veins lacing her milky face. Her eyes were gone, gouged out or eaten away, yet she seemed to be staring right at Robby.
He gasped and the loose pages of text slipped from his trembling fingers.
She hobbled out of the shadows onto the grass, and while decomposition had left her unrecognizable, Robby thought he knew her.
“Welcome back,” the dead woman croaked, taking one shaky step after another, each one bringing her closer to Robby. “All of your friends are still here.”
She reached out to him, an ex-lover seeking one final embrace. He could see the dirt caked beneath her fingernails, as if she’d just clawed her way out of a grave.
“The evil spirit ... it’s here too, waiting for you.”
Robby backed away, tried to escape her touch, escape his own guilt, but he could avoid neither. “I cast you out! I cast you —”
He tripped over his own feet, fell backward onto the grass. His feet and elbows dug into the soft earth, continuing his retreat. He looked over his shoulder at the car. The door hung open, inviting him into its safe interior.
“You thought you could do an exorcism?” The dead woman threw her head back and laughed. “You?”
Robby bit his lip. Why had he tried this alone? Why had he not asked someone to help him?
But he had.
He’d asked the doctor. Tyler.
And it wasn’t the cornfields. Not yet. It was the theater of his youth, the Woodfield.
He thought of the old cinema.
Suddenly, he was there. The cornfield melted away, replaced by a vacant lobby. Night skies were covered over by the golden molding of a foyer ceiling. The soft earth became matted carpeting.
But the dead redhead remained the same.
“It won’t work,” she told him. “Stay away.”
Robby blinked, and for a single, infinite moment, he saw something else standing over him, threatening, something huge and dark, a jigsaw puzzle that made no earthly sense; spiraling ram horns, row after row of triangular teeth, gigantic, leathery wings, and more limbs than Robby could quickly number.
The demon.
Not his demon, he realized, but the Woodfield.
It was there and then gone, replaced once more by the dead redhead from the corn.
“Nice trick.” Robby scrambled to his feet, took in a deep breath and held it. The demon had fooled him into seeing this zombie, had tried to shake his confidence and frighten him off. He exhaled. “But it’s not gonna work.”
He took a step toward the nightmare.
“I cast you out. Out of my head, and out of the God damn movie house.”
The corpse opened her mouth and a garter snake slithered out like a long green tongue, hissing at him. She lurched forward, grabbed him by the shoulders.
Robby’s eyes sprang open and he was instantly awake.
Tyler had a hand on his shoulder, shaking him.
“What ...?” Robby asked.
“We’re here,” Tyler told him.
Robby nodded. He wiped the sleep from his eyes, then reached over to the seat next to him, snatched up the red Bible and folder, the Rite of Exorcism.
“I’m ready,” he said.
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There were things Tyler had expected to see when they drove onto the Woodfield’s overgrown lot. A dark and crumbling building, erected high on a hill perhaps, staring ominously down like the old house above the Bates Motel; something he could point to and know, without a sliver of doubt, that it was haunted. But when their car finally cleared the surrounding trees, Tyler was unprepared for what he actually found.
A bright, shining marquee illuminated a handful of parked cars.
“What’s all this?” Robby asked from the backseat.
Perry hadn’t expected it either, Tyler could read it in his eyes, but his voice showed no hint of surprise. “Maybe they’ve come for the rest of those theater chairs.”
In the rearview mirror, Robby looked doubtful.
“What’s the plan now?” Tyler wondered aloud.
Perry shrugged. “I think I should check to make sure these people have permission to be here, make certain there’s no theft or vandalism going on.”
The detective reached under the dash for his tear-shaped microphone, hesitated a moment, then pulled back his hand.
“You’re not going to call it in?” Tyler asked.
“Not yet,” Perry told him. “Not until I know what to call it in as.”
They rolled closer to the building, and Tyler watched it grow larger and larger, picking out new details: the missing panels in the marquee, the broken second story windows, the spray-painted designs on the walls. Yes, this was a place that had been abandoned for some time. Tyler scanned the lot again, looking for the Ernhardt fan, for Mendez, and his eyes locked on the VW Bug instead, sudden recognition making his racing heart beat even faster.
No ... It can’t be. There are a million old Volkswagens out there. That’s not —
His gaze shot to the white van parked along the curb, the van with the Stanley University logo on the side, and he suddenly understood what was happening.
Kim.
It was her car. The Woodfield Movie Palace was her project. They’d come here to hunt for ghosts.
He’d been afraid on the trip out, thinking of a million different horrors that might await him, but the reality of Kim’s empty car trumped anything his mind had conjured. There was a flutter in his stomach again, but these were no meager butterflies this time. No. These were condors. A cold panic consumed him, a terror that threatened to short-circuit all rational thought. He reached out blindly, fumbled for the door handle, the flask of holy water clutched tightly in his left hand.
“Stop the car!” he shouted.
Perry’s eyes widened. “What’s the matter?”
“Just stop the damn car!”
The detective put his foot on the brake, shut off the engine.
Tyler threw the door open, leapt out, and ran. He was halfway to the doors when he smelled the smoke. A horrible shriek filled his ears, as if the cinema itself were crying out in anguish, and then he saw tongues of flame shoot out from the broken windows above, lapping at the black sky, spitting sparks across the void like shooting stars.
He sprinted, and his mind threw an image of Kim’s smiling face over his eyes as he hit the doors. He jerked on the handle, tried to yank and then push them open, but they refused to give.
Behind him, Robby cried, “Fire! Call it in!”
And then Tyler heard Perry, relaying information into the mike under his dash, his muffled voice nearly lost beneath the roar of the flames and the pained screams from somewhere within the Woodfield.
Tyler threw his weight against the wood that covered the door, hoping it would crack and splinter. It didn’t.
He ran into it again in a frustrated rage, his shoulder throbbing. To be separated from his love by a twenty dollar piece of plywood, to have to stand outside and listen to her scream as she burned —
No. That would never happen. Tyler wouldn’t allow it. He would claw and chew his way through the board before it came to that.
A hand clasped his aching shoulder.
Tyler whirled around to find Robby standing there, New American Bible and exorcism notes in his hand.
“For Christ’s sake, Doc!”
“Kim’s in there!” Tyler screamed at him.
“Who the fuck is Ki —”
“My girlfriend.”
“Gentlemen —”
Detective Perry walked up behind them, lugging a heavy black cylinder, a huge pipe with handles, his left hand wrapped around the forward handle atop the center of the tube, his right on the handle at the rear. It appeared to be solid metal.
“— move.”
They backed away, and it was not until the detective stepped up to the door, spread his feet, and swung that Tyler realized the pipe was a one-man battering ram.
Its steel surface struck the plywood board with thirty thousand pounds of force, cracking it down the center. Perry swung a second time; the crack widened, splinters flew. A third swing knocked out a huge chunk of wood, and Tyler heard the sound of glass shattering on the opposite side. Each subsequent thrust smashed through to empty space, widening the hole.
“Hold up!” Robby called.
Perry took a staggering step back, caught his breath; Tyler bounced anxiously on the balls of his feet, and Robby reached in, yanked some hanging bits of wood free, then tossed them aside. Finally, the hole was big enough to climb through.
“Let’s go,” Tyler urged, ready to launch himself into the shadows on the other side of the door.
“Wait just a second,” Perry warned, his forehead glistening in the bright light of the marquee. He ran the battering ram back to the open trunk of his car and returned with a pump-action shotgun — the Remington 670. “Now let’s go.”
Robby’s eyes skated down the rifle to the trigger. “You really think that will do you any good against what’s in there?”
Perry nodded at the Bible Robby held in his hands. “You’ve got your protection. I’ve got mine.”
They climbed inside.
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Tashima looked over the banister, afraid she would find the gargoyles waiting for them on the landing, afraid she would see the golden monstrosities tearing Joss apart, limb from limb. She’d hated leaving him, but she’d been unable to think of any other alternative. He was unconscious. Dead weight. There was no way she could have carried him and the theater chair up these stairs to help Kim.
Thankfully, she found Joss alone on the foyer floor, right where she’d left him. Still motionless.
Tashima frowned.
He needed a doctor.
For that matter, so did Kim.
She clung to the banister beside Tashima, hunched over, head bent. Her dark hair was in her face, stuck to the blood and sweat that coated it. And each time air whistled in or out of her mouth, fresh tears ran from her eyes.
Looking at her friend, Tashima was brought to tears of her own. She glanced up, saw that the flames had reached the top of the stairs; saw thick black smoke drift across the ceiling. She reached over, placed her hands on Kim’s shoulders and gave a gentle tug. “Honey, I’m sorry, but we gotta hurry.”
Kim shook her head and held up one jingling hand, offering Tashima the key ring. As she spoke, air blew matted locks from her bloodied lips like party streamers. “Can’t make it. You ... you go. Get the phone. Get help.”
Tashima looked down. She could run, get the door open, drag Joss out, and then come back for —
No. She couldn’t do that. They were all getting out of here together.
“Lean on me,” she told Kim. “I’ll help you down.”
Kim let go of the banister, held up one trembling arm.
Tashima grabbed it, draped it over her shoulder and behind her neck, wrapped her right arm around Kim’s waist for support.
Kim looked up at her. “I love you.”
Tashima smiled. “I love you too, girl. Now come on.”
They took the steps slowly, one at a time.
And then Tashima felt sudden heat sear her back. She glanced over her left shoulder and saw a figure step out of the inferno, completely covered in flames. It strolled leisurely down the steps, burnt flesh falling from its skeletal frame in fuming black clumps, the metal box cutter still clutched in one blazing hand, glowing red from the heat.
Mirrored tiles lined the walls, reflecting the lobby, the stairs. Tashima saw something there, its moves perfectly choreographed to those of the burning man, but the dark, twisted thing in the mirror was far from human.
The sight sent Tashima’s mind to the edge of the abyss, threatening to push it screaming into insanity. She forced her eyes shut and turned away, wishing she could have lived her whole life without seeing such horror. She took a blind step down, cried out through clenched teeth. “Oh, Jesus! Oh, Jesus Lord!”
“He can’t hear you,” the demon chuckled, its voice hideously low. It sounded as if it were only a few risers above them. “No reception here!”
Another sound found Tashima’s ears. A loud banging. But this noise didn’t come from the demon, didn’t come from the Woodfield at all. Someone was outside, pounding on the boarded doors, trying to get in.
Tashima’s mind took a step back, moved away from the edge, from total madness. She forced her eyes open, looked over at the double doors, at the image of the filmstrip etched in the glass, at the large “W” in the center frame.
Maybe she’d only imagined it. Maybe she really had gone insane.
No. The sound came again. Much louder this time. More forceful. And it was followed by the crackle of splintering wood.
Someone was breaking down the door.
Tashima smiled and dragged Kim down another step, another step closer to the exit.
Behind and above them, the demon roared in anger. “No one leaves! No one is going anywhere!”
A familiar noise from the auditorium. Metal grinding against metal. Joints that were never meant to flex, moving just the same.
Her eyes shot the auditorium doors, wide with panic.
The gargoyles were coming.
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When he climbed through the splintered opening in the door, Robby Miller nearly tripped over a body. A man lay motionless on the floor. He was young, maybe early twenties, his shirt torn and bloodied. The EMT reached for the thumb side of the boy’s wrist and found a faint pulse. “He’s alive.”
Tyler wasn’t listening. All of his attention was focused on the opposite end of the lobby.
Robby followed his gaze and saw two women descending the staircase, arm-in-arm, one black, one white. The white girl’s face and arm were completely covered in blood, but that wasn’t what concerned him most. No. What Robby found more distressing was the human torch that stood a few steps above them, a blazing skeleton that somehow remained able move. The burning figure shrieked with every step, but they sounded more like cries of rage than of agony.
How can it still be walking?
•••
Tyler bolted for the stairs, for his love, calling her name again and again. “Kim! Kim!”
She gave no sign that she’d heard him. Her eyes remained downcast, her hair matted with sweat and ... and blood. Her lip was split, crimson drool streaking down her chin. Her left cheek had been slashed open from her lip to her ear. There was another cut on her hand, just below the knuckles, blood from that wound covering her entire forearm, and he could hear the labored wheezing of her respiration as he drew near.
“Kim!”
Tyler sprinted up the steps, his feet slipping on the thin carpeting. He held tight to the banister and pulled himself up to her. He put his hands on her shoulders, kneeling over to look her square in the face. Her eyes were lidded, as if she were about to pass out.
•••
Perry took a step forward as well, his shotgun at the ready, then he suddenly stopped, looked around the foyer, and glanced back at Robby. “You hear that?”
“I don’t —” And then Robby did hear it, a sound like unoiled gears grinding together. He cocked his head, listening. It seemed to be getting louder. “What the fuck is th —?”
The auditorium doors burst open, spilling nightmares into the room. Winged demons made of gold, their metal claws clicking against the tile. They reminded Robby of the Sinbad movies he’d seen as a kid. It was as if they’d leapt right off the Woodfield’s silver screen.
One of the bat-faced harpies pounced at them.
Perry’s eyes bulged from his head in disbelief. He jerked on the trigger without aiming and his shotgun went off in the monster’s face, turning its snout into a crater and throwing it back across the foyer.
The detective quickly racked another shell into the chamber and found his next target. This time, he took more careful aim before firing. The shell struck the approaching attacker, blew a whole in its chest the size of a dinner plate, and sent it flying into its closest neighbor. Both monsters rolled into the concession stand, shattering a glass display case.
•••
Tyler watched helplessly as Detective Perry opened fire with his shotgun, flinching at the sound of each blast.
“Oh my God,” he muttered.
“God?” The voice was a low rumble of bass.
Tyler’s eyes snapped up and he found himself staring at a burning skull. He felt the heat that radiated from it. The stench of charred flesh was overwhelming. Even more surprising, it moved. The flaming jaws opened and closed, somehow producing speech.
“Here is your god.”
And then it held out the red-hot blade of a box cutter and stalked down the steps.
Tyler plucked the cap off the Guns’n’Roses flask, drew his hand back, and flung holy water into its burning face.
Geysers of steam erupted from the flames. The fiery demon stumbled back into the mirrored wall, sparks exploding from its shoulder as bone turned to ash. Walls, ceiling, and floor shook, constricting like the muscles of a huge throat, producing an enraged shriek that stabbed Tyler’s ears.
•••
“What are you waiting for?” Perry roared over the cacophony. “Start the damned exorcism already!”
Robby nodded. He quickly opened his file folder, took out the pages, and began reading aloud, shouting to be heard above the screeching. “I adjure you, ancient serpent, by the judge of the living and the dead, by your Creator, by the Creator of the whole universe, by Him who has the power to consign you to Hell, to depart forthwith in fear, along with your savage minions —”
He glanced up to see golden talons and jaws rush toward him in a mad blur.
Detective Perry saw it too. He fired off another shot and the shell decapitated the statue in mid-air.
Robby swallowed, then read on, his heart hammering his chest. “For it is the power of Christ that compels you, who brought you low by His cross.”
Another living sculpture rushed him. It scratched at his leg, ripped through his jeans, and tore the skin of his calf beneath.
Robby clenched his teeth and swung at his attacker with the only weapon he had, his New American Bible. The Book struck the gargoyle’s golden cheek and the metal actually smoked.
The gargoyle backed away, its face melting in its hands, its roaring mouth now a silent scream.
Stunned, Robby returned his eyes to the text and continued, “Tremble before that mighty arm that broke asunder the dark prison walls and led souls forth to light.”
•••
Tashima grabbed Tyler’s arm and gave an urgent tug, her voice nearly lost beneath the demon screams. “Can you carry Kim?”
Tyler nodded. He lifted her off the steps and started down.
The demon was close behind, its heat scorching Tyler’s back. “You’re dead!” it roared after them. “All of you ... dead!”
•••
Robby glanced over at the stairs; saw Tyler carrying his bloodied girlfriend. Behind them, the burning figure still threatened, a searing blade clutched in its charred fingers.
He took a step toward it, made the sign of the cross. “It is God Himself who commands you —”
“Really?” The walking pyre laughed at the invocation. “Then let Him come down from His throne and deliver the message in person!”
Robby stared up at it with horrid fascination, and from somewhere behind him, another shot rang out.
The blazing figure’s skull exploded into fiery shrapnel. Robby caught a brief glimpse of something huge and terrible standing behind the headless skeleton, holding it the way a ventriloquist holds a dummy. A dark shape, hunched and twisted, with eyes that burned just as hot and as bright as the flames.
The thing from my dream! The demon!
It spread its shadowy wings and was gone in an instant, leaving what remained of the body to smolder on the carpeted stairs.
Robby whirled around.
Detective Perry lowered his rifle and motioned for the ragged whole in the door. “I suggest we haul ass before something else —”
But it was already too late.
Golden chandeliers dropped like anchors, striking the tiled floor with a tremendous clatter. Huge sections of the ceiling followed them down, raining fire, separating them from Tyler and the girls, cutting off the doctor’s only avenue of retreat.
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Kim opened her eyes.
The world was a ghost of its former self, everything blurry, indistinct. She felt intense heat bake her skin, saw scattered red flares, like Christmas lights through a fog, and remembered the fire.
Still in the Woodfield. Tashima! Where’s Tashima?
Her vision slowly returned, the haze thinning, and a familiar face came into focus.
Tyler?
Impossible.
Why would Tyler be here?
He wouldn’t be. There was no reason for it. This was just a dream, feeling safe in his arms. All in her mind. A memory of being carried, nothing more.
She reached for him, felt her way up his shoulder, up his neck, and found his face, her fingers bloody, her hand throbbing in time with her heart; her lungs on a bed of nails, being gored with every breath. “Ty-ler?”
“It’s okay, Kim,” he told her, his face lit by the red-orange flicker of the surrounding flames. “Don’t try to talk.”
It is him!
It is!
“Joss ...” she whispered. Her voice was giving out, but it mattered little now that Tyler was here. He would help. He would know just what to do. “Joss is hurt.”
“Don’t worry,” Tyler told her, his voice gentle but firm. “Rest.”
She nodded against her man’s chest.
•••
Tyler held Kim closer to him, hugging her as much as carrying her, and Tashima cocked her head toward his ear, trying to be heard above the crackling blaze.
“She gonna be okay?”
“I don’t know!” he roared back. “We gotta keep moving!”
They hurried through the inferno together, Tyler scanning the path ahead for obstacles and debris.
A fallen chandelier stood before them. Silhouetted against ruddy smoke and flame, it had the appearance of a huge birdcage. He could even hear the birds, their urgent caws and screeches made faint by the ravenous snarl of the fire.
Glowing embers drifted down like Hell’s rain, burning Tyler’s exposed skin. He was breathing hard now, and Kim ... her breathing scared him. He tried to assess her, but his racing mind kept circling back to Martinez. Did the demon strike her in the chest — rupture her abdomen and send her guts up to collapse her lungs? He pushed the thought aside and searched for a new course, smoke searing his eyes.
A grinding bellow rang through the foyer and the tiled floor shook beneath their feet.
Tyler’s eyes shot to what was left of the ceiling, expecting steel rafters to come tumbling out of the smoke-filled sky. “The roof is collapsing!”
Tashima shook her head. Her panic-stricken eyes were on the auditorium doors behind them, mesmerized. “That’s not what that was.”
“What?”
Tyler looked back in time to see a giant crawl into the lobby, a woman in a toga, on hands and knees, a living statue some twenty feet in length, and like the gargoyles, it was made of gold. It looked down on them with a blank, chiseled stare, then climbed to its sandaled feet, a five-foot sword clutched in its right hand.
It stalked toward them in jerky, ungraceful steps, almost as if it were drunk, and the whining sound of its gait was earsplitting. Rising waves of heat distorted it, made it dreamlike; reflected fire danced across its metallic body, reminding Tyler of the human torch Perry’s bullet had just dispatched.
Tashima uttered a single word. At first, Tyler thought he’d heard “music,” but when he looked back at the possessed sculpture, he remembered his Greek mythology and knew what she meant.
Muse.
Kim stirred in his grasp. Her eyes were open, but she wasn’t looking at the statue. She didn’t even seem to know it was there. No. Her eyes were on the distant stairs, on the swirling smoke.
“Coming,” she called out, her bloodied lips curling into a grin. “... all of them!”
God, he thought, she’s delirious.
“I’m sorry, baby,” he told her, his voice filled with sudden despair.
And then Tyler felt Kim grow lighter in his arms. He lowered his gaze, stared at her with incredulous eyes.
She was rising up out of his hands, levitating, her crucifix necklace glowing as if it had been forged from a drop of sunlight.
•••
Kim heard the spirits call to her, heard them practically sing out her name. She lifted her face to them, watched transfixed as they walked down the stairs. There were so many, she lost count. Poor, wretched, lonely souls.
They’re coming, she thought, not realizing she’d muttered it aloud. Look at all of them!
They stepped through the billowing smoke and rising flame. Many were charred, blackened and burned; scarred by another fire years before. There was a girl in a poodle skirt, the hilt of a knife growing from her throat like some dwarf appendage; a Hispanic man, his work clothes drenched in blood; Mr. Harvey, Shelly ... and Kevin.
Oh God, Kevin!
He’d been hacked and sliced, his skin peeled back and ... chewed.
A tear welled in Kim’s eye. She wanted to go to him, to help him, but she was too weak.
Instead, he came to Kim. They all did, laying their hands upon her, their arms glowing with arteries of light, pumping her full of new energy, new strength. The power engulfed her, growing stronger with each additional touch. She allowed herself to become submerged in it, feeling the stabbing pain in her side dull to a manageable ache, feeling the burning sting in the face and hand ebb away, feeling lighter than air.
•••
Tyler stood spellbound as Kim drifted upward, arms outstretched, legs together. With all that he had witnessed in the past few days, he still found it hard to believe. And still she rose, three feet, four feet ...“Jesus!” Tashima gasped, her eyes rising with Kim. She fell to her knees and made the sign of the cross.
The golden muse swung its sword, slicing the air. Had Tashima not genuflected, she would have lost her head.
Finally, when Kim’s tennis shoes were level with Tyler’s forehead, she began to tilt forward, facing the living statue. She appeared to be fully conscious. Her breathing was slow and regular. Her eyes were narrow.
A sudden breeze kicked up, swirling around them, repelling the flames.
•••
Kim floated, weightless, suspended in a web of souls. One glowing hand held another, and another, and another; all the demon’s captives banding together for one final stand. Their power swirled around her, growing in intensity.
They faced the muse together.
For decades, the sculpture had hung above the Woodfield’s screen, suspended by wires like a huge marionette. Now it had become a different kind of puppet, and while she could not see the thing that lurked behind its golden mask, she could feel it there, growling in anger.
The big bad wolf, ready to eat her whole.
“You bastard,” she said to it, her voice forceful, commanding, her body blazing, consumed by spectral flame. “They’re not yours. Not anymore. It’s over. We’re leaving, and there’s not one damned thing you can do to stop us. I won’t let you.”
•••
Thieving cunt! the Woodfield spat back, eyes flaring like twin supernovas, drool pouring out between its glistening fangs. Whore! You can do nothing to stop me!
It would have the bitch and her talent, would absorb them, use them. Yes. It would!
The Woodfield laid its shadowy hands on the muse, made the metal pliable, bewitched joints to flex and moved. It brought the statue closer, drew back the arm, ready to swing the sword again, ready slice Kim in half.
No one leaves! No one! NO ONE!
It flapped its dark wings, fanning sparks into the air.
VICTORY! it roared, shaking the foundation. A rafter came loose from its perch, spiraled down into the conflagration, and the flames rose higher; a pale imitation of Hell’s glory. VICTORY IS MINE!
The demon swung its sword.
•••
A blue-white halo of flame erupted from Kim’s aura like a psychic missile. The muse was thrown backward, folding against the force of the blast, buckling like an empty beer can as it flew across the lobby. The statue crashed through the auditorium wall and was buried beneath an avalanche of stone.
A loud, disembodied scream rang through the foyer like whalesong, then fell away to nothing.
Kim drifted down, gentle and slow, like a feather; the glowing hands of the dead all around her, groping for purchase, their fingers like electrodes, shooting volts through her frail form, keeping her conscious, giving her strength. She touched the floor, stood on her own two feet, the spirits pushing her toward the exit, anxious, but not forceful.
The managers were out there, cowering in the flames. She could see their fanged skulls, hear them hissing, but they were backing away, scattering, their empty sockets focused on the fallen statue. None of them wanted to touch her. They did not want to be near her at all.
She turned to Tyler and Tashima. They gazed at her in wonder, and Kim saw the love they held for her in their eyes.
“Come on,” she said warmly, then she reached up for her crucifix. The metal hummed, massaging the palm of her slashed hand. “We’re going.”
•••
Tyler helped Tashima off the floor and they continued on through the fire, his eyes never leaving Kim. She walked slowly ahead of them, standing straight and tall, and the flames recoiled from her, parting like the Red Sea to allow them safe passage. Her face was so serene.
Above the crackle and hiss of the blaze, Tyler heard the distant sound of wailing sirens. They grew steadily louder, closer.
Two shadowy apparitions stained the smoke ahead.
Kim did not stop or retreat in any way. She kept right on walking, kept moving toward the doors, and as they drew near, the forms became recognizable.
“Jesus, Doc,” one of them coughed.
Robby. It’s Robby!
Behind the EMT, Perry pulled Joss toward the splintered hole he’d punched in the door.
“What the hell happened back there?” the detective wanted to know.
“It’s over,” Tyler told them. He handed the flask of holy water to Robby, then nodded at Kim. “She beat it.”
“Who is she?” Robby wondered aloud.
“She’s the bravest woman I’ve ever known.” The words came so naturally to Tyler’s lips, without thought or consequence.
Tashima heard him and nodded. “Amen.”
•••
Kim walked up to the doors and the cold fire leapt forward, seeping into the locks, freezing them solid. She pulled on the handles and they snapped cleanly in two, allowing her to throw the doors wide open.
Behind her, Tashima gasped, and one of the strangers uttered obscenities, but Kim paid them no mind. She had promises to keep.
She stepped out onto the sidewalk, feeling the night air on her clammy skin, seeing the stars through the smoke of the dying Woodfield. She took a few more steps, putting some distance between the spirits and their former prison, part of her still afraid some dark tentacle would lash out and try to pull them back in.
“You’re free,” she said. “All of you. Free.”
They were slow to leave her. Having been captive for so long, the fear of the unknown may have given them pause. Their skittishness did not last long, however, and one by one, they moved away. Men, women, and children. No longer scarred, no longer bloodied.
“Thank you,” they told her, one after another, again and again, “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome.”
Mr. Harvey smiled at her. “Have a long and happy life, little lady.”
A tear welled in her eye. “Thank you.”
He turned away, rubbed his hand along the hood of his dilapidated truck still parked along the curb, then faded into the smoke.
“I’ll miss you, Kim.” It was Kevin.
Her lip trembled. The tears flowing down her bloodied cheeks. “I’ll miss you too.”
He leaned in, kissed her forehead, and was gone.
Sirens moved through the woods, becoming louder still.
Shelly was the last to leave. She held Kim’s hand, their aura faint, the power waning. As it slipped away, Kim understood the demon’s craving, and that thought made her feel suddenly ashamed of herself.
“He really loves you,” Shelly said, her eyes on Tyler.
Kim nodded. “I know. I love him too.”
Shelly glanced over at the boarded box office and frowned. “You’re so lucky.”
“I’m sorry for what happened to you.”
“I’m sorry too.” Shelly looked into Kim’s eyes. “When I let go ... your pain, it’s gonna come back.”
Kim nodded. “I can handle it. You’ve been in pain a lot longer. Go on. You’re free.”
Shelly nodded. She took a few steps back, her hand slowly sliding away until she was pinching the tip of Kim’s index finger.
“Go on,” Kim told her.
“Thank you,” Shelly said. She let go and ran across the parking lot. By the time she reached Kim’s VW Bug, she was nothing but an outline.
The glow dissipated, and the power with it. Pain stabbed at Kim’s lungs and she reached out for the Stanley University van to steady herself. The whole world seemed to be tilting off its access.
Tyler was at her side in a flash.
When the first ambulance pulled into the parking lot, he carried her to it.
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Joss had regained consciousness.
He watched as the Emergency Medical Technicians controlled the bleeding from his chest and assessed the extent of his neurological damage. So far as they could tell, there was none. They then braced his arm and wrist between two bright orange plastic boards to form a splint.
Tashima stood beside him, chewing on her thumbnail. Her dark face was grimy with soot, her arm bloodied.
“I’m going with him,” she told the EMTs as they strapped Joss to a gurney and wheeled him to the waiting ambulance.
Joss reached up, fumbled for his fogged oxygen mask, and pulled it away from his mouth. His voice was groggy. “I must be dying.”
“You’re gonna be fine,” she told him, then she leaned over and kissed his cheek, her long braids falling across his face like a blanket.
He’d broken his wrist in three places, dislocated his shoulder, cracked a rib, and the scratches on his chest would require a few hundred stitches to close, but it was all worth it for that one sweet kiss.
The EMTs lifted his gurney, shoved it into the back of the ambulance, then helped Tashima climb inside. She sat there, her hand rubbing the blanket that covered his leg, looking down at him with great concern.
He pulled the mask down again. “Given ... any more thought to going out with me?”
She rolled her eyes and chuckled. “I’ll give you a chance on one condition.”
“Name it.”
“No theaters.”
He smiled at her. “You got it.”
“Sir,” the EMT scolded, “please keep the mask on.”
Joss covered his mouth and nose again, turning his attention to the back windows. As the ambulance pulled away, he watched the Woodfield Movie Palace die.
•••
The old cinema was now fully engulfed, its heat broiling the parking lot.
Robby Miller sat on the hood of Perry’s car and stared at the flames. After a few minutes, he glanced down at the Guns’n’Roses flask in his hands. Inside, holy water, straight from the baptismal font at St. Anthony’s. He’d seen the doctor sprinkle it on the burning man, saw the pain it brought to the demon.
He grinned at that.
Perry finished his conversation with the Captain Oglesby, the fire chief, and moved slowly back to Robby, buttoning his suit jacket as he walked.
“So what’s the story?” Robby asked.
“They’re going to let it burn,” the detective told him, “just keep the fire from spreading to the surrounding woods.”
“Good.”
Perry leaned against the fender. “How’s the doctor’s girlfriend doing?”
“She punctured a lung.”
Perry frowned. “I see.”
“She’ll be alright,” Robby assured him, then chuckled. “After what I saw that girl do tonight, I wouldn’t worry about her at all.”
“So it’s over then?” Perry asked, his face expressionless.
“Looks that way.” Robby eyed the hoses. They criss-crossed the crumbling pavement like veins. Water stood in puddles, reflecting the glow of the blaze. “You gonna be okay?”
Perry slid his hands into his pockets. “I’ve just spent the night gunning down gargoyles. I don’t know where to go from that.”
“You just go.” Robby turned his attention to the trees, to the farmland beyond. The fields were empty now, but in a few months, they would be filled with tall green stalks. “Try not to dwell on it. Live your life the best way you can. Trust me on this one.”
Perry nodded, his eyes back on the fire.
Robby smiled. “Maybe now we can go a day without crossing paths.”
“No offense,” Perry told him, flashing a grin, “but I hope I never see your face at one of my crime scenes again.”
“I’ll drink to that.” Robby popped the cap off his flask and took a very long sip.
In the distance, the Woodfield continued to burn, belching filth into the sky.
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Late October sunlight streamed through gently swaying branches, branches laden with multi-colored leaves. Kim looked out her window, watching the Indiana countryside pass by. Large combines moved slowly across fields of corn, teeth spinning, reducing yellow, withered stalks to stubs. It was unseasonably warm outside, nearly seventy degrees, and the farmers at the controls wore short-sleeves.
Six months had crept by since the fire in the Woodfield. Since Kim had released the souls of those trapped within, the souls of her departed friends. Since she had discovered new life growing inside her own womb.
Her eyes drifted to the driver’s seat, to Tyler. She remembered staring at the pregnancy testing wand, waiting for chemistry to work its spell, preparing herself for the worst. But instead of suing Trojan for all they were worth, he’d showered her with kisses and told her how much he loved her.
And still, there’d been a million questions dancing in her head unanswered. How could she go to classes and take care of an infant? And what happened after she graduated? And what would her parents say, her mother? And what about the —
“Everything will be all right,” Tyler had murmured in her ear, and he’d said it with such conviction, such enthusiasm, she could not help but believe him.
Kim’s hand moved to her gigantic belly, her splayed fingers gently stroking. For once, the baby was quiet. Sitting on Tyler’s couch — her couch — at night, they would feel one powerful kick after another, and between fits of laughter, Tyler would share with her every little change occurring unseen within, his voice filled with awe, with pride. She thought of her last ultrasound, of a beautiful, grainy face sucking a beautiful, grainy thumb, and her lips curled into a loving smile.
Can’t wait to meet you, little one, to kiss that cute nose of yours.
Anna’s voice came to Kim’s ears again and again like a mantra. “You’ll be a great mommy.”
She hoped so.
She really did.
“How’s junior?” Tyler asked, a smile in his voice.
“Your daughter is fine,” Kim giggled.
Despite the ultrasounds, neither of them wanted to know the sex of their child just yet. This ongoing debate was far too much fun.
Tashima kept hounding her, however, when she wasn’t off “studying” with Joss. “Girl, come on. I gotta know what to buy!”
Kim glanced over at her man, still smiling. “We’re just over here enjoying the ride.”
“Need me to find a rest stop?”
“I just went twenty minutes ago.”
“Which is why I’m asking again now.”
She reached over, lightly slapped his arm. “It’s not that bad.”
“I just don’t want you to cry to your parents about how we drove all the way here and I only let you pee twice.”
A sign on the shoulder of the road drew their attention.
GREENCASTLE 5 MILES
“Almost home,” Tyler told her as it passed them by.
“Not anymore,” she said. “My home is with you.”
Kim watched him grin, then turned away, gazing out the window with a nervous stomach. A certain amount of anxiety was normal at this stage of the pregnancy, but she didn’t know which concerned her more, dinner with her parents ... or the drive after.
•••
Tall shadow-trees, mostly pine, rose against the night sky, outlined by glittering stars. Out here, far from the town glare, it seemed that even the smallest lights in heaven were visible. And in the distance, the full moon shone down upon the road like a spotlight, illuminating a single, man-made peak straddling their path.
Edna Collings Bridge.
Kim gasped at the sight.
Tyler stopped the car. “You okay?”
“It’s still there,” she said aloud, and was caught off guard by the sudden, pleasurable tingle of anticipation in her stomach.
“Surprised?”
“No. Not really. It’s just ...” She gave him a sheepish grin. “This is gonna sound really terrible.”
His hand found hers, gently squeezing in the dark. “Tell me.”
“Over the years, I’d hear these news stories, you know, arsonists burning covered bridges, reducing them to nothing but a pile of blackened cinders, and there was a part of me that actually rooted for them, hoping that, sooner or later, they’d get around to burning this one.”
Tyler stared up at its dark, gabled roof. “It does look creepy.”
“I used to think, if only the bridge was gone, maybe that would do it, you know? Maybe then the nightmare would finally be over.” Kim cocked her head so she could look into his eyes. “But I know now, the nightmare will never really be over unless I end it myself.”
He brought her hand to his lips, kissed her knuckles, then leaned back in his seat and drove on.
Their car entered the gaping maw of the elderly covered bridge. Faint light from the dashboard was all that stood between them and total darkness. Tyler drove to the middle and stopped.
Kim lowered her window and she asked Tyler to put the others down as well. She wanted no barriers between her and the drowned little girl this time.
“The doors. Are they —”
“They’re unlocked,” Tyler assured her and his hand hovered over the steering wheel. “Ready?”
She nodded. “I am.”
The baby kicked at the inner walls of her uterus. Kim’s hands leapt up to her belly, feeling hard little lumps rise and fall beneath her maternity clothes. Behind that grainy face, she wondered, was a new awareness blossoming — a talent like her own, perhaps stronger? And if so, was this an expression of excitement ... or fear?
Everything will be all right, she told her unborn child, and she believed it with all her heart. There’s nothing to be afraid of.
And the kicking fit subsided just as suddenly as it began, as if the baby had heard her words and understood.
Kim looked over at Tyler, giggling. “I think we both are.”
He hit the horn. Once ... twice ... three times.
And then silence.
His eyes cautiously scanned the surrounding shadow before locking with Kim’s. “Now what?”
“Now we wait,” she told him.
It didn’t take long.
Behind Kim’s head, the car door slowly creaked open, and when she turned her face to the withered, shambling form that had crawled into the back seat, her hands began to glow.
“Hello again,” Kim said with a smile, each word a pale cloud of mist. “Ready to finally go home?”
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EPILOGUE
Few could recall a time without the Woodfield Plaza shops. Most just assumed the entire area had been farmland and forest before they were built. Still, once in a great while, you could find a man or woman who had lived in Harmony since birth, and if you asked the right questions, they could tell you about the old cinema that once stood there. They might have even seen a movie projected on its huge, silver screen when they were younger.
“Used to be able to watch a film for two dollars,” they would tell you, and then they would shake their heads at the high cost of today’s living.
No one had ever mentioned the old Woodfield Movie Palace to Tina Campbell, however. She wasn’t even born the year it had burned to the ground. No. As far as she was concerned, the Card Gallery where she worked had always stood on that same spot.
She sat behind the register, reading the latest issue of Teen People, waiting for a customer to arrive. Lately, it seemed that they were few and far between.
“Tina?”
Mrs. Botnick. Her supervisor. The woman was bent over a new holiday display near the front door.
“Yes ma’am?” Tina asked, still looking at the pages of her magazine.
Botnick wrestled with a fluffy sheet of artificial snow. “Could you bring out that new shipment of Christmas ornaments?”
Tina sighed. “Yes ma’am.”
She flipped her magazine closed and moved slowly to the back of the store. The stockroom was dimly lit. Metal shelving units stretched from floor to ceiling, creating a maze.
Tina hated being back here alone. It gave her the creeps. She always felt someone watching her.
She quickened her pace, moving rapidly down the aisle, her shoes clapping against the concrete floor. Clip-clop. Clip-clop. Clip-clop.
Halfway down the row, Tina felt a sudden chill. She crossed her arms over her breasts; shivered. And then she heard the voice.
“... me.”
It was faint. No more than a whisper, really.
Tina spun around on an empty aisle. “Hello?”
No answer.
“Anybody there?”
She stood on her tiptoes, craned her neck. There was no one else here. She was alone.
Tina gave a nervous little snort and shook her head. She found a large box marked X-MAS, grabbed it off the shelf, and made her way back toward the door.
“Help me.”
Startled, Tina dropped her box, hearing the ornaments inside shatter against the cement floor. She whirled around and saw a strange man standing there. He was older, perhaps fifty, with short-cropped graying hair. His gold-framed eyeglasses caught the glow of the overhead light.
“Help me please,” he begged, and then he reached out to her, his face a mask of agony.
Was that an English accent?
“I’m in Hell!” the stranger cried. “Save me! Save me from the demon!”
And then Tina felt something behind her, felt its hot breath scald the back of her neck like steam. She turned her head slowly and saw long, pointed teeth. Fangs. Row upon row of glistening fangs.
The door to the storeroom slammed shut on its own.
And then the screaming started.
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