
        
            
                
            
        

    

5 Horror Thrillers Box Set
 
   by Amy Cross
 
   


 
  

Kindle Edition
 
    
 
   Copyright Amy Cross, All Rights Reserved
 
   Published by Dark Season Books
 
   This box set edition first published: November 2013
 
    
 
   For more information about Amy Cross books, visit:
 
   http://amycrossbooks.wordpress.com
 
    
 
   This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment. If you enjoy it and wish to share it with others, please consider buying them their own copy. Feedback is always welcome. The author reserves all rights in respect of this work. Any similarity to any people, places or events is entirely coincidental.
 
   


 
  

ALSO BY AMY CROSS
 
    
 
   Horror
 
    
 
   Darper Danver series 1
 
   Asylum
 
   American Coven
 
   The Night Girl
 
   Devil's Briar
 
   The Vampire's Grave
 
    
 
   Fantasy / Horror
 
    
 
   Dark Season series 1, 2 & 3
 
   The Hollow Church (Abby Hart)
 
   Lupine Howl series 1, 2 & 3
 
   Grave Girl
 
   Ghosts
 
   The Library
 
    
 
   Thriller
 
    
 
   The Dead and the Dying: A Joanna Mason Novel
 
    
 
   Dystopia
 
    
 
   The Shades
 
   Mass Extinction Event series 1
 
    
 
   Romance / Thriller
 
    
 
   Other People's Bodies (The Heights book 1)
 
    
 
   Erotica
 
    
 
   Broken Blue
 
   Broken White
 
   


 
  

TABLE OF CONTENTS
 
    
 
   American Coven
 
    
 
   The Night Girl
 
    
 
   Devil's Briar
 
    
 
   The Vampire's Grave
 
    
 
   The Shades
 
   


 
  

American Coven
 
  
 
  



Part One:
 
   The House on Willow Road
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   "Excuse me, young lady. Do you happen to know where I might find Fremantle Road?"
 
   Looking up from my bike's broken pedal, I find that there's a man towering over me, almost blocking the sun. He's about the same age as my father, and he's wearing a long brown coat that seems kind of weird on such a hot day. There's a car parked over by the car, its door open and its engine running, but what really sets me on edge is the man's face: it's as if his head has been squeezed from both sides, resulting in the thinnest-looking face I've ever seen. I can't help wondering how his brain manages to work in such a long, narrow skull.
 
   "That way," I say, pointing along the road.
 
   "Okay," he replies, smiling. There's an uncomfortable pause, as if he's trying to think of something else to say.
 
   "You just go that way," I add, hoping to get him moving. Maybe his thin face has slowed his brain down.
 
    "Thank you," he adds eventually. "You've been very helpful. I've been driving around for hours now, and I just couldn't seem to find the place. I guess I must have a blind spot or something in all this heat. What's your name, anyway?"
 
   "Uh... Wendy," I say, which is a lie. My name's not Wendy, but there's no way I'm telling the truth to some random guy. My name is none of his business. Hauling my bike up from the kerb, I give the pedal a kick to check that it's back on properly.
 
   "Got a problem there?" he asks.
 
   "No," I say. "It's fine."
 
   "I used to have a bike just like that," he replies, mistaking me for someone who wants a conversation. "We were kind of poor when I was younger, so I had to make my own repairs. I think I spent more time fixing my bike than I spent riding it, but I was pretty good in the end. If you want me to take a look, I can see if I can -"
 
   "It's fine," I say firmly. "Really. Thanks, but it's totally fine."
 
   "Okay," he says, raising his hands and taking a step back. "I'm sorry, Wendy, I just figured that since you helped me, maybe I could help you, but that's absolutely not a problem if you'd rather..." His voices trails off for a moment, and then he turns and looks first one way, then the other, giving me a chance to see that his head is surprisingly long. I guess his brain has adapted to such a strange shape. "I've already bothered you enough," he continues. "Thanks for the directions, and good luck with your bike. I'm sure a smart girl like you can figure it out."
 
   "Sure," I say, watching as he turns and limps back over to his car. Feeling slightly edgy, I keep an eye on him until he's not only back in the vehicle, but actually driving away. Once he's out of view, I allow myself to relax a little. I don't know what it was about that man, but he gave off some seriously weird vibes. I'm probably being totally unfair, but I can't help feeling that anyone with such a long, narrow head must have some problems. I'm not saying I'm psychic or anything like that; it's just that I think I picked up on lots of little, subtle weird things about his body language. Whatever, he's gone now, so I can just forget about him.
 
   Getting back on my bike, I double-check the pedal and feel that it seems to be firmly stuck back on. Cycling along the street and over toward the park, I make sure to keep my speed down. The last thing I want is for the damn pedal to come flying off again when I'm racing along. When that happened a few minutes ago, I damn near fell off. Hell, I'm lucky I'm not stretched out on the sidewalk right now with a bunch of broken bones.
 
   Just as I think everything's going okay, however, I feel the pedal start to come loose again. Bumping along on the grass, I come to a halt in the shade of one of the oak trees that line the northern edge of the park. I climb off the bike and set it down again, and sure enough the pedal just drops to the ground. Great, I guess the bike is well and truly screwed. My amateur attempt to get it rammed back on was a failure, so I'm going to have to take it all the way over to the shop on Sycamore, and then I'm going to have to pay some jack-ass kid a bunch of money just to fix the stupid thing. I swear to God, it's like some higher power is trying to sabotage me today. All I want to do is go and ask around in town to see if anyone's hiring.
 
   "Fucking thing," I say, giving the bike a gentle kick before I pull it back up and start wheeling it across the bumpy grass. I should never have got out of bed today. If it wasn't for the fact that I'm mildly superstitious, I'd already be wondering if this day can get any worse. Feeling a twinge of pain in my shoulder and left arm, I pause for a moment; I feel breathless for a moment, but the sensation quickly passes.
 
   "Still got a problem?" asks a familiar voice nearby.
 
   Turning, I see that the thin-faced man from earlier is walking through a nearby gate. I bristle as soon as I see him, but I figure there's no need to be paranoid. He's just a man, coming into the park for whatever reason in the middle of the day, and it's just a coincidence that I happen to have bumped into him again. It's not a big deal.
 
   "It's fine," I mutter.
 
   "Okay," he replies with a smile. "If you say so. I'm sorry, Holly, I didn't mean to seem like a pest."
 
   Smiling politely, I push the bike past him and make my way along the line of trees, headed for the gate at the far end. The last thing I want right now is to get into some dumb conversation with that man again. I hate small-talk; hell, I hate eye contact most of the time; I just want to get on with my stuff. As I walk, however, I can't shake the feeling that I'm being watched. There's a part of me that wants to turn around and just double-check that the man isn't following me, but I figure I should just keep going. Besides, I'm sure that guy's got better things to do than follow random strangers around a park. Still, there's something bugging me, some feeling at the back of my mind that I'm missing something.
 
   "Oh, sorry!" the man says suddenly, brushing against my shoulder.
 
   "Jesus!" I say, turning to him as I feel a sharp pain in my left arm. "What the fuck are you doing?"
 
   "Sorry," he replies, with a slight smile on his lips. "I wasn't looking where I was going and..."
 
   I rub my arm. Something felt really sharp. Looking over at the man, I suddenly see something in his hand, and it takes me a moment to realize that it's a syringe. I take a deep breath, and suddenly I realize that I feel kind of light-headed. I try to ignore it, but it seems to be getting worse and worse, and my body feels heavy.
 
   "Are you okay?" the man asks, as he slips a cap back onto the needle.
 
   I turn and open my mouth to call out for help, but no sounds come out. There are some people on the other side of the park, but I can't call out to them. Dropping the bike, I stumble forward a couple of steps, before my knees just seem to give way and I drop to the ground. I feel as if the whole world is suddenly spinning around me, and I'm the calm axis in the middle. As I try to crawl forward on my hands and knees, I find myself getting heavier and heavier until finally I drop down and my face is pressed against the cold grass. I feel a pair of arms reach around me and start dragging me toward the trees, and although I want to call for help, I don't have the energy. Closing my eyes, I let my head drop for a moment and then I realize I can't move anymore. It's as if I'm sinking deeper and deeper into a kind of gray darkness. I try to scream, but the scream just stays in my head as I lose consciousness completely. Finally, right at the end, I realize what was bugging me earlier. It was my name. I told him my name was Wendy, but a few minutes later he used my real name. He called me Holly. How did he know my real name?
 
   


 
  

Elizabeth
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "There," I say, dropping the sponge back into the bucket of dirty water. "One set of stone steps, scrubbed and buffed. Don't they look better?" Sitting back, I stare at the steps. I've spent all morning on my hand and knees, using the coarse brush to scrub and scrub and scrub, and finally the steps look clean. Well, maybe not clean, but definitely better than they've looked in a long time. I have no idea how long it's been since they were given any attention, but they'd been starting to irritate me. "I really think they look much better," I continue. "All that dirt and dust from the outside world, all caked in a big mess, getting into the cracks and crevices. We should have done this a long time ago, don't you think?"
 
   I glance across the basement. There's no reply from the shadows at the far end, which I guess means she's in one of her moods again. Sighing, I get up and carry the bucket to the sink, where I pour the water away before wringing out the sponge. There's no rest for the wicked, even in a place like this.
 
   "Are you still feeling ill?" I ask.
 
   No reply.
 
   "What kind of pain is it? Is it a sharp, stabby pain, or is it like a dull ache?"
 
   Silence.
 
   "Is it intermittent, or is it -"
 
   "Dull ache," she says suddenly, her voice sounding distant and subdued, and also a little petulant, like a child who isn't getting her own way. I hate it when she acts like this. I mean, I understand why she feels down sometimes, but it's important to take a sensible attitude and not let it ruin your day. I've always been a big believer in the idea that you need to just pick up your troubles, tie them in a sack and push them away. Otherwise, you end up in a dark place, and that's no good for anyone. There's a slippery slope down to the bottom of life's pit.
 
   "Well, do you -"
 
   "I think I'm pregnant," she says.
 
   "Oh, of course you're not," I reply as I swill the bucket with some cold water. "Let's not get into all that again."
 
   "Elizabeth, I'm pregnant," she says firmly, clearly annoyed with me for doubting her. I don't know if something's wrong with her memory, but I swear we have the same conversation every month and she never seems to learn. "I can feel it."
 
   "What can you feel?" I ask, trying not to let my own frustration show.
 
   "In my belly. I just feel sick, like there's something there."
 
   "That doesn't mean you're pregnant," I say, placing the bucket back in the corner. "You probably just had too much porridge last night."
 
   "I can tell," she insists. "A mother knows these things."
 
   "You're not a mother," I say with a sigh. Looking up, I stare at the small window for a moment. Behind the thick layer of grimy rain-spattered perspex, I can see the iron bars and then, finally, the grass. With a shudder, I think of all the insects and dirt that must be out there, and I remind myself how fortunate we are to be able to stay down here away from such things. Sure, our life might not be perfect, but there are certain advantages. We don't have to deal with the world.
 
   "I'm pregnant," she says again.
 
   "You thought you were pregnant last month," I remind her, "and the month before that."
 
   "This time I'm really pregnant. I haven't had my period."
 
   "Join the club," I mutter, removing my apron and staring for a moment at the grime and filth that's smeared all over the nice white fabric. Sometimes I wonder if I'll ever manage to get this place cleaned up. I just seem to be fighting a never-ending battle against dirt. "You're not pregnant, Natalie. You've just got a bad stomach. Have you been eating bugs again?"
 
   "What's that got to do with it?"
 
   "A lot, actually," I reply, looking over at the shadows. "You can't just eat the first thing you find on the floor. For one thing, it's unsanitary, and for another you have no idea what those things are. Cockroaches and beetles and larvae... If man was supposed to eat bugs, then why did God invent other animals?" I pause for a moment, as I realize that this conversation has taken a turn into the absurd. Natalie always does this; she pushes me and pushes me until I end up saying dumb things, and then she acts like she's won the argument. "You know what I mean," I mutter, stuffing the apron into the sink and starting to pour cold water onto the stains. "You eat the most bizarre things, Natalie. It's no wonder you feel a unwell from time to time."
 
   "I'm pregnant," she says, her voice sounding vague and airy, as if she's just a voice drifting across the room from the darkness. "And it's not from time to time. It started yesterday."
 
   "You have no idea what you're talking about," I mutter quietly as I start soaping up the water. "You've never been pregnant in your life."
 
   "Oh yeah," she says, "I forgot. You're the expert." I hear the sound of her getting to her feet, and she starts shuffling across the floor. Sure enough, moments later I hear the rustle of the cereal box.
 
   "That's another thing," I say. "It's not just the bugs. You need to eat something other than cereal."
 
   "It's all he gives us," she replies.
 
   "It's not all he gives us. He gives us fruit and vegetables, and on Sundays we get meat and rice. And we had porridge last night, which was a treat. There's really no need for you to eat so much cereal. It's almost as if you're determined to make the worst of things. Then there's the smell. Do you really think it's pleasant to spend all day, every day down here with someone who eats nothing but cereal and bugs?" I wait for her to answer. "Natalie? Do you have any idea of the smell?"
 
   "You're angry with me," she says.
 
   "I'm not angry with you," I reply, trying to remain calm as I wash the apron in the sink. My God, sometimes I feel as if this girl is driving me to the brink of madness. "I'm just frustrated. How would it be if we both just sat around feeling sorry for ourselves? Nothing would ever get done. I swear to God, sometimes I think you want to accentuate the negatives rather than trying to make things seem just a little better. Or do you want to spend your whole life being miserable?"
 
   "I want to spend my whole life out of here."
 
   "Of course," I say. "We both want that. But until it happens, we might as well make the best of things." I wait for a reply, but she seems to have fallen silent again. "You're young," I say eventually. "You find it harder to adapt to life down here. I understand, but the best thing to do while we're here is to keep busy. If you don't, time passes so slowly and you'll end up losing your mind." I fumble with the soap for a moment, dropping it into the dirty water and having to carefully fish it out. "Believe me," I add, "you'll find it's better in the long run if you just accept things as they are, instead of dreaming about how things might be."
 
   Behind me, I can hear her shuffling back across the floor, returning to the shadows so she can sulk some more.
 
   "Well I'm definitely pregnant," she says eventually.
 
   "You are not pregnant!" I shout, turning to her. I've tried to hold my temper, but she's pushed me too far. "You are not! Why can't you get it through your thick head? You eat bugs, and cereal, and that's all you do all day! Of course you've got a bad stomach, Natalie. It'd be a God-given miracle if you didn't! But you're not pregnant, and you can't be pregnant, because you haven't had sex!" I pause, waiting for her to reply. My hands are almost shaking with rage, but I can't force myself to calm down. Not yet. "How do you think you got pregnant?" I ask eventually. "Seriously. How? He never touches you, not like that. He never touches either of us. So unless the Holy Ghost Himself has been down here, explain how you could possibly be pregnant."
 
   Silence.
 
   "You're sulking," I say with a sigh, realizing that I've gone too far.
 
   No reply.
 
   "Please don't sulk," I continue. "It creates an awful atmosphere when you sulk."
 
   Nothing.
 
   "I'm sorry," I say, feeling the anger evaporate from my body. "I didn't mean to shout. I shouldn't have said anything. I just... Please, at least cut out all the talk about being pregnant, because it really isn't true, okay? I know you're not an idiot, so you must understand that it can't possibly be true."
 
   Somewhere above us, there's the sound of movement. Footsteps pass directly over our heads, and it sounds like he's dragging something across the floor.
 
   "He's coming," Natalie says, with fear in her voice.
 
   "He's not coming," I reply. "It's not time."
 
   "He's coming," she insists.
 
   "He's not coming," I say again. "It's not time for him to come. It's not even -"
 
   Suddenly I hear the latch being opened. Turning to look over at the steps, I realize that Natalie's right. He is coming. Panicking, I rush over to the sink and let the water out. The last thing I want is for him to see that I got the apron so dirty, but I thought I had more time to get it clean. He probably doesn't care, but still, it matters to me. Hauling the heavy, soaked bundle of fabric out of the sink, I quickly stash it behind the table. It'll be filthy again, but I'll wash it later. All that matters is that he doesn't see it. I don't want him to think that things are getting dirty and out of control down here; I don't want him to have that victory.
 
   "He's coming," Natalie says again, her voice filled with fear.
 
   "Yes," I reply, taking a deep breath. "He's coming. Now look smart."
 
   There's a loud creaking sound as the metal door opens. I stand completely still, trying not to show that I'm panicking. After all, he never comes down in the middle of the day, so something must be wrong. This is definitely not normal. We have a routine here, and it's rare for that routine to be broken.
 
   "He's coming," Natalie says again, her voice hushed. She sounds absolutely petrified.
 
   From the doorway at the top of the steps, there's the sound of him grunting as he pulls something heavy across the floor. Moments later, a large, dark shape comes tumbling down the steps before landing with a heavy thud on the stone floor. As the door creaks shut and the latch is closed again, I stare at the shape on the ground and I realize, with mounting horror, that it's a person, tied in a cloth bag.
 
   I open my mouth to say something, but no words come out. Standing in silence, I just stare at the bag and wait for something to happen. There's no movement, though, and the only sound comes from his footsteps making their way directly above us as he goes back through to another room in the main part of the house.
 
   "What is it?" Natalie hisses from the shadows.
 
   I step closer to the bag. There's no sign of life, but I'm certain he'd never send a dead body down here. I mean, what would be the point? He's not that cruel. Whoever's in the bag, they must be unconscious, which isn't a surprise. After all, I was unconscious when I arrived, and so was Natalie. It's how we all come into this particular world.
 
   "What is it?" Natalie calls out impatiently.
 
   "It's a person," I say, edging closer. "It's another person."
 
   "No fucking way!" Natalie says, and suddenly she scurries out of the shadows and comes a little closer. It's been a few days since I got a proper look at her, and I'm shocked to see how thin and gaunt she looks, with large rings around her eyes. Her hair is bushy and unkempt, and she has the wide-open stare of someone whose mind is starting to fall apart. "Open it up," she says enthusiastically, reaching out to touch the bag. "Open it up so we can see what's inside!"
 
   "Wait!" I say, pushing her hand away.
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because!" Staring down at the bag, I take a deep breath and try to organize my thoughts. Since I arrived here, this has only happened one other time, about five years ago when Natalie arrived. Whoever's in the bag this time, they're likely to be hurt, and terrified. We have to be careful, or things could go horribly wrong. After all, I made a lot of mistakes when I opened the bag containing Natalie all those years ago, and I'm certain that those mistakes have affected her ability to adjust to our life down here. This time, everything has to be perfect.
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Hi," I say, hoping that my eager smile will defrost the receptionist's icy stare. "I'm, uh, here to see Holly Carter. I phoned ahead and I was told that she might be around at lunchtime."
 
   "You did, did you?" the receptionist replies dubiously. She doesn't pick up a phone to check if Holly Carter is available, and she doesn't check any kind of files. She just stares at me, as if she's deeply suspicious of my motives for being here, as if she's picking me apart with her mind.
 
   "My name is Ben Lawler," I continue, fumbling with the ID badge from my jacket before holding it out for her to see. "I'm with the, um, Department for Educational Management down in Baltimore and..." I hold the ID badge a little higher up, and then to the side, but the receptionist hasn't even bothered to look at it. She's just staring at me with cold, unwelcoming eyes. "Well, the thing is, I asked Ms. Carter if she'd be available to discuss some matters relating to the department's current research programs," I add, trying not to sound nervous, "and she told me to come by today at lunchtime and she'd be free."
 
   I wait for a reply.
 
   "So I'm here."
 
   Another pause.
 
   "She told me I could come and see her."
 
   "She did, did she?" the receptionist says, frowning.
 
   "Yes. She did."
 
   "You know you're on camera, right?"
 
   "I'm sorry?"
 
   She points at a small surveillance camera up in the corner of the room. "The school board installed it last year," she explains. "Every visitor is filmed. It's high-definition, it's full color, and it's recording all the time. The footage is recorded onto a set of hard drives with instant back-up, and all the images are retained for a minimum of five years."
 
   "Sounds efficient," I say, swallowing hard.
 
   Still fixing her eyes on me, the receptionist picks up her phone and hits a button, and I can hear the ring-tone. I don't know if I did something to this woman in a past life, but she seems to loathe me with every fiber in her body. Then again, I guess she's probably learned to be suspicious and cautious since Holly Carter came to teach here. There must be a lot of creeps who want to get in touch. Weirdos and gawkers probably flock to this place, hoping to catch sight of the Holly Carter, and to vicariously share in her ordeal.
 
   "Hi Holly," the receptionist says suddenly, as I hear a voice coming from the phone's tinny speaker. "I've got a guy named Ben Lawler here in reception. He says he's from some department for something and he's here to see you. He says he's arranged it with you in advance, but I -" She pauses. "You sure?" Another pause. "Okay, I'll send him through to your office." She puts the phone down, before silently resuming her long, cold stare.
 
   "Should I go through?" I ask.
 
   "I don't know," she says. "Should you?"
 
   I pause, not quite knowing how to reply.
 
   "Do you know what I hate more than anything in the world?" she asks after a moment.
 
   "No," I say blankly.
 
   "Liars," she continues. "I fucking hate liars. So if it turns out that you've lied to me since you walked through that door, I will string you up by your balls from the nearest lamppost, do you understand?" She pauses for a moment. "And before you ask, I consider so-called little white lies to be just as bad as any other, if not worse. So for your sake, your name had better really be Ben Lawler and you'd better really be here to discuss some kind of educational management bullshit and you'd better not be some swivel-eyed pervert. Or else."
 
   "You're protective of Holly," I say. "That's good. I -"
 
   "Go through," she replies firmly. "Third door on the left. It's the only office that doesn't have a name on the door. For obvious reasons."
 
   Smiling nervously, I hurry away from the desk and along the nearby corridor. To be honest, that receptionist gave me the chills. It's as if, as soon as I walked in the door, I was marked as an enemy. I guess it pays to be suspicious, but I still think she could have been a little nicer. I mean, she's the receptionist at a high school, not a security guard at the White House, so maybe she could un-clench a little. Then again, I guess she's just very good at telling when someone is lying.
 
   And, boy, am I lying my ass off today.
 
   When I reach the only unmarked door in the corridor, I stop for a moment before knocking. It's taken six months of careful planning to reach this moment, and I really can't afford to fuck it up. In those six months, there have been two more confirmed deaths at the site, and I know there'll be more before long. I've tried everything else I can think of, every approach and every possible way of dealing with the problem, but everything kept coming back down to this one, final necessity. I have no choice but to come here today. I have no choice but to knock on this door. And, frankly, I have no back-up plan if this doesn't work.
 
   "Come in!" calls out a voice from the other side of the door.
 
   Looking up, I see a surveillance camera watching my every move.
 
   Pushing the door open, I step into the room and find myself in a small, cluttered office lined with bookshelves. There's a desk over by the window, and sitting at the desk there's a woman. As soon as I see her, I recognize her from the files. Sure, all the photos I've seen are from fifteen years ago, but she hasn't changed much. It's the eyes, more than anything. She's wearing thick glasses, and she's cut her hair short, but it's definitely, definitely her. It's so strange, though, to see her in the flesh, after seeing her image in photos for so many years. It's like watching a bunch of newspaper images suddenly come to life and take human form.
 
   "I'm sorry I, uh..." she says, not looking up from the papers she's reading. "Sorry, I'm right in the middle of something, would you mind taking a seat for a few minutes? I'll be with you shortly."
 
   "Sure," I say, walking over to the sofa and sitting down. This isn't exactly the welcome I was expecting, but I guess Holly Carter has a right to be eccentric. After everything she went through, it's a miracle that she's not gibbering in the corner of a padded cell somewhere. To her credit, she seems to have recovered remarkably well. She's a respected figure in her field, and her educational research programs are some of the most highly-regarded of recent years. She has a doctorate in educational psychology, and she appears in public two or three times a year to give lectures on a variety of topics. Despite everything that happened to her all those years ago, she's come out strong. The one thing she doesn't do, though, is talk about her past. Unfortunately, her past is precisely the reason that I'm sat here today.
 
   "Okay," she says eventually, closing her papers before looking over at me and smiling a faint, unenthusiastic smile. She grabs a small bottle and takes out a pill, which she swallows with a glass of water. "Sorry, headache. So, Mr. Lawler, what did you say you wanted to talk about again?"
 
   "I'm from the Department for Educational Management in Baltimore," I say, sitting forward. "I'm undertaking some research into cognitive behavioral techniques and their application to students who've suffered significant emotional trauma." I pause for a moment, trying to remember the rest of the spiel I memorized last night in the motel bar. "I'm working with dissonance factors in an attempt to provoke strong reactions in students who might otherwise be cut off from their own emotional landscape."
 
   "Uh-huh," she replies.
 
   We sit in silence for a moment.
 
   "I came to you because you're an expert in your field," I continue, aware that I might not be sounding very convincing. "I read your book and I was interested in some of your..." I take a deep breath, realizing that she's narrowing her eyes as she stares at me. "Well, I read your book, and I was particularly interested in chapter ten... no, nine... the part where you talk about methods of validating denial in teenagers who've undergone significant emotional disruption that has caused them to be pulled out of their home life. You wrote that the return to a home life can be just as traumatic as the initial rupture, and..."
 
   "Bullshit," she says suddenly.
 
   "I'm sorry?"
 
   "Bullshit. Everything you just said is a lie. You're not from the Department for Educational Management in Baltimore. I can see it in your eyes, Mr. Lawler. You're not here because of my research. You're just here to pick at my past. Who sent you? Let me guess, you're writing a book about what happened and you thought you'd sneak in and grab a few minutes with me."
 
   "No," I say, "that's not why I'm here -"
 
   "Yes it is. You lot are incredible. You just keep coming, don't you? Always trying to weasel your way into my office so you can get a few words from me." She reaches out to grab her phone. "I swear to God, I thought you people would give up eventually. How many times, and how many different ways, do I have to make it clear that I'm not some kind of fucking celebrity. What's wrong? Is it a slow news day?"
 
   "Joseph Kukil sent me," I say.
 
   She pauses, keeping her hand hovering over the phone. "Joseph Kukil?" she asks, and it's clear from the look on her face that she recognizes the name.
 
   "The sheriff of Montgomery Town. Well, former sheriff. He retired a few years ago, but he still has contacts. He likes to keep his ear to the ground, so to speak, and he told me I should come and see you. He told me you'd listen to me as long as you thought I was being honest with you."
 
   "I don't think you're being honest with me."
 
   "I know," I say, "and I wasn't, at least not at first, but I wasn't sure how to get through the front door unless I made up some story about..." I take a deep breath. This is it. Six months of work, down the drain if I get the next part wrong. "I guess you probably know what I'm here for. I mean, you probably figured that I want something specific, something to do with the house on Willow Road -"
 
   "That's enough," she says firmly. "Joe Kukil was a good guy, and he should've known better than to encourage you to come and find me. I'm not digging up the past, Mr. Lawler, not for -"
 
   "It's happening again," I say.
 
   She stares at me.
 
   "It's happening again," I repeat, to make sure she understands the seriousness of what I'm telling her.
 
   She closes her eyes.
 
   "Not in exactly the same way," I continue, "but still centered on that house. It's unmistakable. Things are happening out there that can't be ignored."
 
   She sits in complete silence. It's almost as if she's shut down.
 
   "I know you don't want to talk about it. I know you don't even want to think about it, and believe me, I've tried every other possible avenue, but it all leads back to your door. You're the only person I can ask. Think about it. Do you think I'd be here if I thought there was any other way to deal with this problem?"
 
   She still doesn't reply.
 
   "I understand that this must be hard for you," I continue, desperately trying to find a way to get her on my side, "and I hope you understand that I'm not an asshole, and I'm not a reporter or a writer or anything like that. I'm a friend of Joe Kukil's, and I'm a teacher. That's all. Like you, actually. I teach at a high school back in Baltimore. This really isn't my area of specialty, but I've seen enough to know that someone's gotta do something and if everyone else is too scared, then..." I pause, hoping that somehow she might still be listening to me. "Two people are dead. One of them was some homeless girl from out of state who was sleeping rough in the area, and the other was a kid from my school. They both died after going to the house."
 
   "It should have been knocked down," Holly says, keeping her eyes closed.
 
   "I agree. And it would have been, but it's right on the border between two counties. They each want the other to take care of it, and the result is that the buck's been passed for more than a decade. That, and the local Mayor is dragging his feet for some reason. People keep talking and arguing, and the house has stayed standing, and whatever's..." I pause again, worried that I might be upsetting her. "This isn't exactly how I planned to explain it all. I'm sorry, I guess I ended up just blurting it all out. The truth is, I tried everything else. I've spoken to the others, and they've agreed to help. Coming here was my last resort, but you have to understand the situation. Two people, two young people, are dead, and I think there'll be more."
 
   "He's dead," she says finally.
 
   "The house is still there."
 
   "But the man is dead." She opens her eyes and stares at me. "The house is just bricks and wood. The house didn't do anything to anyone. It's an inanimate object, Mr. Lawler."
 
   "People are still dying."
 
   "Well that's their own damn fault," she replies, "because he's dead. It's over."
 
   "Of course he's dead. No-one's disputing that. But these things are happening."
 
   "Then there's a copycat on the loose." She shrugs. "It's not that much of a surprise. The vast majority of people on this planet are fucked up. It was inevitable that one of them would end up being drawn to that place."
 
   "It's not a copycat," I reply, realizing that I'm not explaining things very well. "It's not like someone's doing the same things that he did. It's more like people are just dying in other ways when they spend time in the house. It's like there's something there that's -"
 
   "Don't," she says firmly.
 
   "I'm sorry?"
 
   "Don't spread your superstitious bullshit in my office. If someone has died at that place, all these years later, then it's a coincidence. It's just bad luck."
 
   "Two people," I point out.
 
   "Then it's more of a coincidence, but it's still a coincidence. The only thing that caused those events to happen was a man, one man, and that man is dead. This isn't a ghost story, Mr. Lawler. It was a horror story, but it's over. I'm sorry you've had a wasted trip, but you should have known better than to come in the first place. If you see Joe Kukil again, tell him to leave me the fuck alone."
 
   I take a deep breath, aware that I've done a spectacularly bad job of persuading her to help me.
 
   "In case you're not good at reading subtleties," she continues, taking another pill from the bottle on her desk, "that was your cue to leave."
 
   "If you just -"
 
   "Leave!" she shouts. "Leave right now, or I swear to God I'll have you arrested!"
 
   Shocked by the ferocity of her outburst, I get up and start slowly over to the door. Is this it? Has my whole journey been a complete waste of time? I knew that it was a long shot coming here today, but I thought I'd be able to get through to her somehow. I guess she still thinks I'm another fan-boy trying to get a slice of her story. I need to show her that the situation is much more serious.
 
   "You haven't asked me how they died," I say, looking back at her as I reach the door.
 
   She stares at me, and for the first time I can see genuine fear in her eyes.
 
   "The homeless girl and the kid from my school," I continue, realizing that this is my last chance to appeal to her better nature. "They went to the house. They were alone. If you really don't believe in superstition, and if you really think it's over, then prove it. Ask me the one question you've been avoiding since I got here. Ask me how they died."
 
   


 
  

Elizabeth
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "Careful," Natalie says, watching as I slip the blade of the scissors through the bag's coarse fabric.
 
   "I know what I'm doing," I reply quietly, trying not to let my hands tremble. "I did the same thing when you arrived down here, remember?"
 
   "No," she says. "I don't remember."
 
   Cutting along the fabric, I start to see a figure inside the bag. She's curled up on her side, in the fetal position, and the first thing I notice is that she's young. Maybe eighteen or nineteen, with her brown hair tied back in two pigtails. She's wearing a t-shirt and a pair of jeans, but her clothes are badly ripped and there are some traces of blood where she's been cut on the face and arms. Just like Natalie, when she arrived.
 
   "Is she breathing?" Natalie asks.
 
   I reach through the slit in the side of the bag and press two fingers against the side of the girl's neck. Sure enough, her skin is warm and I can feel a faint heartbeat.
 
   "Open the rest," Natalie urges me. "I want to see her properly."
 
   I open the girl's eyelids, but her pupils are dilated and she's clearly unconscious. It's probably for the best that she rests. When she wakes up, she's going to be terrified, and she'll probably feel the effects of whatever drug he used to subdue her. I don't want to be the one to wake her into the nightmare. Not yet, at least.
 
   "Elizabeth!" Natalie says, raising her voice a little. "Come on! Let me see!"
 
   "Have a little patience," I reply, my mind racing as I try to decide what to do. When this happened five years ago with Natalie, I cut the bag open and dragged her clear. I panicked back then, desperately trying to wake her up and hoping against hope that somehow she might help me get out of here. So much has changed in the intervening years, however. For one thing, I'm older and wiser; for another, I've learned from my mistakes with Natalie. I'm starting to think that, given how things turned out last time, maybe I'd be better off trying a different approach with the new girl. I guess there's no harm in letting her stay in the bag until she wakes up, and then she can climb out when she's ready. It's a small difference, but it might have a big psychological impact.
 
   "What are you waiting for?" Natalie asks, almost breathless with enthusiasm. "Get her out. I want to see her face. What does she look like? Is she pretty? Does she look strong?"
 
   "All in good time," I say, setting the scissors down on the ground.
 
   "Why are you waiting?" Natalie hisses, rocking back and forth on her hands and knees. She's like an over-excited child on Christmas morning, being told she can't open her gifts just yet. I guess she's desperate to have someone else to talk to, someone else to help relieve the boredom down here. After five years with just me, plus occasional visits upstairs, she must be desperate for some company.
 
   "I want to let her get out when she's ready," I say calmly.
 
   "What?" Natalie hisses. "Why the hell would you do that?"
 
   "It just seems..." I pause, trying to think of the right word. "It seems nicer," I say eventually. "More welcoming."
 
   Muttering something unintelligible, Natalie gets to her feet and starts pacing around the basement. Full of nervous energy, she seems totally overwhelmed by the arrival of this new girl, as if the foundations of her world have been rocked. It's been just the two of us down here for so long, and now the balance of our life together has been thrown into disarray. Still, I'm quite sure that things will settle after a while. We just need to get to know the new girl and absorb her into our little family. She'll undoubtedly be upset and scared at first, but I'm sure she'll come around eventually. After all, there's no point fighting. It's best just to go with the flow.
 
   "Is she awake yet?" Natalie asks.
 
   "Calm down," I say, watching as the new girl sleeps in her bag.
 
   "Why's he done this?" Natalie continues. "Why's he got another one? Is this some kind of message? Is he telling us we're not good enough? Does he hate us? Is he gonna replace one of us? Does he want us to have a new friend? Does he -"
 
   "I don't know," I say firmly, forcing myself to remain civil despite Natalie's constant stream of questions. "I guess we'll have to wait and see what happens next, won't we?"
 
   "I don't want to wait!" she shouts. "I want to know! If we've done something to upset him, why can't he just tell us?"
 
   Suddenly there's a loud banging sound on the ceiling. Natalie scuttles back into the shadows like a frightened spider, and I look up and wait for the sound to stop. A fine shower of plaster rains down for a moment. Once the banging is over, I take a deep breath.
 
   "He doesn't like it when you're too loud," I say, turning to look over at the shadows. "Remember to keep your voice down, Natalie."
 
   "Open the bag," she whimpers from the darkness. "I want to talk to her. Maybe she knows what I should do now that I'm pregnant."
 
   Sighing, I look back down into the bag. The new girl seems to be fast asleep, and I doubt she'll be awake for hours. I don't know what he uses when he grabs someone, but whatever it is, it seems to knock people out for a few hours. When she wakes up, the girl will likely have a terrible headache, and she might be groggy for a few days. There could be other complications, too; when she arrived five years ago, Natalie suffered a series of nosebleeds that were very difficult to stop, and her first menstrual cycle down here was extremely bloody and painful. It probably took a good two or three weeks before the drugs, whatever they were, left her system entirely. Even now, I sometimes wonder whether permanent damage was done to her body, or perhaps to her mind.
 
   "Is she awake now?" Natalie asks tentatively.
 
   "No," I say, carefully reaching through the slit and examining a small red spot on the girl's left elbow. Smiling sadly, I realize that it's the same spot I found on Natalie's arm all those years ago. Some things never change.
 
   "Is she pretty?" Natalie calls out to me.
 
   Closing the slit, I stand up and walk over to the sink, where I carefully wash my hands. I can hear Natalie shuffling around in the darkness, full of nervous energy and determined to speak to the new arrival. I know, though, that she's far too timid to actually go and poke the bag herself. She prefers to hold back and goad me, to beg me to do the things that scare her. The truth is, Natalie's years down here have left her in a state of constant hyper-vigilance, and she can barely stay calm at the best of times. Right now, curiosity about the new arrival must be burning her soul.
 
   "You mustn't hurt her," Natalie says after a moment.
 
   "Of course I'm not going to hurt her," I reply, glancing back over at the shadows. I can just about make out Natalie's frightened face in the gloom. "Why would you even suggest such a thing?"
 
   "You hurt me," she says.
 
   "When?"
 
   "When you pulled me out of my bag, back when I came. You were rough with me."
 
   "I didn't mean to be," I reply, a little shocked that Natalie has such bad memories of our first encounter. "I was just trying to help you. Anyway, I have no intention of pulling this girl out of her bag. We'll let her wake up and come out when she's ready. Be prepared for it to take quite some time, though. If she's been drugged, she might not be up and about for a day or two."
 
   "That's too long," Natalie says.
 
   "I'm afraid it's beyond our control," I tell her. "Sometimes things just have to run their course. Besides, are you really in such a hurry? Be patient, Natalie. There's no virtue in rushing all the time. She'll wake up when she wakes up, and not a moment sooner."
 
   "But what if he comes for me tonight?" she asks. "What if he comes for me before I get a chance to meet the new girl?"
 
   "He won't," I say firmly, wishing that she'd leave the subject alone. "Besides, you know that if he comes for anyone, it'll be me. It's my turn. It was you last time, and the time before that."
 
   "Yeah, but you're getting old," she replies. "Maybe he's getting tired of you. Maybe he looks at you and he realizes he wants someone younger."
 
   "That's simply not true," I say, walking over to the table and pulling the damp, dirty apron up from where I hid it earlier. I'll need to wash it again, and this time there'll hopefully be no interruptions. Still, as I make my way back over to the sink, I can't help but glance at the bag on the floor. Is it true? Am I getting too old? If that's the case, what will he do with me? Will he just leave me down here and never call for me, or will he decide that I'm more trouble than I'm worth? As I fill the sink with water, I can't help but look back over at the bag and wonder if the new girl is an addition to our little group, or perhaps my replacement.
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "We get about two trespassers a month" the security guard says as he escorts me down the steps and away from the building. "People who want to talk to Ms. Carter. Fans who want her to sign autographs. Some of them even propose to her. It's a real mixed bag of freaks and weirdos." He leads me across the car park and finally we come to a halt next to my car. "You look pretty normal, Mr. Lawler, and in my experience it's the normal-looking ones who are the most dangerous. I'm giving you the benefit of the doubt this time, but if I see you within one hundred meters of this school ever again, I will restrain you and call the police. Is that clear?"
 
   "Look -" I start to say.
 
   "Is that clear?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Is this your vehicle?" he asks, using his phone to take a photo of my license plate.
 
   "Yes, but -"
 
   "Then I suggest you get inside, start the engine and drive away," he continues, taking a photo of my face.
 
   Sighing, I look back at the school. I expected today to be difficult, but I didn't expect Holly Carter to literally have me removed from the premises. I thought she'd be willing to talk to me. Instead, she called security and had me unceremoniously marched away. I tried every possible angle, hoping to grab her interest, but it was as if she put up an invisible barrier to prevent me from getting any traction. She wouldn't listen to a word I said.
 
   I failed.
 
   After all this effort, I failed. Damn it, I should have tried another angle. I should have been smarter.
 
   "Sir," the guard continues. "I can't help but notice that you're still here. Leave!"
 
   "Fine," I say, fishing around in my pockets for my keys. "Can you just do me one favor?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Can you just give her a message for me?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Just - "
 
   "No," he says firmly, and I can see from the look in his eyes that this discussion is over. The guard is a few inches taller than me, and he's built like some kind of maniac wrestler. I have no doubt that he could pound me into the sidewalk without even breaking a sweat.
 
   "Okay," I say, unlocking my car door and getting inside. "Look. See? I'm leaving."
 
   "And tell your friends to keep away too," the guard adds, leaning down to stare at me through the window. "We don't want any more journalists hanging around. Ms. Carter isn't a fucking side-show attraction. Now get the fuck out of here."
 
   Starting the engine, I drive away while the guard stays rooted to the spot, watching to make sure I'm gone. Once I'm around the corner, I continue for a few hundred meters before pulling over and switching the engine off. Today was a bust. A total and absolute bust. In fact, I don't see how it could have gone worse. I traveled hundreds of miles to see a woman who spoke to me for five minutes and then had me thrown out. For the past couple of months, I've had it in the back of my mind that as a last resort, I could come and persuade Holly Carter to help me. I believed in my ability to persuade her. I was wrong. Now I'm back to square one.
 
   Grabbing my phone, I bring up a number and hit the Dial button. As it rings, I rub my tired eyes and contemplate the long drive home tomorrow morning. There's also the matter of the house on Willow Road. Regardless of my lack of success with Holly Carter, that house is still standing, and it's still a problem. Getting Holly to help was a long shot, but dealing with the situation without Holly's help is more than a long shot. It's a suicide mission. I don't know what to do next. I have no ideas, no plans. Nothing.
 
   "Did you get her?" asks a familiar voice suddenly, answering the call.
 
   "No," I say, unable to hide the frustration and tiredness in my voice. "Of course I didn't get her. You were right."
 
   "What happened?"
 
   "She had me thrown out."
 
   "Seriously?" There's a brief giggle on the other end of the line. "What did you say to her?"
 
   "Not much," I reply. "I told her who I am, and why I'm here, and then she just seemed to clam up. She barely let me explain, and then she called for security. Some asshole dragged me out of the building and told me he'd break my legs if I ever went back. I believe him. Short of camping outside her house, I don't think I can get to her."
 
   "I thought you were the diplomatic one," she says.
 
   "Thomas Jefferson himself couldn't have changed her mind," I reply bitterly. "Trust me, she's made of granite these days. There's no way she's gonna listen to us. I could just tell from the way she looked at me. It's time to come up with another plan."
 
   "No other plan. We either get her help, or the whole thing's off."
 
   "Don't be hasty," I reply. "Let's just think about this for a moment."
 
   "She'll change her mind."
 
   "You didn't see the look in her eyes just now," I say.
 
   "And you didn't see the look in her eyes fifteen years ago. Trust me, she'll change her mind. The more she kicks and screams right now, the more she'll swing the other way later, when she's realized what she needs to do."
 
   "I admire your optimism," I tell her.
 
   "You'll admire a lot more than that before this is over. Trust me, she'll come. She'll complain all the way, but she'll come."
 
   "And if she doesn't?"
 
   "She will. Simple as that. Remember, I know her better than you do. I know her better than anyone. Right now, she'll be sitting in her office, trying to ignore everything you told her, but it'll be slowly eating into her. She'll spend the whole afternoon wishing she could forget it, and then finally she'll decide that there's only one thing to do. She'll come and find you. She won't be able to leave it alone."
 
   "Well, I did my best," I reply. "I tried to explain it to her."
 
   "Don't worry about it. She was always going to be the hardest one to crack. Just come and meet us for a drink. I promise, she'll come and find you eventually."
 
   "Sure," I say with a sigh. "I guess even a failed mission needs a debrief, right?"
 
   Once the call is over, I pause to sit and take stock. It was probably extremely cruel of me to just go barging in and asking Holly Carter all those questions; after all, she's probably spent the past decade trying to forget what happened to her and piece together some kind of normal life. I'm certain that if I'd been in her position, I'd have tried to insulate myself from the real world and forget all about the house on Willow Road. Still, desperate times call for desperate measures, and contacting her was the only option left open to me. Without her, we might never be able to deal with the evil that still lives in that house.
 
   


 
  

Elizabeth
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "He's having dinner," Natalie says, sitting cross-legged on the floor and staring up at the ceiling. "Right on schedule."
 
   Above us, there are a few telltale creaks and groans from the floorboards, and occasionally there's the sound of him walking from one side of the kitchen to the other. I'm not certain, but I think I can even hear him groaning occasionally. I could be wrong, but sometimes I wonder if maybe his joints are getting stiff as he gets older. He seems to be putting more weight on his left leg. Not a lot, but enough for me to notice. I notice so many things about him. In some strange way, I feel I've come to know him rather well.
 
   "What do you think he's having?" Natalie asks.
 
   "Instead of listening to him prepare his food," I say, sliding a plate of porridge over to her, "why don't you eat your own?"
 
   "I'm not hungry," she replies, still staring at the ceiling.
 
   "It'll go cold," I point out, "and then you'll complain."
 
   "I bet it's something amazing, like roast chicken with vegetables and sauce, and maybe a bottle of wine on the side."
 
   "Yes," I say ruefully, as I eat a spoonful of porridge. "Let's hope he's drinking. What could possibly go wrong?"
 
   "Is he on the phone?" she asks suddenly.
 
   Looking up, I realize there's a distant murmur. With the floorboards having been insulated with foam, it's impossible for us to make out the detail of any conversation that takes place up there, but it definitely sounds like he's talking to someone. I can't imagine why he'd call someone so late. He's always struck me as such a solitary, private man, and it's hard to believe that he might have friends.
 
   "Wait!" Natalie says excitedly, scurrying over to the wall and pressing her ear to the water pipes.
 
   "Natalie -" I start to say.
 
   "Quiet!" she hisses. "Sometimes the phone signal gets trapped in the metal and you can hear it."
 
   "What are you talking about?"
 
   "It does!"
 
   Sighing, I decide to focus on my porridge. Natalie's flights of fancy can take hours to work through her system, and she's able to work herself up into fits of incredible enthusiasm. Usually, these are followed by troughs of despair that can stretch out for days on end. Whatever happens, I'm guaranteed a tiring time as I try to deal with her mood swings. Sometimes I wonder if I'm having any luck at all with the girl's mind, or whether I'm merely delaying the inevitable mental collapse. I'm lucky that I've got the mental strength to deal with this situation, but Natalie seems much more fragile. I don't know if I can keep her safe forever.
 
   "Nothing so far," she says, with her ear still pressed against the pipes. "Must be atmospheric conditions."
 
   "Must be," I say, licking my bowl clean. I'm still hungry, but there won't be any more food for twenty-four hours. He likes to keep us lean down here. Over the years, I've worked hard to slow my metabolism, to the extent that I'm not nearly as thin as Natalie. Still, the pangs of hunger are hard to resist, and the only respite on the horizon is the meat that he usually throws down for us on Sundays. Even uncooked, it tastes like the greatest meal anyone could ever eat. Unfortunately, today is Monday, which means it's nothing but porridge and water for six solid days. We didn't get meat yesterday. I guess he forgot.
 
   "I suppose I should eat," Natalie says, hurrying back over to her bowl. "After all, I'm eating for two now."
 
   I don't bother arguing with her. Instead, I take my bowl over to the sink and start giving it a quick rinse. When Natalie gets an idea into her head, it's useless to try dissuading her. She thinks she's pregnant, and she won't admit she's not for a few more weeks, not until her next period is due, and then the whole cycle will begin again. There's something strange and creepy about her desire to be with child, as if she thinks the condition would confer some special status on her. The truth is, he rarely demands sex these days, and it's been a long time since anything happened that could get any of us pregnant. Sometimes, I wonder why he still keeps us down here at all. At least Natalie gets to go upstairs occasionally. It's been weeks since he showed any interest in me, and I can't help worrying that he just sees me as a kind of nanny to keep the younger ones in check. If that's the case, I'm not sure why he even bothers keeping me alive.
 
   "She moved!" Natalie shouts suddenly.
 
   Turning, I see that her eyes are fixed on the bag over by the steps, where the new girl is still in a heap.
 
   "I doubt it," I say after a moment. "She's so drugged up, she won't move for a while yet."
 
   "I'm telling you, she moved," Natalie says, shuffling closer to the bag and then, as if slightly scared, edging away again. "I saw movement. Just, like, her arm or something, but she definitely moved. I swear, keep watching, she'll do it again!"
 
   Sighing, I set my bowl on the drying rack before wandering over to the bag and looking down at the slit. I highly doubt that the girl moved, but I suppose anything's possible. Reaching down, I pull the edges of the slit open and look inside. As far as I can tell, the girl is still unconscious and hasn't moved an inch. Checking her pulse, I feel that her heartbeat is still strong, although it seems a little slow, as if she's still very much down for the count. I peer at her face, but she looks as peaceful and contented as ever, drifting through a drug-induced sleep.
 
   "She's not going to wake up for hours," I say, turning to Natalie and seeing the look of wide-eyed anticipation on her face. "Probably not until morning, although we should maybe keep a watch on her overnight." Pausing, I realize that there's no way I can leave Natalie up to keep a vigil. She'd spend the whole night imagining that the girl has moved, which means that I'm the one who's going to have to keep an eye on the girl, which in turn means that Natalie will probably stay up and ramble on and on. "We'll work that out later," I say after a moment. "Natalie, the best thing is just to let her sleep. She's got drugs in her system and she'll feel wretched enough when she wakes up, without us disturbing her early."
 
   "But -"
 
   "She's sleeping for a reason," I continue. "A very good reason. It's her body's reaction to the drugs he -" I pause, as I think back all those years to the night when I felt a needle slide into my arm. "Never mind," I say, forcing myself to focus on the task at hand, "but if we want to be nice to her, we should let her sleep. You want to be nice to her, don't you?"
 
   "Yes," Natalie says begrudgingly.
 
   "Then wait for her to wake up naturally. She'll be grateful, I promise." Closing the slit, I stare down at the crumpled heap on the floor. "Don't worry," I continue after a moment. "She's not going anywhere. Once she's awake, you'll have all the time in the world to talk to her and find out who she is. I'm sure you'll be very good friends. After a few years, you'll be as sick of her as you are of me."
 
   "You think?" Natalie asks, looking a little sad.
 
   "I do," I reply, smiling as I head back over to the sink. Natalie's not very tactful, and she tends to just say what she's thinking without having any kind of filter. I was raised a very different way, of course, but I've learned not to be offended by the things Natalie says. I'm quite certain that she'd miss me if I was suddenly taken away and killed.
 
   "I suppose he'll want her upstairs a lot," she continues. "Isn't that what happened with me? You said that he took me up there a lot at first, until he got bored of me."
 
   "That's right," I say, looking up at the little perspex window at the top of the opposite wall. It's getting dark outside, and I can see a jet-liner high up in the sky. I can't help thinking of all those people, packing into their metal tube, unaware that they're flying over a place like this. "The first two weeks you were here," I continue, lost in thought for a moment, "you were upstairs almost every day. You just came down here to sleep, really, and you were always so tired. You were very different back then. I'm surprised you don't remember."
 
   "Tell me more," she says, hurrying over to me. "I like hearing about when I was... I mean, about when I came."
 
   "You were plumper," I reply, still watching as the jet-liner passes above us. "Not fat, but definitely plump. Healthy. You cried and cried all the time, begging for someone to take you home. You screamed for your parents, and you came up with all these plans to escape. I don't think you slept for a week. You were too busy trying to find a way out of here. Don't you remember the time you decided to dig a hole and tunnel out? Or the time you thought you could get out through this little window? There was even a time when you planned to go upstairs and knock him out."
 
   "Did I really want to do all that?" she asks, with a hint of wonder in her voice.
 
   "It took six months for you to really calm down and accept your new life," I continue. "You've changed so much, Natalie. Sometimes I wonder if he secretly switched you with another girl in the night while I wasn't looking."
 
   "Maybe he did?"
 
   I shake my head, and finally I turn to her. "You've still got the same eyes you had that first time I saw you. And the same voice, and the same expression. You're a lot thinner, and more frantic, but it's definitely still you. This place has changed you, that's all. It's changed me too."
 
   "Do you think she'll be angry?" Natalie asks, turning to look back over at the bag.
 
   "I think she'll be scared," I reply. "Actually, I think she'll be terrified. She'll scream and shout, and she'll want her parents to come and rescue her. I'm sure there are search parties out. It'll be all over the news. They'll probably have reporters standing in the streets, explaining how the police are desperately searching for her, and eventually her parents will go on the television and beg for her to be returned. Searchers will comb the woods, looking for a body. They'll go house to house, desperately trying to find her, but they won't have any luck."
 
   "You don't know that," she says.
 
   "They didn't find you, did they?" I pause for a moment. "Or me. I don't know how he does it, but he seems to know how to get us out of the way. Maybe we're a long way from where we went missing, or maybe he's just good at covering it all up. Either way, I guess he won't slip up now. He's had years and years to get better at this, and to come up with new methods. I see no reason to think that she'll -"
 
   "She moved again!" Natalie shouts.
 
   "No," I say, turning and glancing at the bag, "she -" Suddenly I freeze, as I see that the girl is, in fact, shifting slightly under the fabric. With my heart racing, I watch as she continues to move, as if she's rolling over. At first, I tell myself that it's just a reflex movement, but after a few frantic seconds I'm forced to accept that she's genuinely waking up. This is all happening much, much sooner than I expected.
 
   "I told you!" Natalie shouts.
 
   "Quiet!" I hiss, clamping a hand over her mouth.
 
   Seconds later, as the body in the bag continues to wriggle, there's a thumping sound from the ceiling.
 
   "See?" I whisper to Natalie. "You mustn't shout, or you'll make him angry." Slowly, I take my hand away from her mouth, and we stare in stunned silence at the bag as it continues to move. Finally, almost unbelievably, a hand emerges and starts feeling around, scrabbling over the concrete floor. After a moment, there's a low, pained groan from deep within the bag.
 
   "Is she still asleep?" Natalie whispers.
 
   "I don't think so," I reply, watching as the hand continues to search for something. It's as if the girl in the bag is checking her environment before she tries to come out. This is all so different to how things were when Natalie arrived, and I'm not entirely sure what to do. I mean, I always knew that there was a strong chance that he'd throw another girl down eventually, but I never got around to formulating a proper plan.
 
   "Should we help her?" Natalie asks.
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but then I realize that I have no idea what to say. I usually feel as if I'm in control, as if I'm in charge of things down here, but right now I'm lost for words. My heart is racing, and I have no idea what to expect when the girl finally emerges from the bag. One thing's for certain, however: she's going to be terrified. And when she finds out where she is, and why she's here, she's going to scream.
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
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   I guess I can see why they decided to name this place The Box. It's by far the most basic and undecorated bar I've ever visited in my life. Stuck out on the edge of town, with just a bare painted sign on the outside of a squat building with corrugated iron walls, The Box is the kind of place that looks like it was put up yesterday and is going to be taken down tomorrow. It also looks like it's seen a lot of fights, and the barbed wire running along a nearby wall seems to be serving as some kind of a warning. The interior is dark and almost completely lifeless, and I almost feel guilty for disturbing the air as I walk through the door. There's a middle-aged guy wiping the counter, but apart from that the place seems to be completely empty.
 
   I guess they're late.
 
   "Just a beer, thanks," I say as I reach the bar.
 
   "You here to meet someone?" asks the guy, as he cracks the top off a bottle and sets it in front of me.
 
   I nod as I pull some notes from my wallet.
 
   "Wouldn't happen to be two ladies, would it?" he continues.
 
   "You've seen them?" I ask, shocked that they might have shown up already.
 
   "They're in the back," he replies, taking the money. "If you need somewhere more private, you can have the pump room for $50. There's no cameras in there."
 
   "Good to know," I reply, taking my beer and heading through to the back of the building. Sure enough, I quickly realize that there are voices coming from the other side of a small doorway, and eventually I peer inside and spot two women sitting at a small table, talking urgently to one another in hurried tones.
 
   "It's him," one of them whispers as she spots me. Middle-aged and with dark, soulful eyes, Natalie seems kind of nervous, as if she expects to have to run away at any moment.
 
   The other woman, older and with graying hair, turns and smiles cautiously as she sees me. "Good to see you again, Ben," Elizabeth says, removing her coat from a nearby chair. "We got started without you. I've got to admit, this isn't the kind of neighborhood where I'd usually want to spend time, but I'm getting into the spirit of things." She takes a sip from a huge, multi-colored cocktail, and there's a smile on her face that makes me think she's telling the truth when she says she's having fun. "As my mother always said, needs must when the Devil drives."
 
   "What does that mean?" Natalie asks.
 
   "It means that sometimes you have no choice about where you end up in life," Elizabeth replies. "So, Ben. I understand that you were able to see Holly. How was she?"
 
   "She seemed fine," I say, swigging from my bottle of beer. "She seemed good, actually. Very composed and happy. Not really like you described her at all."
 
   "From what I've heard," Elizabeth says, "she's thrown herself into academia. Perhaps it's her way of cutting herself off from the world."
 
   "She had me thrown out of the building," I reply. "As answers go, I don't think that's particularly positive. To be honest, I felt bad for being there. I felt like I was intruding. She seemed very settled and happy with what she was doing, and I felt like I shouldn't be blundering in there and asking her to rake up the past."
 
   "But she's coming," Natalie continues. "She has to come. She said she's not, but she will. Trust me. I know her. She'll be here."
 
   I look over at Elizabeth, and I can see that she's not so certain.
 
   "Is there any way we can do this without her?" I ask. "I mean, if she doesn't want anything to do with it, is there any way we can move forward with just the two of you?"
 
   "Absolutely not," Elizabeth says. "I've told you from the very beginning, Ben. It's all three of us, or it's nothing. That's how this whole thing has been since it started. The power of three can't be imitated or replaced."
 
   "We need her," Natalie mutters, looking down at the table before taking a sip from her glass of wine.
 
   "Maybe you only think you need her," I point out. "I mean, you've said it yourself, you don't entirely understand the whole thing. So maybe you're making assumptions that aren't actually correct. Have you ever actually tried doing it without her?"
 
   "There's no point," Elizabeth says firmly. "It wouldn't work."
 
   "But have you tried?"
 
   "No," she says.
 
   "Yes," Natalie adds at the exact same time.
 
   There's an awkward pause as they exchange a troubled glance.
 
   "We have," Natalie says quietly, as if she's hoping that I won't be able to hear.
 
   "Of course we've tried," Elizabeth says, seeming a little flustered. "The point is, we didn't get anywhere -"
 
   "We did," Natalie says, butting in.
 
   "No," Elizabeth continues with a sigh, "we didn't. We tried, and we had almost no success at all. Just little things here and there, but little things aren't going to be enough this time. We need all three of us. We need Holly to come and join us, and if she refuses, then there's nothing more we can do." She pauses for a moment. "That place should have been knocked down a long time ago. It's a disgrace that it's still standing."
 
   "Do you think demolishing it would be enough?"
 
   "I think it'd be a damn good start," she replies, sipping from her cocktail. "Excuse my language. But I doubt things would be that easy. Knock it down. Burn it. Whatever. The evil will persist. Without Holly, we can't hope to drive it away."
 
   "So what do we do?" I ask. "If knocking the place down won't help -"
 
   "We could always just leave it alone," Elizabeth suggests. "I'm serious. As long as people know not to go to the house, then maybe there isn't a problem. It's in a remote area, and you could put signs up to warn people. If they ignore the signs and go inside anyway, then it's their problem. Why can't we just let it all fester where it is? Just walk away and pretend it's not there?" She looks over at Natalie, and then at me. "Seriously, why do we have to do anything? If someone's stupid enough to go into that house, then they can face the consequences."
 
   "It's not just inside the house that there's a problem," I point out. "One of the victims died a few hundred meters away."
 
   "So now you're suggesting it's spreading?"
 
   "I'm not suggesting anything," I say as I finish my beer. "I have no idea what it's doing, but I know that two people are dead, and I'm worried about what that means. By all means, if I thought we could just cover the place in concrete and leave it to rot, maybe I'd be willing to go down that route. But I don't think that'll work. I think we need to deal with the problem head-on."
 
   "Without Holly," Elizabeth replies firmly, almost as if she's talking to a child, "your only option is to build a fence around the house. Every few years, move the fence a little further out. Make sure no-one ever goes near the house, and hope that the evil will be contained."
 
   "She'll come," Natalie says, "so it'll be okay. Once she comes, everything'll be okay."
 
   "If she comes," I reply, "it's just the start. I still don't know what we're exactly supposed to do, even if she turns up, but I don't think it'll be easy. I mean, how does it work? If she turns up, do the three of you just wander back into the house and do the same thing you did before?"
 
   "I have no idea," Elizabeth says. "You have to remember, we saw what we could do, but we didn't understand it. If we'd been able to control it a little better, we might not have been so scared."
 
   "I wasn't scared," Natalie says. "I was just trying to protect my baby."
 
   "I'm afraid that there's no textbook," Elizabeth continues. "There's no set of rules to cover this type of situation. If we ever end up going back there, we have to come up with our own plan."
 
   "But you're willing to do that, right?" I ask. "If she comes?"
 
   "If she comes."
 
   "And if she doesn't?"
 
   "I'm not going back into that house unless all three of us are together." With that, she finishes her drink and stands up before walking to the door and then glancing back at us. "Natalie, are you coming?"
 
   Smiling awkwardly, Natalie gets up and hurries over to join Elizabeth, grabbing her coat from the rack along the way.
 
   "Goodbye, Mr. Lawler," Elizabeth says, with a hint of heavy sadness in her voice. "I appreciate the effort that you've made, but I'm afraid you've hit a brick wall. We did everything we could to deal with that house, and now it's someone else's problem. If you want my advice, you'll put a big fence up around the place and leave it well alone. I'm sorry Natalie and I couldn't be of more help, but without Holly, we're just two women with bad memories and nothing to contribute."
 
   Once they've gone, I'm left sitting alone with a half-drunk bottle of beer, contemplating my options. Sure, it'd be great to just put a fence around the house and trust that the problem would be solved. The problem is, we've already tried that, and it didn't work. Whatever's in that house, it wants to get out.
 
   


 
  

Elizabeth
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "Keep back!" I shout, pulling Natalie's arm to make sure she doesn't get too close to the wriggling bag.
 
   "I want to help her!" she replies, with a pained look in her eyes.
 
   "You'll help her more by keeping back," I reply, glancing up at the ceiling and hoping that our conversation won't attract any attention. Right now, I feel it'd be better if he doesn't come down, since the new girl is going to need help as she adjusts to her new environment.
 
   "What's she doing?" Natalie asks.
 
   "She might be disorientated," I say. "Just because she's awake, it doesn't mean the drugs are out of her system."
 
   We stand and watch as the bag continues to move, with the new girl apparently having trouble finding her way out. She has one arm poking through the slit, still feeling the ground as if she's hoping to find some kind of clue; the rest of her body, however, remains very much still in the bag, almost as if perhaps she's partially paralyzed. I don't remember Natalie being paralyzed when she came down here, but perhaps he's used different drugs this time.
 
   "Are you sure we shouldn't go over?" Natalie asks.
 
   "I..." I start to say, before realizing that maybe she's right. There's only so long that we can stand here and watch as this poor girl continues to struggle. Still, the thought of actually going over is somewhat overwhelming. It's been five years since Natalie arrived; five years without meeting anyone new, and suddenly there's a third girl down here. She might be disruptive. She might cause problems. This could be the start of something awful.
 
   "Please," Natalie pleads. "Can't we help her?"
 
   "Fine," I say, rushing over to the bag and kneeling next to the outstretched arm, while Natalie crouches next to me.
 
   "We should say something," Natalie whispers.
 
   I nod, but I have no idea what to say. Eventually, I reach out and lift up the edge of the slit, and I immediately see the problem. I hadn't noticed before, but the girl's feet are bound with a thick rope, and one of her arms is tied behind her back. I guess she somehow managed to get her other arm free, but it's clear that she's struggling. Reaching inside the bag, I start to untie the rope around her legs, before pausing for a moment.
 
   "What are you waiting for?" Natalie whispers.
 
   "It's okay," I say firmly, hoping that the girl in the bag can hear me. "I'm just going to untie your legs. Do you understand? I'm not going to hurt you."
 
   The girl starts wriggling frantically, as if she's trying to get away from me. She has no way of knowing, of course, that Natalie and I are friendly, so it's only natural that she should try to get away from us. The panic in her movement is obvious, and when I lift the slit a little further, I can see the whites of her terrified eyes. It's clear that, while she might still be feeling the effects of the drugs, she's capable of understanding us and reacting to the things that we say to her. It's odd, then, that she hasn't screamed or said anything, but I'm sure that all of that will come later. For now, she must be in shock.
 
   "Look," I say, my heart pounding as I untie the rope and free her legs. "See? I'm helping you. Now I'll do the other one," I add, before loosening the role around her waist and freeing her other arm. Finally, I sit back and watch as she continues to wriggle inside the bag, and eventually she manages to sit up, although she still hasn't fully emerged.
 
   "What's she doing?" Natalie whispers.
 
   "You can come out," I say, trying to sound friendly and welcoming. "Please. Come out. We're not going to hurt you. We're friends. We want to help you."
 
   "Tell her we're nice," Natalie whispers.
 
   "Tell her yourself," I reply, aware that the girl might respond more favorably to Natalie, since they're closer in age.
 
   "We're nice," Natalie stammers, but she sounds terrified. This is the first time she's met a new girl down here, so she must be filled with trepidation.
 
   "You must have a lot of questions," I say, as the girl stares wildly at us. "It's okay. We can answer them. We're..." I pause for a moment, aware that I need to pick my words very carefully. "We're not the ones who kidnapped you. We're not the ones who brought you here. We're like you. We both came here the same way. We can help you, but you need to come out from in there and talk to us."
 
   I wait for a reply, but after a moment I realize that the girl is shivering. No, not shivering... She's trembling with fear. My heart breaks as I realize that this poor young thing is so frightened, her whole body is shuddering. She probably thinks that we're going to hurt her, which I guess isn't an unfounded fear. I want to think of something to say that might calm her down, but I doubt there's anything in the world that anyone could say right now. She's come to a very dark place, and nothing I say is going to change that basic fact. I want to tell her not to be scared, but the truth is: she should be scared. She should be absolutely terrified.
 
   "Where am I?" the girl suddenly blurts out, her voice trembling. She seems to be crying, but it's hard to see her properly since she's still inside the bag, as if she's terrified to come out.
 
   "You're in a basement," I reply. "You're down here with us. We're all in the basement together, but you have to understand that we're not the ones who brought you down here. We're not the ones who took you, and we're not going to hurt you. We're going to help you, so you just need to stay calm. Please." I wait for her to say something, but the only sound that comes from the bag is a kind of slow, quiet sobbing. "My name is Elizabeth," I say eventually. "This is Natalie. Can you tell us your name?"
 
   "Where am I?" she asks again, still trembling with fear.
 
   "You're in the basement of a house," I tell her. "I don't know where the house is, I'm afraid, but we're someone quite rural. There's a small window over on the other wall, you can look out when it's light, but all you'll see are fields. In the summer, there are sunflowers. I'm afraid that's all I really know. I don't even know what state we're in."
 
   "Someone grabbed me," she blurts out suddenly. "Someone injected me..." Her voice trails off.
 
   "Do you remember what happened?" I ask, surprised that she doesn't seem to be suffering from the usual memory loss. I guess he's changed the drugs he uses.
 
   She doesn't reply. If anything, rather than climbing out of the bag, she seems to be withdrawing a little further inside.
 
   "Just relax," I say, before turning to Natalie. "Maybe you can fetch a glass of water for her. She must be thirsty."
 
   "I don't want anything," the girl replies.
 
   "You need to drink."
 
   "I'm not eating or drinking anything here." There's a pause, and then suddenly she pulls the bag away and stares straight at me. She's young, maybe in her late teens or early twenties, and she has large, brown eyes filled with pain and fear. "I'm not taking anything from you," she says firmly. "You've probably drugged it." She turns and looks across the dark basement. "What the fuck is this place? Where the fuck am I?"
 
   "I told you," I start to say, "you're -"
 
   "Shut up," she says suddenly.
 
   I stare at her. "Please -" I start to say.
 
   "Shut up!" she shouts.
 
   "Why's she so mad?" Natalie asks.
 
   "Fuck," the girl says, getting to her feet and hurrying up the steps. She tugs on the door, desperately trying to find a way out. "What the fuck is this place?" she calls back to us. "How do we get this door open?"
 
   "There's no way out," I say, trying to stay calm for her benefit. I'm determined to help her, and to make sure that she doesn't panic too much. After all, this is a highly unusual situation, and she's going to have to deal with it calmly eventually. Inevitably there'll be a period of anger and fear, but I'm certain she'll settle down after a while. "The door's locked and the window's sealed, and there's no other exit. Believe me, we've tried. We've tried over and over again."
 
   Ignoring me, she continues to tug on the door. Despite being fairly petite, she seems to think that she can somehow force her way out of this place. I guess she's desperate, and I don't blame her. She must be terrified. She's been torn away from her world and thrown down into this basement. She must have a million fears flooding her mind, and it's quite understandable that she doesn't trust us yet.
 
   "Why don't you come and talk to us?" I ask, making my way over to the sink and pouring a glass of water. "You must have so many questions."
 
   "I don't have any questions," she replies, hurrying down the steps and over to the window. She grabs a chair and pushes it against the wall, before climbing up and trying to remove the perspex cover that's fitted over the bars and glass. "I just want to get the fuck out of here. I don't want to know who did this to me and I don't want to know what he's going to do next, I just want to get out of here. I won't tell anyone, but I have to get away from this fucking place."
 
   "The window won't open," I tell her.
 
   "Keep away," she replies, looking over at me for a moment. "I swear to God, if you come anywhere near me, I'm going to smash your fucking face in."
 
   "I'm here to help you," I say weakly.
 
   "Bullshit," she spits back at me, using her elbow to try to break the perspex. "Fucking bullshit. I'm not sitting around here waiting to get fucked over by some asshole. No fucking way."
 
   "You're just wasting energy," I tell her.
 
   "Was I like this when I arrived?" Natalie whispers.
 
   I nod. "The best thing is really going to be for you to just come down and talk to us. There's so much that you need to know, and I'm sure we can allay at least some of your fears if you just give us a chance."
 
   "If you come within ten meters of me," the girl continues, fixing me with a determined stare. "I'll kill you. I'm not joking. I will fucking kill you if you come anywhere near me, do you understand? Either that, or you'll have to kill me, but I'm not joking."
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but I'm not sure what to say.
 
   "Do you fucking understand me?" she shouts.
 
   "Please try to calm down," I say. "No-one down here is going to kill anyone else. I know you're scared, but you have to listen to me. We're not your enemy. We're in exactly the same position that you're in. We both came here in exactly the same way, and we're just like you. We can't open that door or that window. We can't do anything except wait, and try to help you, and try to explain to you how things work here. I know you want to escape, but right now there's nothing to do except listen to us. Please. We're your friends."
 
   She stares at me, and finally she seems to have stopped crying and trembling. It's as if some part of her has suddenly realized that she needs to listen to what I'm saying.
 
   "This is a dream," she says after a moment, her voice sounding calmer than before. "This has to be a dream. This can't be happening to me. There's no way any of this can be real. This is like... it's like... it's like a dream. That's all it can be." She sniffs back her tears. "It's a dream. It's not real."
 
   "It is real," I tell her, "and it's not a dream. But if you come down from that chair, we can talk to you properly and answer your questions. You need to -" I pause, as there's the sound of footsteps on the ceiling above us. For a moment, I'm worried that he might be planning to come down here, but then I hear him going through to another room. "You need to listen to us," I say eventually, looking back over at the girl.
 
   "Who the fuck is up there?" she asks, staring up at the ceiling.
 
   "I'll explain everything," I say, trying to calm her down. "Just come and sit with us. There's so much to tell you."
 
   "We just want to help," Natalie murmurs, although she suddenly seems very shy and has taken to half-hiding behind me.
 
   "Please," I say. "Let us help you." I wait for a response. "At least tell me your name."
 
   Above us, there are more footsteps. He must surely be able to hear us arguing down here.
 
   "Who the fuck is that?" the girl asks. "Hello?" she shouts. "Can you hear me? Help! I'm trapped down here!"
 
   "Don't do that," I say.
 
   "Why not?"
 
   "Because he's the one who kidnapped you."
 
   She stares at me, and I can see that she's trying to work out what to do. "Holly," she says eventually. "That's my name. Holly Carter."
 
   "Hello, Holly," I say, trying to keep things calm. "As I said earlier, my name is Elizabeth, and the girl cowering behind me is Natalie Bay."
 
   "I'm not cowering," Natalie mutters, still staying firmly behind my back.
 
   Above us, there's the sound of more footsteps. Whatever he's doing up there, it sounds like he's hard at work. I have no idea how his rituals work, but it's very rare for him to bring a new girl back, so I imagine he's busy. And excited. He's probably preparing some fresh ice for tomorrow.
 
   "Who is that guy?" Holly asks, staring at the ceiling. "Why did he do this?"
 
   "I'll explain everything," I tell her.
 
   There's an awkward pause as Holly continues to stare at the ceiling.
 
   "Let me out of here," she shouts eventually, before reaching up and banging her fists against the wood. "Hey! You fucker, let me out of here!"
 
   "Please don't do that," I say, starting to panic.
 
   "Let me out of here!" she screams, pounding on the ceiling. "You fucking cocksucker, let me out of here! I swear to God I'll fucking kill you if you don't let me out of here right now!"
 
   "Stop her," Natalie whimpers, glancing nervously at the door, as if she expects him to come down at any moment.
 
   "Please, Holly," I say, stepping closer. "Don't do that. You really don't want to make him angry." I put a hand on her arm, but she pushes me away.
 
   "Don't touch me," she shouts as she starts banging on the ceiling again. "Don't fucking touch me! Let me out of here right now, or I swear to God I'll make you regret it! Do you hear me? Let me out of here or I'll cut your fucking balls off, you fucking cocksucker!"
 
   "Please -"
 
   "Let me out of here!" she screams at the top of her voice, banging her fists against the ceiling. There are tears in her eyes again, and she seems to be panicking more and more. "Let me out of here! Help! Someone help me! I swear to God, someone has to get me out of here! Somebody help me!"
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   "I'll just pay it now," I say, standing at the motel reception desk. It's late, almost midnight, and I figure I might as well hit the road as soon as the sun comes up in the morning. As I pay for my two-night stay, I'm feeling pretty foolish. All this time and money was wasted on a wild goose chase. I got two of the women from the house on Willow Road to meet me, but the third was too stubborn. For whatever reason, Holly Carter is never going to agree to come with me. It's back to the drawing board.
 
   "Just leave your keys on the desk in the morning if no-one's around," the woman says as she tears off my credit card receipt. "Oh, and someone was asking for you earlier. A woman."
 
   "A woman?" I ask, surprised.
 
   She nods. "Now, I don't mean to cause offense, Mr. Lawler, but if an extra guest ends up staying the night, you're gonna have to pay an additional fee. It's not a problem, but you have to pay, do you understand? No freebies."
 
   Glancing out the window at the dark parking lot, I find myself wondering if maybe Holly has changed her mind. She seemed so determined to get rid of me earlier, but is it possible that Natalie was right? Does Holly have an urge to come and find me?
 
   "Where is she?" I ask.
 
   "Dunno," the woman says. "She was here about an hour ago, but when I told her you were out, she just left."
 
   "What did she look like?"
 
   "About my age," she replies. "A little thinner. Short hair."
 
   "Thanks," I mutter, as I head out the door and walk along the dark path that leads to my room. I can't help glancing over my shoulder to see if I'm being followed, but so far it seems like there's no-one else here. I can't think of a single person who'd be looking for me in this town, but I can't get too carried away. The odds of Holly Carter having suddenly had an epiphany and deciding to come and find me are slim. Besides, I didn't even get a chance to tell her how she could contact me. Unless she systematically went through every motel and hotel in town -
 
   "Mr. Lawler," says a familiar voice.
 
   Turning, it takes me a moment to work out where the voice is coming from. Finally, I spot a figure standing in the shadows nearby. I can't make out her features, but I know it's her.
 
   "Ms. Carter?" I ask.
 
   "Why did you come here today?"
 
   "I told you. I wanted to talk to you about the house."
 
   "And that's it? Nothing more?"
 
   "Well, you didn't really give me a chance to explain the whole thing," I point out. "You kind of threw me out of your office before I could get started." I pause for a moment. "How did you find me, anyway?"
 
   "You're not alone," she says. "I can tell. You came with the others, didn't you? I can sense them nearby."
 
   "It wasn't easy to persuade them," I reply, figuring I need to be honest this time. "Well, it wasn't easy to persuade Elizabeth. Once I'd got her onside, Natalie kind of followed."
 
   "Figures," Holly says. "Natalie's basically Elizabeth's puppy."
 
   "I was with them a few hours ago. We had a drink, just to talk about things. I was hoping to get the three of you together for -"
 
   "Do you have any idea how dangerous that would be?"
 
   "When was the last time you saw them?" I ask.
 
   "A long time ago, and we agreed back then that we'd never, ever be together in a room again. Not even for a second. We had good reasons for that decision, Mr. Lawler, and those reasons haven't changed over the years. I don't know how you managed to get the others on your side, but I can assure you that I won't be so easily led. I agreed back then to never see them again, and nothing's changed my mind. What happened in that house is over. It's finished."
 
   "So why are you here?" I ask, peering into the darkness but still only able to make out the vaguest hint of her outline in the shadows. "If you really believe it's over, why did you come and find me tonight?"
 
   "To warn you to stay away. I always knew someone like you would turn up eventually, acting like he knows best. I could see the arrogance in your eyes as soon as you walked into my office. How old are you, Mr. Lawler?"
 
   "Twenty-nine."
 
   "So you were a teenager when all the stuff at Willow Road happened." She pauses for a moment. "It was half your lifetime ago. It's just a story to you, like a movie. Don't you think it's a little presumptuous of you to start trying to butt in and fix things? Don't you think you might be better advised to just leave the whole thing alone? It's in the past."
 
   "Two girls have died," I reply. "I'm not here because of what happened all those years ago. I'm here because of what's happening now, and because of what I'm scared might happen in the future."
 
   "We stopped it," she says firmly.
 
   "How can you be so sure?"
 
   "I saw it die."
 
   "Then explain the latest deaths."
 
   "I don't have to. That house is hundreds of miles away from here. I swore when I left that place that I'd never go back, and that I'd never go near the others again, and I'm going to stick to that decision. I'm sorry if two people have died, but it's really nothing to do with me. I don't care if Satan himself has taken up residence on Willow Road. I'm not going back, and I'd be very grateful if you could just leave me alone. As I'm sure you can imagine, it's a subject that I'd really rather avoid."
 
   "Is there any way I can persuade you to at least listen to me?" I reply. "If I stay around tomorrow, can we meet for lunch or dinner? Let me tell you what's happening."
 
   "I don't want to know. All I want is to make sure that you leave me alone."
 
   "And what if I can't?" I ask. "What if the situation is so serious that I have to get you on my side?"
 
   "Then I'll kill myself."
 
   I pause for a moment, trying to work out whether she really said what I think she said.
 
   "I'm not kidding," she continues. "I refuse to let this all get opened up again. If it comes down to it, I'll kill myself. I'll take a knife and I'll cut my wrists and I'll leave a note blaming you. Is that understood?"
 
   Sighing, I realize that there's no point arguing with her. She's clearly made her decision, and I doubt there's anything I can say to change her mind. Whereas Elizabeth Torbett and Natalie Bay were at least willing to listen to me, Holly Carter obviously wants nothing to do with the current situation. It's probably her way of protecting herself from all the weirdos who come around trying to get a piece of her. In a morbid kind of way, the three of them are celebrities. The media called them the witches of Willow Road. It's no big surprise that they want to keep well away from that place.
 
   "I'm sorry for bothering you," I say eventually. "You won't hear from me again."
 
   "Good." There's a pause, and finally I hear footsteps hurrying away as she disappears into the night.
 
   Turning and heading to my door, I can't shake the feeling that I've failed in a major way today. I came all this distance and ended up with nothing. Now I have to go back to Montgomery Town and hope that I was wrong all along. Maybe those two deaths were just coincidences. Somehow, though, I doubt it. I'm pretty sure that sooner or later, someone else is going to end up dying at the house on Willow Road. The man who kidnapped those women might be long dead, but something's still lurking in the house. Whatever it is, it's been dormant for the past fifteen years, but it's starting to wake up again. I don't know exactly what's going on out there, but I know one thing: if I can't find some way to get Holly to help, more people are going to die.
 
   


 
  

Part Two:
 
   Womb
 
   


 
  

Holly Carter
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "Help!" I scream for the thousandth time, banging on the little perspex window. My voice is so hoarse I can taste blood, and I've pounded with my fists until they're bruised. Still, someone has to hear me eventually; someone has to come and save me. "Help! I'm down here! Help!"
 
   "Perhaps you should come down from there," says Elizabeth, standing behind me. "Perhaps -"
 
   "Help!" I scream even louder. "Someone help us!"
 
   "Holly -"
 
   "Help!" I shout, but this time my throat seems to seize up. I must have been shouting for at least an hour, and the situation feels hopeless. Still, there's nothing else to do. Staring out the letterbox-shaped window at the top of the wall, all I can see is overgrown grass and the distant sky. It's hard to tell where we are, but it looks kind of rural. We're probably miles from anywhere. Still, there has to be someone out there, someone who can help us. There has to be. "Help!" I shout again, but the word catches in my throat and I start coughing. "Help!" I splutter.
 
   "Holly, please -"
 
   "Fuck," I say quietly, trying to make sense of the jumble of thoughts in my mind. "Fuck, please... fuck. This isn't real. This is not fucking real."
 
   "Come and talk to us, Holly," Elizabeth continues. "Come and let us help you."
 
   "Help!" I scream again, pounding my fists on the window again. "Somebody help us! Somebody! We're trapped down here!"
 
   "This isn't doing any good," Elizabeth says. "You're just wasting energy, and you're upsetting Natalie."
 
   "Upsetting Natalie?" I ask croakily, as I turn to look back at the others. "Upsetting her? What the fuck? I don't care, I just want to get out of here. We have to, we have to..." I pause, as another wave of panic floods my body. This whole situation is so insane, I have no idea what I'm supposed to do. I just know that I have to get out of here, and right now this little window is my best chance. I know that screaming for help isn't going to do much, but I don't have any other options. This basement isn't particularly small, but I swear I can feel its walls closing in. I've never been claustrophobic before, but the thought of being trapped down here is making me short of breath.
 
   "Shouting won't help," Elizabeth replies calmly.
 
   "What will help?" I ask, taking deep breaths in an effort to calm down.
 
   "Come down from that chair," she says, "and we'll talk about -"
 
   "Talking won't open this window," I say, giving the perspex another slam with my fists. "It must be soundproof. That must be what he did. He soundproofed the whole fucking room." Stepping down from the chair, I glance across the room and spot a broom leaning against one of the walls. Hurrying over, I grab the broom and carry it back up onto the chair, before slamming the end of the handle into the perspex. It doesn't work, of course; this house might look like a rundown old place, but it's held together properly where it counts. I try again and again, but I don't even make a mark.
 
   "Please -" Elizabeth says, putting a hand on my waist.
 
   "Get off me!" I shout, swinging the broom at her and only just missing the top of her head as she ducks out of the way. "Get the fuck away from me!" I'm trembling with rage now. There has to be a way out of this place. I just need to be smart and work it out. I've seen movies where people get trapped, and I always feel like I'm smarter than the person in the movie. There has to be a chance to escape, if only I can focus.
 
   "Believe me," Elizabeth says, "we've tried all of this. It's impossible to even make a dent in that window. The door is secured at all times, the floor is made of stone, and there's no way out. The sooner you realize this and accept it, the sooner we can get on with helping you adjust to the situation." She pauses for a moment. "Believe me, Natalie and I both went through the exact same emotions that you're feeling right now. We tried to force our way out, and it didn't work. We really tried. Didn't we, Natalie?"
 
   "We did," Natalie mutters quietly.
 
   I stare at them, unable to believe what I'm hearing. Are they seriously suggesting that I'm supposed to just accept what's happened to me and try to make the best of it? With my heart still racing, I make my way over to the stone steps and hurry up to the door. It's locked, of course, and on closer inspection I find that it's made entirely of steel. I swear to God, it's like something you'd find in a bank. Realizing that it's pointless to try busting the damn thing open, I head back down the steps and after a moment I stop in the middle of the floor, filled with rage and fear but with no idea what I should do next. Finally, I feel tears starting to well up behind my eyes.
 
   "It's going to be okay," Elizabeth says. "I know it seems dark right now, but we'll help you find a way through this. I promise, you'll realize that this is going to be fine. You've experienced anger. The next stage is denial."
 
   I turn to her, feeling a wave of hatred rise through my body. "Did anybody ever tell you that you're really bad at helping in this kind of situation?"
 
   Over in the corner, Natalie tries to stifle a laugh.
 
   "Someone's going to come," I say, sitting on the floor and tucking my knees up under my chin, staring at the shadows. "Someone's going to come and find us." I take a deep breath, before turning to Elizabeth and Natalie. Suddenly, I feel completely numb, as if all my fear has been sucked out of me and there's nothing left inside but ice. I've tried forcing my way out of this basement, so now I need to try a more subtle approach: I'm just going to sit here and wait until I've come up with an escape plan. "Someone's going to find us," I continue. "We just have to be patient and wait."
 
   "I'm not sure -" Elizabeth starts to say.
 
   "Someone's going to find us!" I reply, raising my voice. "Seriously. Maybe in a minute, or an hour, maybe even a day, but someone's going to track us down! There's no way we can just disappear like this!"
 
   Elizabeth and Natalie exchange a concerned glance.
 
   "What?" I ask. "What are you thinking?" I wait for an answer, but they just seem dumbstruck. "You're thinking I'm wrong? You're thinking that no-one's going to come, and we're going to be left down here forever to just rot away? Bullshit."
 
   "No," Elizabeth says slowly, "but -"
 
   "They're going to come!" I insist. "I don't care who this guy is, he can't hide us forever! He's just some fucking country yokel! There's no way he can cover his tracks properly. I guarantee it, there are cop cars heading toward this place right now. We'll hear their sirens soon, unless their coming in stealthily, in which case..." I pause as I see the look in Elizabeth's eyes. It's almost as if she's pitying me. "My phone," I say, searching through my pockets. "They'll track my phone." After a moment, I realize that my phone is missing. He must have taken it.
 
   "Holly -" Elizabeth starts to say.
 
   "Do you realize how many people are going to be looking for me?" I say, trying unsuccessfully to hide the fact that I'm starting to cry. "There's, like, my parents, and my family, and my friends. There'll be news stories, and stuff on the internet. People are going to know that I'm missing. They're going to look for me, and they're going to find clues. They're going to work out where I am and they're going to come and rescue me." I stop speaking as I realize that my voice has become a kind of pathetic whine. With tears flowing down my cheeks, I close my eyes and try to stay calm.
 
   "I know a way to stop crying," Natalie says a moment. "If you press your chin against the tip of your chest and swallow a few times, the tears can't reach your eyes."
 
   I look over at her.
 
   "It's true," she says meekly.
 
   Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and try to stay calm. It's been about an hour since I woke up down here in a cloth bag, and so far Elizabeth and Natalie seem to be like characters in a dream, floating serenely through the situation and telling me that I have to be calm. It's as if they don't see anything unusual in the fact that we're trapped down here. I guess they've been here so long, they've become used to it. They're probably scared of getting out, but I'm not going to let myself become like them. The best time to strike is right now.
 
   "You must have a lot of questions," Elizabeth says.
 
   I shake my head. I don't want to get involved in a conversation with them. A conversation would imply permanence, and all I care about is getting out of here. Whoever kidnapped me, and whatever he wants, I'm determined to get away before he has a chance to come down here for me. I don't know why a guy would kidnap a bunch of women and hold them in his basement, but whatever he wants, he's not going to get it.
 
   "Who is he?" I ask eventually. I'm still trembling, still terrified, but I'm determined to come up with a plan. For that to happen, I need facts. Solid, reliable facts.
 
   "It's okay," Elizabeth continues. "You're not in danger. He's not going to kill you."
 
   "What's he going to do to me, then?" I ask. At that moment, there's the sound of footsteps up above. Looking up, I realize that someone's walking across the floor of the room directly over this one. "That's him, isn't it?" I ask, with my eyes fixed on the ceiling.
 
   "Yes," Elizabeth says calmly. "That's him."
 
   "Is it just him?" I ask.
 
   "Yes, he lives alone."
 
   "So there's three of us and one of him?" I look over at her. "Is he like some kind of bodybuilder type? Has he got guns?"
 
   "He's not a bodybuilder type," she replies, "and I don't know if he has guns, but I've never seen him use one. He has knives, though."
 
   "Still," I continue, starting to feel a faint stirring of hope in my panicked, tightened chest, "those odds aren't bad. Three of us against one guy with a knife. We can take him."
 
   "It's not that simple," she says.
 
   "Why's it not that simple?" I ask. All of a sudden, from the depths of despair, I'm starting to see a way out of here. "Why's it not that simple?" I ask again. "How does he get you to stay down here?"
 
   "It's all very complicated," Elizabeth says.
 
   "How does he do it?" I continue. "Is it, like, mind control? I mean, fuck, how does he do it? You two could have taken him, couldn't you? Why are you still down here? Did he hypnotize you?" Above, there are more footsteps.
 
   "It's -" Elizabeth starts to say, before there's a banging sound nearby. She and Natalie turn and stare in horror at the stone steps. "He's coming," she says after a moment, her voice filled with shock... or is it awe? Judging by the look on her face, you'd think God Himself was about to come down here.
 
   There's a creaking sound as the door at the top of the steps opens. For a moment, I prepare myself to rush him, but as I wait, I realize that he doesn't seem to be coming down. After a few seconds, a small, rectangular piece of wood is thrown down the steps, clattering loudly against the stone floor.
 
   "What's that?" I ask.
 
   "He wants one of us to go up," Elizabeth says, staring at the piece of wood.
 
   "What do you mean?" I ask. "Isn't he going to come down?"
 
   "He never comes down," she continues, obviously terrified. "He always sends for one of us." She steps forward and picks up the piece of wood, before turning and showing us that there are two heavy scratches on the surface. "Number two," she says, turning to Natalie. "That's you."
 
   "Again?" Natalie asks, looking nervous. She takes the piece of wood from Elizabeth, and then she glances over at the steps. The door at the top is still open, but there's no sign of anyone standing up there.
 
   "Wait," I say. "So this guy throws down a piece of wood to tell you which of you has to go up there?"
 
   Elizabeth nods. "I'm number one and Natalie is number two. I suppose you'll be number three."
 
   Behind her, Natalie starts shuffling toward the steps.
 
   "You're not seriously going to go, are you?" I ask, shocked at the way they both seem to just acquiesce to this man's demands.
 
   "It's best like this," Elizabeth says, maintaining her calm tone of voice but with obvious fear in her eyes. "She'll be back shortly."
 
   "But what if she just doesn't go?" I continue. "Why can't she just refuse to go?"
 
   "We need food," Elizabeth continues, as Natalie starts walking slowly up the steps. "And water. If we deny him, if we're even slow to respond, he'll cut us off for days, maybe even a week."
 
   "But the door's open," I say. "We can all go up right now."
 
   Elizabeth shakes her head. "Do you really think that's possible?"
 
   "Of course," I continue, looking up at the door as Natalie gets closer and closer to the top of the steps. "I mean, it's open, so we can all just go through."
 
   "Go on, then," Elizabeth says sadly. "If you really believe that you can just go up and walk through that door and escape, and if you really believe that we haven't thought of that before, then go and try. We'll all go without food and water for a week if you do, but maybe you have to learn the hard way."
 
   I stare at the door. It seems so easy, and yet I know that Elizabeth must be right. There must be something stopping us from going out that way. I watch as Natalie reaches the top of the steps, and then she turns and glances back at us for a moment before making her way through the door. Moments later, there's another creaking sound and the door swings shut with a heavy thud.
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Okay," Doug Moyes says, glancing over his shoulder to check that we're not being overheard, "you didn't hear this from me. Got it? Not a word. If anyone finds out that I'm giving you this stuff, I'll be fired and probably brought up on charges."
 
   "My lips are sealed," I reply. It's a little before 8am, and I've taken a pre-work detour to a small coffeehouse on the edge of town. Doug Moyes works at the local coroner's office, and he's agreed to give me a little off-the-record information about the death of a girl named Brenda Baynes, whose body was found close to the old house on Willow Road. I've already tried getting hold of the autopsy results by going straight to the coroner, but I've been blocked at every turn. People around here don't want to talk about the house, even after all these years, and I get the feeling that there's some unseen hand gently rebuffing my attempts to learn more.
 
   "The basic stuff you know already," Doug continues. "Brenda Baynes, twenty-one years old, originally from around Chicago but she'd been living rough for a couple of years. No-one knows why she drifted over to this neck of the woods, but I guess that part of the story's not important. Local police found a makeshift camp not too far out, and they reckon she must have holed up there about two weeks ago. There was drug paraphernalia, needles, that sort of thing. Not a healthy girl, by any means."
 
   "I guess the house must have seemed pretty enticing," I say. "Once she realized it was empty and abandoned, she must have felt like she'd hit the jackpot."
 
   "There's no evidence to suggest that she actually went inside the building," he says. "The house is boarded up, and state troopers took a quick look and reported no sign of a disturbance. Obviously they didn't want to go too close to the place, but..." He pauses for a moment. "Brenda's body was found about fifty yards from the building, by the side of the road. No obvious signs of trauma, and the initial assumption was that it was just a case of exposure, aggravated by the extreme coincidence of her happening to drop dead in that particular area, next to that particular house."
 
   "That's what the local paper's reporting," I point out.
 
   "It's the line that's being fed direct from the Mayor's office. No-one, and I mean no-one, wants that girl's death being linked in any way to the house. As far as official sources are concerned, the house is to be kept out of reports wherever possible. Of course, the local hacks are willing to go along with this line. They know not to bite the hand that feeds them. Most people probably have no more than a vague suspicion that the dead girl was anywhere near the house, and even if they have questions, they're not going to say anything. They're scared."
 
   "So is that it?" I ask. "She died of exposure?"
 
   After checking once again that we're not being observed, Doug reaches into his bag and pulls out a file. He quickly opens it and scans the first page. "She died of hypothermia," he says after a moment. "Well, hypothermia and blood loss. There was a wound on her left shoulder, about five inches long."
 
   "Hypothermia's not so unusual, is it?" I ask. "If she was sleeping rough."
 
   "Her body was cold to the touch, even several hours after the point of death." He turns to the next page. "Like I said, she was found out on the road. She'd been in direct sunlight for several hours before a passing motorist happened to spot her. The coroner was called, she was taken to the office, and she was still cold. So cold, in fact, that there were ice crystals in her hair." He pauses. "If you have a dead body left out in the sun, you don't expect ice crystals in her hair. Her general condition was more consistent with being submerged in cold water, rather than simply being exposed to the elements."
 
   "There are no lakes or ponds out there, are there?"
 
   "Not for a few miles," he replies, "and certainly nothing that could have caused her to get so cold."
 
   "What about the wound?" I ask.
 
   "The edges were clean and neat, suggesting a sharp, man-made object such as a scalpel." He turns to the last page of the report. "The coroner, somewhat unbelievably, decided that a wild animal must have been responsible."
 
   "Is that possible?"
 
   "A wild animal with a scalpel, maybe. This was a clean, careful cut that was made after the body's temperature dropped. There were more ice crystals directly in the wound."
 
   "So there's someone out there who's -"
 
   "Not according to the coroner's report," he replies, closing the folder. "As far as anyone in a position of power is concerned, Brenda Baynes was a drifter who succumbed to the cold and just happened, by pure chance, to be close to the house on Willow Road. Then some kind of wild animal came along, made a neat cut on her shoulder, and left. It's certainly an interesting interpretation of events, but..." He pauses for a moment. "There's something else. Something that's not in the report. Something I heard second-hand."
 
   "Go on."
 
   "The wound in her shoulder was deep," he continues. "There's evidence that a piece of bone had been removed from Brenda's shoulder. Just a small piece, probably weighing no more than a few grams, but... Well, I think you know where I'm going with this. I guess it could have been removed at some earlier point, but I doubt it."
 
   "You think it's a copycat?"
 
   "It's possible. The story's all over the internet. You know what people are like. They get morbid and then they obsess over things. The Willow Road case happened before the internet really took off, but there's plenty of sites online now that post information and crazy theories. Plus, there's the three poor women themselves, who I understand have had to go to extraordinary lengths in order to avoid being hounded by weirdos. I swear, fame is the disease of the modern world. Sometimes it seems a person's only got to fart at the right time and they'll end up on the cover of all the magazines. The witches of Willow Road are no exception."
 
   "Elizabeth Torbett and Natalie Bay have both given interviews over the years," I point out. "I'm not saying they're fame-hungry, but at least they've been willing to talk about what happened. Holly Carter's the one who withdrew completely."
 
   "The point is," Doug continues, "one of the justifications being used by the coroner and the Mayor to keep this latest development quiet is that they don't want to cause unnecessary anguish for the women. We both know that's bullshit. The Mayor was happy to rake up the past for his re-election campaign. Either way, Brenda's body has already been rushed through the system and burned. Her family are filing a complaint, claiming they weren't given enough time to claim her for a proper funeral, but regardless of how it works out, the body's gone and the Mayor's hoping to just hush the whole thing up."
 
   "What about Jolene Lucas?" I ask. Jolene was a student from my school who died six months ago. The official report claimed that she was hit by a car near the Willow Road house, but I've recently learned that all the relevant files seem to have been destroyed, while there seem to have been strong suggestions that Jolene had actually been inside the house shortly before her death.
 
   "I can't help you there," Doug replies. "Someone's been through and erased the records."
 
   "I don't get it," I continue. "Surely it's not in the Mayor's interests for people to be dying?"
 
   "I don't know what's going through his mind," Doug says. "You'd have to ask him yourself. All I know is that someone's going around making sure that these deaths aren't officially linked to that house. Meanwhile, the place is still standing when it should have been torn down a long time ago. It's the Mayor's office that's really stalling things, of course. Someone there doesn't want that place to be dismantled."
 
   "I keep coming back to the idea that it's some kind of copycat killing," I reply. "At least with Brenda. I mean, what's the alternative?"
 
   Doug shrugs. "You know the stories as well as anyone."
 
   "There are still parts of the original case that don't add up," I remind him. "For one thing, those women have never really explained how they managed to escape. I know they came up with various half-assed ideas, but nothing ever made sense. Even after all the investigations and interviews, going over the details again and again, the basic mechanics of exactly how they were able to get away have never been established. There's always been a sense that the three of them were keen to keep certain parts of the story secret."
 
   "They were emotional wrecks," he says. "The things they went through, the stuff they saw... I wouldn't put too much stock in their testimony. As harsh as it might sound, I really don't think they're the best people to ask."
 
   "What about the man's name?" I ask. "Was that really never discovered?"
 
   "Seems that way," he replies. "As far as I know, they carried out extensive checks and never came up with anything. It's almost as if the guy just turned up out of nowhere and rented the place. The house was owned by the Willards originally, but they're long gone."
 
   "Something doesn't add up," I say. "The whole thing just seems hard to believe. I still don't quite understand, exactly, how the women got out."
 
   He pauses for a moment. "You don't believe some of the stuff that people say about them, do you?"
 
   "I'm keeping an open mind," I reply.
 
   "An open mind's a good thing, Ben," he says, "but make sure it's not too open, or you might not be able to close it again. There's no way those women were -" He suddenly stops as he sees a car pulling up outside the diner. "That's Maury," he says, clearly concerned. "Sorry, Ben, but I don't want to be seen discussing this with you."
 
   "It's fine," I say, somewhat taken aback as Doug quickly grabs his coffee and moves to another booth. Moments later, Maury Potts comes wandering across the parking lot. As the Mayor's personal assistant, Maury's the kind of guy who's puffed himself up on a power trip, and he sure likes wandering around town and acting like he's a big deal.
 
   "Morning, Ben," he says as soon as he's through the door. "Morning, Doug." There's something about his tone of voice that hints he might suspect that we've been talking.
 
   "Morning," I reply, keen to avoid eye contact.
 
   "Nice day for a cup of coffee," Maury continues. "Like to grab one on your way to work, do you?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, trying to act like there's nothing unusual happening.
 
   "I guess all those kids can be pretty stressful."
 
   I nod politely, and Maury finally turns away from me and heads to the counter. Glancing over my shoulder, I see the worried look on Doug's face. He's probably just being overly paranoid, but I understand his concern. Someone definitely seems to be covering up the events at the house, and I definitely don't want to draw attention to myself. Not yet, anyway. Maybe I'm being paranoid, but people connected to that house have a nasty habit of disappearing without a trace.
 
   


 
  

Holly Carter
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "What's he doing to her up there?" I ask, sitting in the corner and staring at the ceiling. It's been almost an hour since Natalie went through the door. We heard her footsteps as she made her way across the room above, and since then there's been nothing. Elizabeth has spent her time cleaning some plates, acting as if there's nothing to be worried about. "Seriously," I continue, "what the fuck is he doing to her?"
 
   "I told you," she replies without looking at me. "It's nothing to be concerned about."
 
   "You keep saying that," I tell her, trying to hide my frustration, "but why won't you actually tell me?"
 
   Without replying, Elizabeth places a plate on the drying rack and continues with her work.
 
   "You've been up there, right?" I continue. "I mean, he's called you up there before, hasn't he?"
 
   "Yes," she says. "Not for a while, though. Lately, Natalie has been his favorite."
 
   "And he's going to call me up sometime, isn't he?" I ask, feeling a knot of fear getting tighter and tighter in my chest.
 
   "I imagine so," Elizabeth says, conspicuously avoiding making eye contact as she continues with her cleaning work.
 
   "So what..." I take a deep breath, trying to stay calm. "What's he doing to her up there?" I pause, as I imagine the man forcing Natalie down onto a bed. "I mean, it's got to be sex, right?" I continue. "He's some kind of pervert, isn't he?"
 
   "Please," Elizabeth replies. "Let's not go into the details. It's certainly not sex. At least, I doubt it. But -"
 
   "Then what is it?" I ask, standing up and walking over to her. She wants to ignore me, but I'm damn well not going to make it easy for her. "Right now, up there, what's he doing to her?" I wait for a reply. "Isn't she your friend? Aren't you worried about what he's doing to her? Can you even be sure she's going to come back?"
 
   "Of course I'm worried," she says, "but worrying never solved anything, did it?" Finally, she glances at me, and I can see the fear in her eyes. She knows a lot more than she's letting on, but it's clear that she doesn't want to acknowledge the truth.
 
   "What happens up there?" I ask, trying not to panic. "You have to tell me. It's probably going to be me who he calls up there next, and I need to know what to expect."
 
   Putting down the plate she was cleaning, Elizabeth stares down at the dirty water for a moment. "I don't remember," she says eventually.
 
   "You don't remember?"
 
   She shakes her head. "Neither does Natalie. Every time, after it's over, neither of us remember."
 
   "So, what, does he drug you?" I ask.
 
   "No," she says. "I don't think so. He only drugs us to get us here. Once we're here, he keeps us clean. I don't think he wants to contaminate our blood any more than necessary."
 
   "Then why don't you remember?" I continue, trying to work out what could be so horrific that neither of them ever remember what happened. I look up at the ceiling and try to imagine what Natalie's going through right now. There's no sound coming from up there, so I guess they're in a different part of the house. I don't know how big this place is, or whether I'd even hear Natalie's screams. "What does he do to you that makes you forget?" I ask.
 
   "It's best not to dwell on these things," Elizabeth says, starting to clean the plate again. "My mother always used to tell me not to focus on the negativity, and I thought she was quite mad at the time, but now I realize that she had it right. Thinking about that sort of thing is only going to lead to..." She pauses for a moment. "Well, I imagine we'd all lost our minds if we only thought about the negative things."
 
   I stare at her, and for a moment I start to think that maybe I'm starting to understand her a little better. "How long have you been down here?" I ask.
 
   "Ten years," she says. "Natalie arrived after the first five, and now you."
 
   "So you're, what, in your thirties now?"
 
   She nods.
 
   "And don't you ever think about what it'd be like to get out of here?"
 
   "Of course."
 
   "But you don't make any kind of effort to leave?"
 
   "There's just no opportunity," she replies, turning to me and smiling sadly. "The window's impossible to break. The door's only open when he wants it to be open. Natalie tried to dig a tunnel once, but that was a total failure. There's no way out of here. He's got every exit covered. Perhaps one day there'll be a chance, but until then we just need to make the best of it."
 
   "So that's your life down here?" I ask. "Long periods of 'making the best' of things, punctuated by occasional trips upstairs so he can do things to you that you don't remember?"
 
   "You must understand," she replies after a moment, "that he's kept us alive. It's not like he drags us out here, does things to us, and then kills us. He keeps up alive down here. He gives us food and water. It's a tolerable life."
 
   "Apart from the blackouts when you go upstairs."
 
   She turns and heads over to the other side of the basement, where she grabs a broom and starts sweeping.
 
   "Don't you think three of us have a chance to get out of here?" I ask. This whole situation feels so unreal. If I hadn't actually touched Elizabeth's arm, I'd start to think that maybe she was just a ghost. "I mean, come on, no-one's perfect. He has to slip up occasionally."
 
   "No," she replies. "He never makes a mistake."
 
   "What's he like, anyway?" I continue. "I mean, how old is he? What does he look like? I saw him when he grabbed me, but my memory's kind of hazy. Who the fuck is this guy? What's his name?"
 
   "He's..." She pauses for a moment, still holding the broom. "He's not a killer. And he's not a monster."
 
   "But you don't know his name?"
 
   "Do I need to?"
 
   I sigh, trying to get my mind around this insanity. Elizabeth seems so crushed, so hopeless, that she's apparently accepted her fate and is making no attempt to fight back. She's chosen the path of least resistance, and she seems to have reasoned that this is the best way to live a settled life.
 
   "Are you ever going to get out of here?" I ask eventually.
 
   "I'm sure I will," she replies.
 
   "But you're not going to make it happen, are you? You're just going to wait for someone else to get you out of here."
 
   "There's pain in every life," she says, sounding as if she's on the verge of telling me to shut up. Frankly, I want her to boil over and show some emotion, but she seems so buttoned-down and controlled. "Out there in the real world, no-one has true freedom. No-one is immune from pain. At least there's structure down here. And order."
 
   "Seriously?" I ask. "That's how you've rationalized things down here?"
 
   "I'm afraid we have little choice in the matter."
 
   I want to argue with her, to pull her out of this frame of mind and make her angry. I can't help thinking that she's managed to normalize this whole situation, and to make it seem like it's not such a big deal. Just as I'm trying to work out what to say, however, I hear footsteps above. This time, there's something chaotic about the sound, as if someone is stumbling around.
 
   "She's coming back!" Elizabeth says, dropping the broom and hurrying over to the sink. "I thought she'd be gone longer. Quick, get some blankets and bring them over to the steps."
 
   "What's wrong?" I ask.
 
   "Just do it!" she shouts as she starts filling a bowl with water.
 
   I head over to the far side of the basement and grab some blankets from the floor. At that moment, I hear the door being opened, and I look back just in time to see Natalie come tumbling down the steps, landing hard when she hits the ground. I race over to her, and as the door is slammed shut, I kneel and reach out to roll her over, but it's immediately clear that she's in a bad way. She's shivering, her clothes are torn, and her skin feels like ice. There are even ice crystals in her hair.
 
   "Don't touch her!" Elizabeth shouts. "Whatever you do, don't touch her. Just look. Look for it."
 
   "Look for what?" I ask, my hand hovering near Natalie's shoulder.
 
   "Don't touch her!" Elizabeth shouts again, pushing my hand away. "You must listen to me, Holly. Do not touch her. Just look. Find it."
 
   "What?" I shout. "I don't know what you want me to find!"
 
   "You'll know it when you see it," she replies, hurrying over with a bowl of steaming hot water. She kneels on the other side of Natalie. "Just find it, quickly."
 
   "Find what?" I ask, desperately looking at Natalie's face and neck but seeing nothing. Her eyes are closed and she's still shivering, and her hair seems wet and matted.
 
   "Natalie," Elizabeth says, leaning down. "Can you hear me?"
 
   "What's wrong with her?" I ask.
 
   "Natalie!" Elizabeth says again. "Where is it? Please, if you can hear me, just give me a clue. One word, that's all. tell me where to find it!"
 
   "I thought you told me he doesn't hurt people?" I say.
 
   "He doesn't," Elizabeth says, reaching out and gently lifting the collar of Natalie's shirt. "It's just that sometimes he has to... I mean, sometimes he does a few things while we're up there. It's nothing much. She'll be fine, I promise."
 
   "What did he do to her?" I ask again, getting increasingly desperate. Glancing down at Natalie's legs, I suddenly realize that there's something small and silver glinting just below the hem of her skirt. "What's that?" I ask.
 
   "You mustn't over-react," Elizabeth says, shuffling over and lifting the hem to reveal what looks like a three or four inch cut to the side of one of Natalie's legs, with the wound having been sealed shut by a series of thick metal staples. There's blood oozing from the injury, and the skin seems raised and red.
 
   "What the hell is that?" I ask, feeling my blood start to run cold.
 
   "It's nothing," Elizabeth says, dabbing the wound with some wet cotton wool. "It's just that sometimes, while we're up there, he likes to take little pieces of us away."
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Is it true?" asks one of my students, Samantha Briggs, as she catches up to me in the corridor. It's lunchtime, and I was hoping to get some time alone to read over my notes from the talk with Doug earlier. Unfortunately, Samantha's one of my brightest and most tenacious students, and I've known for a while that she's got a kind of morbid interest in the house on Willow Road, and she knows that I've done some research into the place. I guess I just have to play along and fend off any questions.
 
   "Is what true?" I reply, hurrying through the crowd of students as Samantha keeps pace with me.
 
   "That some girl died out at the witch house."
 
   I stop and turn to her. Samantha's a bright, pretty girl, and right now she's grinning at me with the expression of someone who thinks she's uncovered a secret.
 
   "I have no idea what you're talking about," I tell her. I had no idea that people were talking about Brenda Baynes' death, but I guess news travels fast around here.
 
   "I read about it online," she continues, "and then I noticed you seemed to be reading about it yesterday. Also, you were away for a few days last week, and I happened to notice that on your car dashboard in the parking lot you had a paper bag from an out-of-state diner that just happens to be close to where Holly Carter lives, so I put it all together and realized that you're up to something." She grins at me, waiting for me to tell her something juicy. "Mr. Lawler, I know you're up to something. You can tell me. I won't blab."
 
   "I'm not up to anything," I tell her, double-checking that no-one's listening to us. "Shouldn't you be studying for the exam tomorrow?"
 
   "I'll get right on that," she replies, "just as soon as I can take my mind off the house. It's the biggest distraction around. So tell me, is it true? That homeless girl. She died right out by the house, didn't she? They keep saying there's no link, but I know there is. It can't just be a coincidence."
 
   "How would I know?" I ask, figuring that I have no choice but to lie. There's no way I can start telling Samantha about my theory. In fact, the last thing I need is for Brenda Baynes' death to start becoming the focus of gossip. This is precisely the kind of thing I've been trying to avoid. What I want is for that house to be knocked down and erased, but it's in danger of becoming a tourist attraction.
 
   "Are you allowed to lie?" she asks. "I mean, you're my Literature teacher. Isn't there, like, some statute or something that says you always have to tell the truth to a student? At least on school property."
 
   "No," I tell her. "You're making that up."
 
   "So tell me anyway," she continues. "People are starting to talk. Apparently this homeless girl was found out there with her throat cut open and her guts ripped out, and there was some kind of message carved into her chest."
 
   "No," I say firmly, slightly taken aback by the graphic false rumor that seems to be doing the rounds. "No, that's definitely not true."
 
   "Then what happened to her?"
 
   "She..." I pause, aware that I need to come up with a believable explanation. "She died of hypothermia, I think. That's what the local paper said. I've just read the same reports that you've read."
 
   "The local paper's full of crap," she replies. "Some people say that weird noises have been heard coming from the house. Like, moans and stuff. I was thinking of writing about it for my Journalism credit. Don't you think it'd make a good story? I mean, no-one's really dug into that place for years, have they? It's just been left totally alone."
 
   "If you write about superstition and unfounded rumors," I tell her, "you'll fail Journalism. Seriously, there's nothing out there except an old house that's waiting to get torn down."
 
   "What about Jolene?" she continues. "Wasn't she out near there as well?"
 
   "She was involved in a traffic incident," I point out.
 
   "Sure," she replies. "She was hit by a car. But whose car? I checked local and state records, and no-one was ever charged with anything. No-one was even investigated. It's like they picked her up, took her to the morgue, and didn't bother looking into it."
 
   "I think you're getting ahead of yourself," I say. "I understand that the story of the house is enticing, and that it's piqued your interest, but you really need to forget about it. It's just a rundown old house. No-one's been there for years." I pause for a moment, as I realize that Samantha's interest could turn out to be more than academic. "You're not going to go out there, are you?" I ask eventually.
 
   "Of course not," she says with a grin that immediately lets me know she's lying.
 
   "I'm serious," I continue. "You cannot go anywhere near that place. It's been abandoned for years. It might be unsafe, there might be wild animals there -"
 
   "Which is why I'd never go out there," she replies. "Honestly, Mr. Lawler, do you think I'd lie to you?"
 
   I look back along the corridor, which is rapidly emptying as students head outside for their lunch break. "I don't know anything about the homeless girl who died," I say eventually, turning back to Samantha. "This really isn't a suitable subject for your Journalism credit, so you need to forget about it. Don't forget, I'm marking half the Journalism assignments this year. If you waste your time covering rumors about the house on Willow Road, I'll have no hesitation in failing you. Have you ever failed an assignment before, Samantha?"
 
   "You can't fail me if I get a scoop," she replies, full of her usual perky enthusiasm. "What if I uncover something? What if I get a story that no-one else realizes is out there?"
 
   "There's no story," I say firmly, although I immediately realize that my continued attempts to get her to drop the story are probably just making things worse. "Fine," I say after a moment, figuring that I should try a different approach. "Write about the rumors. Write a poorly researched, unsubstantiated story and turn it in for your assignment. See how far you get. That's not journalism, Samantha. That's creative writing."
 
   "You have no faith," she says with a smile.
 
   "Don't you have somewhere to be?" I ask, checking my watch. "I really don't see that there's any point continuing this discussion. I admire your enthusiasm, but you should direct your energies in another direction. The house on Willow Road is just an old ruin, and the girl who died near there was just a homeless girl. It was a coincidence. I'm afraid you've put two and two together and come up with five this time. Remember, proper journalism is about checking your facts and not letting yourself get carried away."
 
   "I know I'm right," she replies.
 
   "Fine," I say. "Go write your story. Just promise me that you won't actually go out there."
 
   "I promise," she says with a smile.
 
   "I'm serious, Samantha -"
 
   "So am I," she says, interrupting me. "To be honest, Mr. Lawler, I'm shocked that you doubt me."
 
   "I'm just worried. That house is best left alone."
 
   "We'll see," she replies, smiling as she turns and walks away.
 
   I open my mouth to call after her, but then I realize there's no point. The more I protest, the more she's going to keep digging, and I made a total hash of that attempt to defuse her suspicions. I guess she thinks she can prove herself by taking on an impossible story. All I can do is hope that she gets bored eventually. Whatever happens, I'm always going to be a few steps ahead, but I can't shake the feeling that perhaps she's going to try doing something stupid. Samantha Briggs is a smart girl, but smart people can sometimes do very stupid things, and I wouldn't put it past her to try something drastic. She can dig around in the files all she likes, but I have to make sure she doesn't go out to the house.
 
   


 
  

Holly Carter
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "It'll just be something small," Elizabeth says as she continues to dab at Natalie's leg. Now that she's stopped shivering, Natalie seems to be sleeping soundly, and her skin is starting to feel a little warmer.
 
   "Something small?" I ask, sitting on the floor and feeling completely helpless. "Like what?"
 
   "A piece of bone, probably," Elizabeth replies. "Just a small sliver, cut away with a chisel. Sometimes even less than that. He uses a grater sometimes to shave the bone and pull away a thin slice. He never takes much."
 
   "So he's done this before?" I reply.
 
   She nods. "We've both had it happen occasionally. Not every time, but sometimes. I don't know why, but it just seems to be something that he likes to do. Before you ask, I have no idea what he does with them, or why he wants to do this to us. It just is what it is. Lately he seems to have focused on our legs. I don't know why."
 
   "Why was she so cold?" I ask.
 
   "He likes to do the operation while we're in an ice bath," she explains. "I suppose he thinks it's sterile, or it stops the bleeding, or something like that. I don't know. It's some kind of ritual. I don't think he has any medical training, though. When it started, he was very sloppy, but he's improved his technique a lot over the years."
 
   Suddenly there's a small murmuring sound from Natalie, and she rolls onto her back. Opening her eyes, she stares at the ceiling for a moment, as if she's in total shock.
 
   "Can you hear me?" Elizabeth asks, reaching out and brushing the hair from over her face. "Natalie, we found it. It's your leg, but I've fixed it." She places the blankets over Natalie's chest, and for a moment I'm struck by the tenderness of Elizabeth's attention. She seems to have a very caring and motherly approach to Natalie, and I can see how the two of them have managed to find a way to live together over the years. They've developed a kind of double-act, each with a specific role, and it works for them.
 
   "How often does this happen?" I ask.
 
   "Every few weeks," Elizabeth replies. "Sometimes once a week."
 
   "So he's done it to you too?"
 
   She nods, but she seems more concerned with making sure that Natalie's comfortable.
 
   "And he'll do it to me, won't he?"
 
   "I imagine so," she says. "Natalie, tell me about the pain. Does it hurt?" She waits for an answer. "Natalie, I need to know if it hurts. I need to know if it might be infected."
 
   "Do you have any drugs down here?" I ask.
 
   "No," she replies. "There are certain things we can do to make it better, though. Hopefully the cold has managed to keep things under control. We'll just have to wait and see."
 
   "What does he do with them?" I ask.
 
   "With what?"
 
   "With the pieces of bone?"
 
   "I told you," she replies tersely. "I don't know."
 
   "But he must do something with them," I continue. "This can't just be random. There's got to be some reason for him to do all of this."
 
   "It's not our place to know," Elizabeth says as she examines the staples in Natalie's leg. "It doesn't matter what he does with them. Even if we knew, it wouldn't change anything."
 
   "Aren't you curious?" I ask.
 
   Ignoring my question, she leans closer to the leg and examines each staple in turn. "This one's a little loose," she says after a moment, indicating the lowest staple. "It's not going to hold. She's going to end up with a weeping wound, and the risk of infection is going to be significant."
 
   "So tell him to fix it," I reply.
 
   "It doesn't work like that," she says. "He must have been in a hurry when he did this, or maybe she was squirming too much. It's more like his older, earlier work from before he learned what he was doing. He's never this sloppy, not now." She takes a pair of tweezers from her pocket and uses them to gently tease the loose staple, eventually managing to get it to hook more fully into the holes on either side of the wound. "That might do the job," she says after a moment. "It's not perfect, but I think it might just be okay. Just let me know if you see any flies down here. If they start laying eggs in the cut, she could be in serious trouble."
 
   "He wouldn't let her die, would he?" I ask.
 
   "I don't know," she says quietly, before getting up and heading over to the sink. As she washes her hands, she remains quiet for a moment, before finally turning to look back at me. "You've seen this at its worst, Holly. He's done this fifteen or twenty times to each of us, and usually there are no problems."
 
   "He's not doing it to me," I reply. Elizabeth and Natalie might be willing to let this pervert try out his little experiments, but there's no way I'm going to let him put a finger on me. I just need to find some kind of weapon, so I can defend myself.
 
   "Holly -" Elizabeth starts to say.
 
   "I mean it," I continue. "There's no way I'm letting him fucking touch me. If he wants to cut into me and steal a piece of bone, he's going to have to kill me first." I look up at the ceiling. There's a part of me that wants to shout at to him, to tell him that I won't let him touch me. At the same time, I'm not sure that I'm ready to face him just yet, and I'd rather take some time to come up with a better plan. There has to be a way out of here.
 
   "I didn't scream," Natalie says suddenly, her voice frail and quiet.
 
   "Of course you didn't," Elizabeth says, hurrying back over and kneeling next to her. "You were very cold, though."
 
   "There was so much ice," she whispers. "More than usual. I was sinking."
 
   "You're okay now," Elizabeth says, giving her a hug. "I've taken a look at your staples, and they're not too bad. It's quite a big cut, but it'll heal."
 
   "He took more than last time," Natalie replies. "He went in three times with the scraper and -"
 
   "Be quiet," Elizabeth continues, stroking her forehead. "There's no need to think about it. Remember what we agreed. Just put it out of your mind and focus on the positives."
 
   "Wait," I say. "I thought you told me you can't remember what happens up there?"
 
   "No," Elizabeth replies, "I told you we don't remember. We choose to not think about it, and after a while it just fades from our minds. What would you rather we do? Sit around all day, going over and over the details? The wounds fade faster if we just get on with the other things in our lives."
 
   "What other things?" I ask. "You don't have anything in your lives. You just wait down here for some guy to call you up so he can scrape pieces of your bones away. Are you seriously telling me that you're okay with this? Don't you want to get the fuck out of here?"
 
   "We've been through this," Elizabeth says. "I've told you how we feel about the whole thing, and I don't think there's anything to be gained from going over the same ground again. I'm sorry, Holly, but I'd prefer it if you could try to be less disruptive when you -"
 
   "Disruptive?" I ask, raising my voice. "Are you kidding? We're trapped here and you're worried about me being disruptive?"
 
   "Calm down," Elizabeth says sternly.
 
   "Or what?" I reply. "Seriously, what the fuck is going on here? There are three of us. We need to start fighting back against this guy. I'm not going to sit here and wait for him to decide he feels like hacking a piece out of me." I pause for a moment, hoping against hope that they might start to see things from my point of view. So far, however, Elizabeth is just staring at me as if I'm insane, while Natalie's barely conscious. "Look," I continue, "I'm going to fight back against him. If you help me, I've got a much better chance, and we can get out of here. Think about it. This time tomorrow, we can be free, if we just work together."
 
   "It wouldn't work," Elizabeth says wearily.
 
   "Of course it'd work! We can take on one guy. I remember roughly what he looked like. He wasn't exactly the meaty type. We can rush him, or we can take him down some other way. Next time he opens the door, we can be waiting for him. I'm not saying it's going to be easy, but we can do it!"
 
   "No," Elizabeth says.
 
   "What about you, Natalie?" I ask, deciding to try bypassing Elizabeth for a moment.
 
   "What?" Natalie whispers, barely even able to open her eyes.
 
   "Are you with me?" I continue. "I mean, when you're feeling better. Are you ready to get the fuck out of this place?"
 
   "I want to get out," she whispers. "Elizabeth, can we get out?"
 
   "It's not possible," Elizabeth replies firmly.
 
   "Are you scared?" I ask. "Are you scared he might hurt you? He's already hurting you. He's already doing things to you. Or are you secretly enjoying this? Do you like having this god-like asshole cutting into your body?"
 
   "Don't be ridiculous," she replies. "Why would you even suggest such a thing?"
 
   "Then help me," I say. "There's no reason to hold back. The three of us, working together, can force our way out of here. There's no way he can hold us all back. He's relying on the fact that he thinks he can break us mentally. It's obviously worked with you two, but not with me. Not yet. There's no way I'm going to sit around and wait for him to decide what he wants to do with us. We're going to take him on. Tonight. We're going to lure him down here and then we're going to jump him."
 
   "No," Elizabeth says, "we're not. We're not even going to entertain such a ridiculous idea. We're going to refrain from doing something so dangerous. We're going to stick to what we've always done, and we're going to make sure we don't bring any more suffering down on our heads. The most important thing is that we survive. Please, Holly, if you persist with these delusions, you risk angering him. He might withhold our food and water. He might decide to punish us in some other way."
 
   "Good," I reply. "Let's make him angry. Let's push him so he makes a mistake."
 
   "No!" she shouts, having finally lost her temper. "We've survived down here for ten years, and we're not going to let you come down here and cause problems!"
 
   "That's not -" I start to say.
 
   Suddenly, there's a screeching sound from nearby. Elizabeth and I turn to see that Natalie has sat up. She's holding her hands to her ears, and she's screaming so loud, it's almost as if the whole room is shaking.
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   It's so quiet out here. The house on Willow Road is barely visible from the road these days. In the low early evening light, as I sit a few hundred yards away in my car, I can barely even see the place. For the best part of fifteen years, the house has been completely dormant, deliberately forgotten by the local community. There are no other occupied houses for a couple of miles, and this end of Willow Road is effectively a backwater. Still, the house lurks beneath the trees, just about visible as the fading sun reflects from the metal plates that were long ago fastened over its windows. The whole scene looks still and peaceful, almost harmless, and it's hard to believe that such a horrific crime once happened here.
 
   When the house was boarded up, the plan was to swiftly demolish the entire structure. Since then, the wheels of local politics have turned achingly slowly, and the house still stands. With its doors and windows covered by large, gray metal sheets, the place is hermetically sealed. Nothing can get in or out, and for most of the people around here that's more than enough. They just want to ignore the whole horrific incident, and forget that such evil once lurked in their community. I don't blame them. There was a lot of soul-searching when the truth about the house came out all those years ago, and in some ways I don't think the town has ever really recovered.
 
   Taking a sip of water, I keep my eyes trained on the house and try to decide whether I should even be out here at all. That conversation with Samantha Briggs put me on edge earlier, and I spent the afternoon wondering whether she might do something stupid. She's precisely the kind of high-achieving, highly-driven student who could decide to take a risk in aid of extra credit. Frankly, she's probably got her head filled with dreams of coming up with a killer story that'll get picked up by the mainstream media. I hope I'm wrong, but I'm convinced that there's a good chance that she'll make her way out here. Two girls have already died near the house this year. At least I'm here to stop Samantha from becoming the third.
 
   As the evening wears on, however, I start to realize that I didn't plan ahead properly. The pall of darkness makes it impossible for me to see the house, and the light in my car makes me stand out like a sore thumb. I guess I should have brought some better supplies. Reluctantly switching the light off, I sit in total darkness and look out at the night scene. If Samantha does come out here, she'll have to bring a torch, so I should at least be able to see a telltale light. Taking a deep breath, I check my watch and decide that I'll give it until midnight and then I'll go home. After all, she'd be crazy to come out here when it's dark. Even a bright, adventurous and level-headed girl like Samantha would surely bristle at the thought of coming to this house after sundown.
 
   Eventually, without even having realized that I was particularly tired, I start to doze in my seat. Although I try to stay awake, my head starts feeling so heavy that I have to rest for a couple of minutes, and suddenly I open my eyes again and find that the bright light of morning is streaming across the nearby fields. Feeling a little dazed, I check my watch and see that it's almost 6am, which means I've only got a couple of hours before I have to be heading to work. Cursing myself for having slept in my car, I open the door and step out for a moment, taking a deep breath in order to make sure that I'm fully awake.
 
   Glancing over at the house, I see that the metal boards look to be in place. I was probably being paranoid last night when I worried that Samantha would come out here. I mean, what kind of person would decide to head out to a remote, creepy house in the middle of the night? If she's going to come out here at all, it'll be at the weekend, so I guess I need to come back on Saturday morning and keep an eye on the place. Getting back into my car, I start the engine and start the drive back to my apartment, where I'm going to take a quick shower, grab a change of clothes and then head off to work. I'm starting to think that I've been allowing this concern about the house on Willow Road to overtake my thoughts a little too much. It's just a house. I need to get a grip.
 
   Once I get into town, I stop at a gas station and head inside to grab a sandwich. While I'm waiting in line to pay, I glance out the window and spot, to my surprise, Samantha Briggs cycling past. Checking my watch, I see that it's still not 7am, and she's headed the wrong way for school. With a sudden feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach, I realize she's heading out to the house to take a look. I run over to the cash desk and throw some money onto the counter, and then I run back out to my car without waiting for the change. I figure I can easily catch Samantha, but unfortunately the morning streets are starting to get busy and while a bike can sail past the jams, I find myself stuck behind light after light. By the time I get back out of town and on the road toward Willow Road, it's been almost fifteen minutes since I saw Samantha. I know the chances of something bad happening are low, but I still have to catch up to her.
 
   When I reach the house, I pull up right outside and hurry across the path that leads to the front door. Samantha's bike is resting on the ground, but all the metal boards on the building seem to be in place.
 
   "Samantha!" I shout, running around to the back of the house. The garden is massively overgrown, with grass up to my waist and old pieces of rusted metal dotted about the place. I still can't see any way Samantha could have managed to get inside, but it's clear that she's here somewhere. She can't have just vanished into thin air. "Samantha!" I call again.
 
   Making my way back to the front of the building, I look over and see that Samantha's bike is still on the ground. I go to the front door, but the metal plate is firmly fixed over the entrance. I try all the windows, and finally I find that one of the plates is slightly loose. Sure enough, when I pull it back a little further, I manage to open a gap that's just big enough for a person to get through. Figuring that Samantha must be inside, I lean through and stare into the dark, dirty room.
 
   "Samantha!" I shout.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Pulling my phone from my pocket, I activate the flashlight function and use it to pick out the floor as I climb inside. As soon as I'm through the window, the metal plate springs back into place with an ominous shudder. Shining the flashlight across the room, I see that the place looks surprisingly normal. There's a sofa over by one of the walls, and there are a few chairs facing a large, old-fashioned television. A few stray magazines have been left scattered across the floor, and there's some broken glass over by the nearest door, but overall the house isn't the dark mess I'd been expecting. The ordinariness of the whole place seems particularly chilling, given the nature of the events that took place here all those years ago.
 
   "Samantha!" I call out, walking carefully through to the kitchen. The floorboards creek under my feet, and I realize I'm probably directly above the basement where Elizabeth, Natalie and Holly were kept all those years ago. "Samantha!" I shout again, starting to get impatient. She must be able to hear me, so I guess she's hiding on purpose. "I'm not going to get you in any trouble!" I shout. "I just want to get you out of here! It's not safe!"
 
   I wait, but there's still no reply.
 
   Sighing, I head through to the hallway, where I spot a small metal door that looks like it heads down to the basement. Trying the handle, I'm surprised to find that it turns, and I manage to get the door open. Ahead of me, in the darkness, there's a set of steps leading down to what appears to be a stone floor. I've heard so much about this house, and I've seen a lot of photos, but it's still strange to actually be in the house where those women were held prisoner. I've never been much of a believer in the idea that a building can contain its own energy, but this place just feels evil. It's shocking to think of the man who once lived here, and who subjected those women to such a horrific ordeal. If I didn't know for certain that he's dead, I'd half expect to find him still here, loitering in the shadows.
 
   Just as I'm about to start walking down the steps into the basement, I hear a noise above. Looking up, I wait for a moment, and sure enough I hear the noise again. It sounds like something being splashed in water. I was hoping that Samantha was just hiding from me, but now I'm not so sure. She should have called back to me by now; even at the height of her enthusiastic rush for journalistic glory, she must surely realize that she's gone too far, so why is she staying silent?
 
   "Samantha!" I call out again. "Are you up there?"
 
   Realizing that she's not going to reply, I start making my way up the stairs. The flashlight is useful for making sure that there's nothing in the way, but the house is still extremely dark thanks to the metal plates that are clamped over all the windows. As soon as I reach the top floor, I look around and try to work out where the brief splashing noise came from. There's no sign of anyone up here, but I'm certain that Samantha must be close.
 
   "We have to get out of here!" I shout. "This is trespassing, Samantha. You're going too far! I'm not mad at you, but I'm not leaving until you come out from wherever you're hiding! I know you're here! I'm not going to leave until I find you!"
 
   Walking along the corridor, I suddenly realize I can hear a dripping sound nearby. It takes me a moment to work out where the sound is coming from, but eventually I make my way over to a door at the far end.
 
   "Samantha, are you in there?" I call out, before pushing the door open and shining the flashlight inside.
 
   It takes me a moment to realize what I'm looking at, but finally I realize that it's a bathtub filled with water and blocks of ice, some of which have overflowed onto the floor. I instantly feel a chill in my spine, and as I take a step forward, I shine the flashlight onto the ice and see to my horror that there's a body beneath the surface, with Samantha's pale face staring up at me.
 
   


 
  

Holly Carter
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "It's okay," Elizabeth says, kneeling next to Natalie and reaching out to hold her by the shoulders. Still screaming, Natalie has her eyes closed and she's started to tremble. "Natalie, please," Elizabeth continues, "you must stop this at once." She glances fearfully at the ceiling. "You'll upset him."
 
   As suddenly as she started screaming, Natalie suddenly falls silent. Opening her eyes, she turns to me and for the first time since I arrived, I can see real anger in her expression.
 
   "What was that?" I ask.
 
   "If you mess things up," Natalie says, her voice sounding much firmer than before, "you'll make him angry. If you make him angry, he'll take it out on us. If he takes it out on us, he'll hurt us. If he..." She pauses for a moment. "Please, don't make him angry. You've been here less than a day. You don't know what happens when he gets angry, but he'll hurt us all."
 
   "You should listen to her," Elizabeth says. "She's right."
 
   "Show her," Natalie says, turning to Elizabeth.
 
   "Not now," Elizabeth replies quietly.
 
   "Show her!" Natalie insists. It's the first time I've seen her really assert herself.
 
   Sighing, Elizabeth reaches down and lifts her skirt up above her knees, to reveal numerous large scars all over her flesh.
 
   "See?" Natalie continues, staring at me.
 
   "He did that to you?" I ask Elizabeth.
 
   "Of course he did," she replies, lowering her skirt again. "There are more, too. On my back, and my chest, everywhere. Each time, he took a small piece of bone. Just a sliver, not enough for me to notice, but over time..." Her voice trails off, and I can see tears in her eyes.
 
   "All the little pieces add up," Natalie adds fearfully. "Over the years, he's taken a lot from both of us."
 
   "You can't let this keep happening," I say firmly.
 
   "Show her the other one," Natalie says.
 
   Reluctantly, Elizabeth leans forward and parts her hair to reveal a small, scarred bald patch on her scalp. "He took a small piece of my skull," she says. "Not all the way through. He just shaved a thin strip of bone away. He did the same to some of my teeth, too. Just shaving little pieces of enamel. He doesn't do it much these days. Not to me. He does it mostly to Natalie. I expect he'll do it to you too. The point is, he does it more when he's angry, when we make noise. So please, please, for the love of God, be quiet." She stares at me, and I realize that she's shaking with fear.
 
   "It can't get worse," I say. "What else does he do up there? You said he doesn't always take bone, so what else happens?" I wait for an answer. "Does he hurt you? Is it sexual?"
 
   "No," Elizabeth says.
 
   "Sometimes," Natalie adds.
 
   "What's he like when he does these things?" I continue. "Is he mad? Is he shouting? Is he -"
 
   "He's calm," Natalie says. "He's always calm."
 
   "Does he talk?" I ask. "Does he explain himself?"
 
   Natalie shakes her head.
 
   "He only talks so he can tell us what to do," Elizabeth says. "Just a few words here and there."
 
   Walking over to the steps, I look up at the door. I'm terrified by the thought of a piece of wood being thrown down here with the number three scratched into its surface. It's going to happen, though, and I need to be prepared. It's clear that Elizabeth and Natalie aren't going to be any help, but I figure I can maybe take matters into my own hands. If I can strike fast, and stop this guy straight away, there'll be no chance for him to take revenge or punish anyone. I just have to make sure I get it right first time, or I'm putting us all in danger.
 
   "What are you planning?" Elizabeth asks eventually.
 
   "I'm going to lure him down here," I reply.
 
   "No," Natalie says. "You can't."
 
   "Watch me," I say, turning to look at them both. "But first, I'm going to tie you up. I'm going to make it really clear that you're not part of this, just in case it goes wrong. Get a rope."
 
   "No," Elizabeth says.
 
   "Okay," I reply, "then I guess I'll actually have to do it against your will." Heading across the basement, I reach the bag in which I was thrown down here. Sure enough, there's still a length of rope that was used to tie me up, so I pull it loose and turn back to the others. "You don't have a choice here," I explain. "This is happening, whether you like it or not."
 
   "Please stop her," Natalie says quietly.
 
   "It's okay," Elizabeth replies.
 
   "It's not okay," I say firmly. "I don't care who this guy is, I can take him down. Trust me. You can thank me later."
 
   "The window," Natalie says, turning to look across the room. "You're going to break the window."
 
   "No," I tell her, "that won't work. I'm going to be more direct. He's a coward. If you want to stop a coward, you have to do it head-on."
 
   "You don't know what you're talking about," Elizabeth says. "Please, Holly, you're meddling with things that you don't understand. You're just going to cause us all more problems."
 
   "I'm going to get us out of here," I reply. "So, do you want to be tied up while I do this, or are you going to help?"
 
   "I'm not going to be any part of this," she says, stepping away from me. "In fact, I'm not going to let it happen at all." Before I can stop her, she turns and hurries over to the steps and up to the door. She pauses for a moment and glances back at me. "Help!" she shouts eventually. "She's trying to escape! Help us!"
 
   "No!" I call out, rushing after her and pulling her back down the steps. "What the hell are you doing?"
 
   "Help!" she shouts again, looking up at the ceiling.
 
   "Stop it!" I shout, putting my hand over her mouth. She struggles to get free, but I manage to keep her quiet.
 
   "You're going to break it," Natalie says, sounding scared.
 
   "Nothing's going to get broken," I reply, struggling to keep hold of Elizabeth. "This is crazy. Are you seriously more scared of this guy than of staying down here forever? What the hell's he got up there? If we just work together, we can be out of here in an hour!"
 
   "You stupid little bitch," Elizabeth blurts out as she manages to get free. "You're going to make him angry at us all!"
 
   "Good!" I reply, making sure I keep hold of her arm. There's no way I can let her go back over to the door. She's clearly insane, and she wants to tell the guy upstairs about my escape attempt, just so he'll realize she's not involved. I guess ten years down here in the basement have really messed with her head. "I want him to be angry," I continue after a moment. "Anger's good. Angry people make mistakes. He's had it too easy with you two docile little things. I'm going to rile him up, make him come storming down here, and that's when I'm going to knock him out."
 
   "You're an idiot!" Elizabeth spits back at me. "You're going to ruin everything!" She turns to go back to the door, but I pull her away. There's a brief tussle, and eventually I pull her around and slam her into the nearest wall. I'm shocked to see a frenzied look in her eyes, as if she's terrified that I might actually go through with my plan. After ten years down here, she's probably scared of the outside world.
 
   "Stop fighting me!" I shout.
 
   "I'm not going to let you destroy everything!" she shouts back, trying to get free. "Help! She's trying to escape!"
 
   Determined to show her that I mean business, I slam her into the wall again. "Stop it!" I shout. At that moment, there's a cracking sound from above. I look up, just in time to see a shower of perspex shards come crashing down onto us.
 
   "You broke it," Natalie says, standing calmly nearby.
 
   "What the fuck?" I ask, stepping back. It takes a few seconds before I realize what happened. Looking up at the top of the wall, I see that the little perspex window has shattered.
 
   "Told you," Natalie adds.
 
   "What have you done?" Elizabeth asks, turning in shock to look at the window.
 
   "I thought you said it was unbreakable," I say, as I grab a chair and climb up to get a better look at the window. I reach my arm through and run my hand through the grass. Unfortunately, it quickly becomes clear that the window's far too small for a human to fit through. Still, it's a start.
 
   "How did you..." Elizabeth starts to say, clearly stunned. "How did you do that?"
 
   "I didn't," I reply, my mind racing as I try to think of a way we can use this small victory to our advantage. "You said this couldn't be broken," I continue, turning to look back at her. "Look at it. If we can do this, we can do other things that you thought weren't possible."
 
   "I tried so many times to break it," Elizabeth says, staring at the window. "When I was first down here, I tried so hard. I tried everything, but I couldn't even make a scratch."
 
   "We have to use this," I say. "We have to find some way to use this to get out."
 
   "It's too small," Natalie points out.
 
   "Then we have to be creative," I continue. "We have to think of something. There has to be some way to get out of here, or to attract attention. There has to be something we can do. We just need to be smart about this."
 
   Above us, there's the sound of footsteps.
 
   "He's coming," Natalie says, her voice suddenly gripped by fear. "He's coming again."
 
   "Nonsense," Elizabeth says, "he never comes twice in one -"
 
   Suddenly there's a creaking sound over by the door.
 
   "He must have heard us arguing," Elizabeth continues. "He must be angry. Maybe he knows about the window."
 
   "I can't go up again," Natalie says. "Not tonight."
 
   Seconds later, a small block of wood is thrown down the steps, landing noisily on the stone floor. While the others stand frozen with fear, I hurry across and pick up the block. Turning it over, I see that there are three scratches on the underside.
 
   "What number is it?" Elizabeth asks.
 
   I pause for a moment. "Three."
 
   "Then it must be you," she continues, with a palpable sense of relief in her voice. "I'm one, Natalie's two, you must be three. He wants you."
 
   Looking up the steps, I see that the door is open, and there's a dark, large figure standing in the shadows, staring down at me.
 
   "He wants you, Holly," Elizabeth continues. "It's your turn."
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Say something!" I shout, plunging my arms into the bath before hauling Samantha out from beneath the ice. She can't have been in the water for more than a few minutes, but her skin is already freezing and her lips are starting to turn blue. As far as I can tell, her face wasn't below the water at any point, just covered by some of the surface ice, so I don't think she was in danger of drowning. There was so much ice in the bath, she was held fairly firmly in place. There also seemed to be a few faint wisps of blood curling between the frozen blocks, but so far I can't find any kind of wound on her body.
 
   With no idea what to do, I set her down on the ground and check for a pulse. Once I'm certain that she's still alive, I get her out of her wet clothes and wrap her in a bunch of old, grotty towels that were left on the shelf long ago. It's not a perfect solution, but I need to get her core temperature up fast.
 
   "Samantha, can you hear me?" I ask, opening her eyes and desperately looking for some sign of life. "Samantha, say something. If you can hear me, blink."
 
   There's a pause, but just when I'm about to give up, her eyes move and she seems to focus on me.
 
   "Samantha, it's going to be okay," I continue. "I'm going to get you to a doctor."
 
   Staring at me blankly, she seems totally lost and confused. It's as if she has no idea where she is or how she ended up here.
 
   "It's okay," I say, trying to reassure her. "Samantha, there's no reason to be scared."
 
   "He..." she blurts out suddenly, barely able to catch her breath. "He..."
 
   "He?" I struggle to support her as she tries to get to her feet, but finally she drops back down to the floor. Her eyes dart around the room, as if she's looking for something. "Where is he?" she gasps.
 
   "Where's who?" I ask, even though I'm fairly certain she's experiencing some kind of hallucination. I guess the ice has brought on some kind of shock reaction.
 
   "He," she says again, looking back at the ice bath. "He was..." She pauses, and then she looks past me again and lets out a horrified scream.
 
   "What is it?" I ask, trying to get her attention. I look over my shoulder and see that there's nothing nearby. "Samantha, what do you see?" Turning back to her as the scream stops, I see that she's passed out. "Samantha!" I shout, gently slapping the side of her face in an attempt to get her to wake up. "You have to stay with me!"
 
   As I'm about to pick her up, I notice a patch of blood soaking into one of the towels. Reaching down, I find that there's a cut on her lower left leg. Figuring that I don't have time to deal with everything right now, I scoop her up into my arms and start carefully carrying her out of the house. I dropped my phone back in the bathroom, but I just about manage to find my way to the top of the stairs without tripping. Eventually I get down to the hallway and within a few minutes I've managed to force the metal sheet away from the front window, and I clumsily manhandle Samantha out of the house.
 
   "I'm going to get you to a hospital," I say as I hurry to my car. She's still not responding and I've got no idea if it's too late already. There's no improvement in her color so far, with her lips still looking blue and the rest of her skin seeming noticeably paler than usual. "I don't know if you can hear me," I continue as I struggle to get her onto the back seat, "but it's going to be okay. Just hang on a little longer!"
 
   Half an hour later, with Samantha being treated in a nearby room, I sit in the hospital corridor and try to take stock of everything that happened today. I'm trying very, very hard not to be superstitious about the whole situation, but the fact remains that I can't come up with a single explanation for Samantha's experience. There's no way she could have filled an ice bath in the time between arriving at the house and being discovered; besides, there's absolutely no reason for her to do such a thing. I can't help thinking that if I hadn't got there in time, Samantha might have ended up dead and freezing on the side of the road, just like Brenda Baynes.
 
   "Mr. Lawler?" asks a voice eventually, and I turn to see a doctor standing over in a nearby doorway.
 
   "Is she okay?" I ask, getting to my feet.
 
   "She's going to be fine," he replies cautiously. "She lost some blood, and her temperature was dangerously low, but you got her here just in time."
 
   "Is she awake?"
 
   He shakes his head. "She's going to need to rest. She's not totally out of the woods just yet."
 
   "I need to talk to her," I continue, trying to step past him. "I need to know what she saw."
 
   "Not right now," he replies, reaching out and holding me back.
 
   "It's urgent," I say. "I have to know what she saw in there."
 
   "There'll be time for that later," he says. "I should probably tell you that the police are on the way. They're going to want to know what happened."
 
   "I found her," I say. "She was out at the house on Willow Road. She was in an ice bath with -"
 
   "You should really save it for the police," he replies abruptly, interrupting me. "They're going to have a lot of questions."
 
   "Of course," I say, before I notice that there's something strange about the way he's looking at me. "You don't think I had anything to do with this, do you?" I ask, shocked that anyone could think such a thing.
 
   "It's not for me to say."
 
   "I saved her!" I continue, raising my voice a little. "I pulled her out of there!"
 
   "You have to understand," he replies, "that when a semi-naked eighteen-year-old girl is brought to the hospital with possible hypothermia and a significant wound to her leg, I have no choice. The police had to be informed, and the girl's parents are on their way as we speak."
 
   Hearing a noise nearby, I glance over at the far door and see two police officers making their way toward me. Suddenly I realize how ridiculous my story is going to sound. Can I really expect them to believe that I slept in my car close to the house on Willow Road, and then I happened to spot Samantha Briggs making her way there on her bike, and then I found her in an ice bath and hauled her out? They can't seriously think that I did anything wrong, but at the same time I'm starting to realize that I need to get my story straight. At least she's alive, though. The house hasn't claimed another victim, even if it tried... and it did try. More than ever before, I'm now convinced that there's something lingering in that house, and that the only solution is to tear the place down. Either that, or burn it.
 
   "Mr. Lawler?" asks one of the officers as they reach me. "I'm going to have to ask you to come with us."
 
   


 
  

Part Three:
 
   The Ice Bath
 
   


 
  

Holly Carter
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "What do you want?" I ask, standing in the dark kitchen.
 
   Over by the doorway, his features hidden by shadows, the man seems content to just stare at me. Although I can't make out his face, I can see that he's fairly tall, with a stocky, bulky body shape. There's something long and metallic in his left hand, and I can't tell whether or not it's a rifle. The creepiest thing, though, is that since I came up from the basement, he's been standing and watching me for several minutes. Suddenly all my plans to force my way out of here are falling apart, lost in the uncertainty of the moment.
 
   "I don't know who you are," I continue, my voice trembling, "but if you let us go, we won't tell anyone. If you just let us walk out of here, we'll keep quiet. This has been a big mistake. We won't get you into any trouble."
 
   I wait for a response, but there's nothing. The whole room is silent, and I can't even hear the guy breathing. I know that down below, beneath the floorboards, Elizabeth and Natalie are probably huddled together, listening to the muffled sound of my voice. I told them that I'd be getting us out of here. I talked a good talk, but right now I'm wondering if I can go through with it. After all, this guy seems very calm.
 
   "We won't go to the police," I say after a moment. "You can blindfold us and drop us off somewhere. We won't do anything to hurt you. You just... You don't need to keep doing this. You can stop. We didn't do anything to hurt you, so please, you can stop."
 
   Silence. He just stands there, as if he's waiting for me to do or say something else.
 
   Looking across the room, I see that in most respects it's a very ordinary-looking kitchen. It's neat and tidy, and there's a table in the center with a small vase of flowers. The only light comes from a couple of candles burning over on the counter, so it's hard to make out too much, but in general I'm surprised to find that the place isn't decked out as some kind of torture palace. Then again, the normality of the place, and the calm way that the guy is staring at me, makes me wonder what he's got planned.
 
   "You're scared," I say eventually, figuring that maybe I can reason with him. My heart's racing, but I keep reminding myself that I have to hold myself together if I'm going to have any chance of getting out of here. "I get it. You grabbed all three of us, and now you don't know what to do." I take a step across the room. The guy is standing in the doorway of the only exit, and my chest feels tighter and tighter as I get closer to him. I've got my eye on the set of carving knives on the counter; if I can get to them, I have a chance of forcing my way out of this place. "I guess you want to reset the clock, huh?" I continue, trying not to make it look so obvious that I've got a plan. "You can do that. We'll leave, and no-one'll ever come and bother you again, okay? I bet no-one's ever tried to understand you. Did you have a bad childhood? Bad parents?"
 
   No response.
 
   I look over at the knives.
 
   "Okay," I say, trying to choose the perfect moment to make a lunge. I might only get one chance at this, so I need to make it count. "I've got an idea. This is what I think we should do. We should sit down and talk about it. We should just discuss your needs and what you want from us, and then maybe we can work out a way to help you. Does that sound good?" I pause for a moment.
 
   Okay.
 
   Three.
 
   Two.
 
   I smile.
 
   One.
 
   And that's when I strike. Rushing around the table, I grab one of the knives and turn to -
 
   Suddenly something flashes past my face and I feel the most intense pain, cracking through my spine and jolting my body so hard that I jerk forward, bang my head against the wall, and then drop down, smacking my chin on the counter-top before collapsing to the floor. I have no idea where the knife landed, but right now I can barely even think at all. It's as if my whole body just had some kind of electric charge rip through its synapses, and when I try to get to my feet, I find that my arms and legs feel hopelessly weak. I can't move properly, and I can barely even breathe.
 
   As I try to recover my composure, I hear a noise nearby, like a kind of high-pitched electronic whining sound. Something's recharging. I don't know what the guy just did to me, but it was the most painful thing I've ever experienced in my life.
 
   After a couple of minutes, I find that I can just about get my arms and legs working again. Hauling myself up, I look over and see that the guy is standing just a few feet away. The long object in his hand is making a faint whirring sound, and I realize that there's a small blue light at the end closest to my face.
 
   "What the hell is that?" I ask, trying to ignore the pain in the left side of my jaw from where I hit the counter. Using the side of the table to steady myself, I get to my feet. I'm still a little breathless from the jolt I received, and I know one thing for certain: I never, ever want to feel something like that again.
 
   The guy stares at me. Even up close, it's hard to make out his features in the dark kitchen.
 
   "Is it like a cattle-prod or something?" I continue, trying to play for time. "Is that what you're doing? You're using a fucking cattle-prod to push me around?"
 
   There's a pause, and then suddenly he points over at a door that leads through to another room.
 
   "You want me to go through there?" I ask, taking a deep breath. My heart is pounding, and I can't decide what I should do next. The most obvious thing would be to make another lunge for the knives, or to try running for the front door, but the guy's calm, confident manner makes me think that he's got all the bases covered. Glancing down at the cattle-prod, I realize my best option is to wrestle it from his hands and see if I can turn it against him. It won't be easy, but I figure I've got no choice. This guy is clearly a psychopath, and I have to make sure I get out of here as fast as possible.
 
   Suddenly, without any warning, he holds the cattle-prod up close to my face, as if he's getting ready to use it again. The blue light is almost dazzling.
 
   "Okay," I say, instinctively backing away. I turn and make my way slowly to the door, and I can hear the guy following me across the creaky floorboards.
 
   As soon as I get through to the hallway, I see the front door just a few meters away. My first thought is to make a run for it, but I'm certain it'll be locked. Still, the house is so dark, I shouldn't have any trouble hiding and causing a little confusion. Hearing a tapping sound, I turn and see that the guy is using the end of the cattle-prod to bang on the stair-rail, which I guess is his way of telling me to go up to the next floor. I pause for a moment, and suddenly I realize that this might be my last chance to get away; if I go upstairs, I'll be trapped again, whereas if I make a run for it while I'm down here, I might manage to find a way out. It's not a great plan, but it's a plan, and right now it just might save my life if I time it right.
 
   So I run.
 
   Before the guy can swing the cattle-prod toward me, I duck out of the way and hurry to the front door. It's locked, of course, so I race through to the next room, and then the next. It's hard to see where I'm going with the lights off, and I almost fall over the back of a long sofa before clattering into a table and sending a vase smashing to the ground. With my heart pounding, I realize my best option is to sow the seeds of confusion and then find some way to overpower my captor. I duck down behind a large chair in the corner of the room, and then I pause to listen. I know he's going to come after me, and I know I'm going to have to face him at some point.
 
   In the distance, the floorboards creak.
 
   I wait, trying to work out exactly where the guy is walking. My heart is racing so fast, I swear I can actually feel it thumping in my chest and pounding against the inside of my ribcage, and my blood is running cold. Still, my mind feels completely clear, as if in my panicked state I'm focused solely on one thing: finding a way out of this house. I guess I've entered survival mode, and all the tears and screaming will come later.
 
   The floorboards creak again, but it's hard to tell whether he's getting closer or further away. He's definitely not too close, and I think he might still be in the next room. Wherever he is, he doesn't seem to be in any particular panic, which just adds to my feeling that he thinks he's got everything under control. With the doors and windows carefully sealed, he's probably happy to let me tire myself out looking for an exit.
 
   Suddenly I hear another creak, and it's definitely closer. Crouching a little further down, I carefully peer around the side of the chair. I don't see anything, but I feel as if he's nearby. Maybe I'm just being paranoid, and maybe I'm in some kind of hyper-alert state where I'm imagining things I can't possibly sense, but I swear I can feel his presence. Part of me wants to come out from behind the chair and at least check to make sure he's not too close, while another part of me thinks I should stay here and wait for another opportunity to arise. Finally, I realize that there's no point just cowering here forever; eventually he'll find me, so I need to come up with another plan.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I lean a little further out. There's still no sign of the guy, and I can't hear the floorboards creaking anywhere in the house. I swear, it's almost as if he's not bothering to look for me; it's as if he figures that the house is completely sealed, so he'll just wait for me to make a mistake.
 
   Slowly, I start getting to my feet. I keep my eyes focused on the door at the other end of the room; I'm convinced that he's going to appear at any moment, so eventually I turn to look for something I can use as a weapon. I need to be able to strike at him without letting him get close enough to use that cattle-prod. A lamp might not be long enough, but I guess I could try to throw something at his head. Then again, the best approach might be to find a way to get Elizabeth and Natalie up here with me. After all, he can't use a cattle-prod on three of us at the same time. I just need to get back through to the kitchen so I can open the door...
 
   Hearing a sudden electric whine from behind, I turn just in time to see that the guy has snuck up in the darkness. The blue light of the cattle-prod flashes right in my face and the pain hits me again, this time on my left cheek. The jolt sends me crashing back against the wall, before I drop to the floor in an agonized, breathless heap. This time, the electrical charge seems to have put the muscles in my face and neck into some kind of cramp, and I'm overcome by pain for a few seconds before it finally starts to pass. I try to reach out, hoping to find something I can use to defend myself, but I can't make my arm work properly. My body seems to be locked into some kind of spasm, and eventually I collapse and wait for everything to be over. Finally, I close my eyes and listen to the racing of my heart. I swear to God, if this keeps up, I'm going to have a heart attack. I'm just going to die right here.
 
   After a couple of minutes, I feel something pushing against my foot. Looking up, I see that the guy is standing over me, gently kicking me as if he's trying to get me to move. I want to lash out at him, to hurt him, but at the same time I'm terrified that he might use that cattle-prod on me again. I'd rather die than feel that kind of pain again.
 
   "I -" I start to say, but the left side of my face still seems to be in spasm following the shock, and I can't talk properly. Getting slowly to my feet, I lean against a bookshelf for a moment, still trying to catch my breath. I feel as if all the energy has been drained from my body.
 
   Seconds later, the guy uses the tip of the cattle-prod to nudge my shoulder. He doesn't shock me this time, but I still pull away instinctively. It's clear that he wants me to get moving, so I hobble on my aching legs, making my way slowly toward the door. My entire body feels tender, as if my bones have turned to jelly, and I barely reach the door before I have to steady myself again. I honestly don't know if I could survive another jolt from that cattle-prod right now; I feel as if I'd just end up collapsing, and I'm scared my heart would stop beating. Already, my mind feels washed out and empty, as if I'm struggling to string together a coherent thought.
 
   Slowly, I make my way to the foot of the stairs, and then I look back to see that the guy is right behind me. Figuring that he wants me to keep going, I start carefully heading up to the next level. It's tempting to turn and try to kick the guy in the face, but I know he'd just use the cattle-prod on me again. I'm still determined to find a way out of this situation, but right now my greatest fear is pain. The first time he used the cattle-prod, it felt as if my entire body was being ripped apart; the second time, it was like a million tiny knives were tearing through my veins; I'm terrified of what it might be like if it happens again. I need to lull him into a false sense of security and make him think he can trust me, and then I can think about striking out at him. Damn it, I should have been more patient.
 
   "Now where?" I ask as I get to the top of the stairs, and suddenly the guy reaches the cattle-prod past me and indicates one of the doors a little further along. As I start walking, I realize I can hear a dripping sound, and when I reach the door I look inside and see an old ceramic bath in the middle of the room, filled with water and blocks of ice. I instantly tense up, as I think back to what Elizabeth and Natalie told me about the things this guy likes doing to people. I saw the state Natalie was in when she came back down to the basement, and I saw the cut on her leg.
 
   "I can't go in there," I say, turning to face the guy. He's hanging back a little, and it's still hard to make out his features in the low light. "Please," I continue, with a sense of mounting panic, "I think my heart is bad. If you make me go in there, I might get really sick. I swear to God, I've got a heart condition. I might -"
 
   Suddenly he comes closer, holding the cattle-prod out toward me.
 
   Instinctively, I step back into the room.
 
   He keeps coming.
 
   I step back again.
 
   "You can't make me do this," I say, my voice trembling. "I'll do anything else, but please don't make me get in there. I'll do anything you want. Please, just -"
 
   He pushes the cattle-prod closer.
 
   "Why do you want me to go in there?" I ask, glancing back at the bath and seeing the chunks of ice. Water is still dripping over the edge, and the floor is wet. I'm pretty sure I know exactly why he wants me to go in there, of course, but I need to stall a little. I need time to come up with some kind of plan. "Please," I continue, still staring at the ice as it floats gently in the bath, "whatever you want to do to me, please don't do it."
 
   Hearing the cattle-prod start to charge up again, I look back over at the guy and see that he's staring impassively at me. The light in this room is low, but for a moment I realize I can actually make out the faintest impression of the guys face, and his small, puffy eyes staring back at me.
 
   "Please," I say, looking at the blue end of the cattle-prod. "I think it might kill me if you make me do this."
 
   No response.
 
   "Please!" I shout. "Why me? Why did you take me?"
 
   Suddenly he steps forward and swings the cattle-prod at me. In my panic to avoid another shock, I take another step back, but this time I bump into the edge of the bath. I try to steady myself, but the cattle-prod is coming closer and although I try to pull away, I'm unable to keep my balance.
 
   What happens next, seems to happen in slow motion. I reach out to stop my fall, but it's too late and I feel my back start to hit the ice; my mind is racing, with thoughts rushing past faster than I've ever known, and there's nothing I can do as my entire body is plunged beneath the surface of the ice bath. The ice gives way as I smash through, and freezing water floods through my clothes and bites at my skin. Finally, my whole torso is submerged in the freezing water, and my body seems to be seizing up in reaction to the cold. Eventually, my head goes under the surface as well, and I sink deep beneath the ice. I try to struggle, but the cold seems to be already freezing my skin and bones, and all I can do is stare straight up at the water and ice, and at the distorted image of the guy standing by the side of the bath and staring down at me.
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   "You found her?"
 
   "I found her, and -"
 
   "Wait," Detective Regan says firmly. "Let me get this straight. There's no hurry, Mr. Lawler. We've got all day if necessary. So you found her, naked in an ice bath -"
 
   "She wasn't naked," I reply.
 
   He stares at me.
 
   "She was freezing," I continue, trying not to panic. "I had to get her out of her clothes. I wrapped her in a blanket and carried her out."
 
   "So you removed her clothes?"
 
   "They were soaked!" I say, immediately realizing that I shouldn't have raised my voice.
 
   We sit in silence for a moment.
 
   "It's true," I say eventually. "You can ask her for yourself."
 
   "When she wakes up," he replies.
 
   "If she wakes up," the other detective adds.
 
   We're sitting in an interview room at the local police station. I've spent the past two hours here, being grilled by these two assholes. I understand that they have to investigate when a girl is almost killed, but I swear they're not listening to me. It's as if they made up their minds before they even walked into the room, and now they're refusing to hear a word I say. They've obviously decided that I'm some kind of maniac who took Samantha out to the house on Willow Road in order to do something awful to her. No matter what I say, they manage to twist it around so that it fits their narrative. I can't shake the feeling that I'm being set up, and that they're obsessed with the idea that I'm some kind of pervert.
 
   "She'll tell you what happened," I continue. "Just wait for her to wake up."
 
   "I'm not going to lie to you," Detective Regan replies. "She's in a bad way. She has hypothermia, and she lost a lot of blood. She's in an induced coma right now, and her family are by her bedside, but it's touch and go. There's still a chance that this could become a murder investigation."
 
   Sighing, I look down at my hands for a moment. "You have to go out to the house -"
 
   "We'll be doing that," Detective Regan says, interrupting me, "but right now, we don't need you to tell us how to do our job. We need you to be honest with us about what happened last night. You've got no reason to be scared, Mr. Lawler. Just tell us the truth."
 
   "I was worried about Samantha," I continue with a sigh. "She'd been talking about the house, and I know what she's like. She's a bright student. There were things she said that made me worry that she'd go out there, and after the things that have been happening lately -"
 
   "What things would that be?"
 
   "Brenda Baynes, for one," I reply.
 
   The two detectives glance at one another.
 
   "The girl who was found out near there," I continue. "She was freezing cold, and she'd been -"
 
   "We know about Brenda Baynes," Detective Regan says, "and I'll admit there are some similarities between what happened to her and what happened to Samantha Briggs." He pauses for a moment, before looking down at some papers. "Did you know Brenda Baynes, Mr. Lawler?" he asks eventually.
 
   "No," I say, "but I know she was found outside the house, frozen, with a wound that was consistent with the things that used to happen at that house years ago."
 
   "And how do you know that?" he continues. "How do you know details that weren't even released to the media?"
 
   "I have a source," I reply, realizing that once again I've been backed into a corner.
 
   "Huh," he says dourly. "A source. Care to name that source?"
 
   "I can't," I say. "The point is, something's going on out at that house. There's the Jolene Lucas case as well. Something's still in that place, and it's..." I pause, as I try to work out a way to explain all of this without sounding like I'm insane. "I think the house on Willow Road needs to be knocked down," I say eventually. "I think that whatever was in that place, it's still there in some form, and I think it's reaching out and taking girls again. It took Jolene Lucas and Brenda Baynes, and it nearly took Samantha Briggs."
 
   "How long have you been obsessed with that house?" Detective Regan asks.
 
   "I'm not obsessed," I reply.
 
   "So you're not one of those freaks?" he continues. "If we go look in your house right now, we won't find pictures of the so-called witches from back then? I mean, let's face it, there are plenty of weird people out there who are obsessed with the case. The thing is, it's fine to be obsessed. That's not against the law. What is against the law, however, is recreating some of those old crimes. Hurting people. Cutting people. Submerging girls in ice baths, Mr. Lawler. Kidnapping. These are things that are against the law."
 
   We sit in silence for a moment.
 
   "There's another possibility," the other detective says eventually. "What if Mr. Lawler thinks he just sat in his car, but actually he was up and about, doing all sorts of crazy stuff in the night? What if he genuinely has no idea that he's been doing these things?"
 
   "I'm not crazy," I reply firmly. "I'm telling the truth, but I've changed my mind about one thing. I think I should have a lawyer present if we're going to continue with this discussion. I came here voluntarily to help you with your investigation, but now I think I want a lawyer."
 
   Detective Regan stares at me, as if he's studying me and trying to decide what to make of me.
 
   "No," he says eventually, smiling for the first time since we met. "You don't need a lawyer. You're free to go. Ordinarily, I'd want to hold you while we investigate further, but we pulled the surveillance tapes from the gas station you claimed to have visited. Fortunately for you, it clearly shows that you were in there this morning, and it also happens to capture the moment that Samantha Briggs cycled past. So we know that at least part of your story holds up." He pauses again. "Still, we're gonna want to talk to you again, and I'm gonna give you some advice that you really need to listen to. Stay away from that house. Do not go anywhere near it. I'm gonna have someone watching it twenty-four-seven, and you will be arrested if you go within a hundred meters of the place. Do you understand?"
 
   I nod reluctantly.
 
   "And don't try to contact Samantha Briggs or her family."
 
   "Fine," I say.
 
   "And try to get some of these crazy ideas out of your head. A house is just a house, Mr. Lawler. The guy who did all those things, all those years ago, is dead. All that's left is an old house that's waiting to get torn down. Just leave it be. It's nothing to do with you. I know it's easy to get caught up in all the things that happened there, so just step back, cool off, and let us handle it."
 
   I want to argue with him, but I doubt it'd do much good. He's obviously convinced that I'm some kind of weird, obsessed guy like all the others who come snooping around, so I guess the best thing would be to just keep off his radar as much as possible.
 
   "Sure," I say eventually, even though it's a lie. "I'll keep well away."
 
   


 
  

Holly Carter
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   After what seems like an eternity under the ice, I feel a pair of hands reach beneath the surface, grab my shoulders, and haul me up. As my face emerges from under the water, I try to breathe, but my body seems to be frozen rigid. I try again, but it's as if my chest is frozen and unable to move. After a moment, however, I manage to take a gasp of air, and then another, and finally I'm able to fill my ice-cold lungs.
 
   Leaving my head to rest on some pieces of ice, the guy moves away from the bath for a moment. I want to reach out and grab him, to slam his head against the side of the bath and make my getaway, but I can barely even move. All I can do is keep gasping for air as I stare up at the ceiling. My body is starting to shake uncontrollably, and I can feel my bones shivering as my skin gets colder and colder. All around me, chunks of ice clink against one another like tiny icebergs. I just want to get out of here, but I'm helpless. The worst part is that I can feel my heart struggling to beat, its irregular thumps signaling that my body temperature is plummeting. I don't think I can survive being in this ice bath for much longer.
 
   "Help," I whisper, but the words are too quiet and they barely leave my lips. I doubt he can even hear me, and I'm certain he wouldn't care. I try to speak again, but I just make a quiet, mumbling sound.
 
   Eventually I feel my leg being lifted up. I force myself to look down, and I see that the guy has taken a seat next to the bath. As he holds my leg up with one hand, he's shifting my trouser leg out the way with the other, and finally I watch as he places the blade of a small knife against my skin. I try to call out to him, to tell him to stop, but all I can do is open my mouth and make a gasping sound. Slowly, the blade slices into my numb, freezing skin, and I watch as an incision is made. A trickle of blood runs out, but I'm pretty sure the freezing temperature is minimizing the blood loss as he uses the blade's serrated edge to carve through my flesh and muscle. It hurts, of course, but the pain seems abstract, almost as if it's happening to someone else.
 
   I try again to speak as I watch the guy swap the knife for what looks like a small razor blade. With all my strength, I try to force some words from my mouth, but nothing comes. I feel completely helpless as he slips the blade into the wound he's made. I can just about feel movement inside my leg, although the temperature is numbing most of my body. After a moment, I feel something scraping against my bone, accompanied by a faint scraping sound, like someone running their fingernails down a chalkboard. A few seconds later, I watch as the guy removes a thin sliver of bone and sets it on a nearby table.
 
   Although I try once again to pull myself up and out of the bath, I still can't make my arms and legs move. All I can do is watch as the guy picks up some kind of hand-held device and presses it against the wound on my leg. As he presses the handle a series of times, I realize that he's using metal staples to close the injury, and after a couple of minutes he seems to be done. He lets my leg slip back down into the ice bath, and then he disappears from view, leaving me with nothing to do but stare straight ahead and wonder if he's ever coming back. There's no way I can get myself out of here, so I'm completely dependent on him. Did Natalie manage to get out by herself? Is this some kind of test? If so, I know I won't pass. I'll just die here, frozen and bleeding.
 
   After a moment, I realize I can hear voices. It's my parents, arguing about me. At first I'm pleased to hear them, and I try to call out to them, but I quickly realize that they're talking about my disappearance. My mother is screaming, demanding that someone has to go and find me, while my father is saying that I'm probably just at a friend's house. I want to call out to them, to tell them that I'm alive, but I can't speak; besides, it's all just an illusion. I miss them, though, and I'd do anything to be able to see them again. I just hope that there's some kind of clue they can follow, and that eventually the police will find this place and break the door down. This bastard has to have made a mistake at some point.
 
   "Mom," I finally manage to utter, but the effort is too much and I feel myself starting to lose consciousness.
 
   Realizing that I'm going to die if I stay in here much longer, I try to summon up every last ounce of energy in my body. Trying once again to sit up, I manage to move a little better than before. I tilt my head and look over at the door, focusing on the hope that maybe I can somehow get moving. Just as I'm starting to think that I have a chance, however, I see something flash past the door. Whatever it was, it moved fast, but it definitely wasn't the guy who's been doing this to me. Elizabeth and Natalie told me that he lives alone, but I swear I just saw someone else. Either that, or I'm losing my mind thanks to the combination of ice and pain.
 
   Suddenly I feel a pair of hands reach under my arms from behind, and with no warning I'm hauled out of the ice bath. Chunks of ice fall off my body and hit the wooden floor as the guy drags me clear and pulls me roughly across the room, eventually setting me down over by the window. I can barely move, and in a way the sensation of cold is worse than before as my body struggles to deal with the extreme shock I've experienced. A moment later, I feel the guy start to strip my clothes away, and finally he places a blanket over me. It's not much, but at least I'm no longer covered in ice-cold water. After a few minutes, my completely numb body starts to shiver more violently, and I realize I'm slowly getting some sensation back. My breathing is becoming a little more normal, and I eventually manage to roll onto my side and let out a gasp.
 
   And that's when the pain hits: a deep burning sensation in my leg, where the knife went in and the piece of bone was removed. I want to scream, but I can't quite get the sound out of my mouth; instead, I try to ignore the pulsing agony that's starting to throb around the wound. It's as if I can feel the damage to my bone, almost as if my body has taken the feeling of pain that I should have felt a moment ago, and is giving it to me with a slight delay. Finally, as the pain becomes too much to bear, I try once again to scream, and this time a high-pitched gurgle comes from my mouth. It's not much, but it's a start, and I feel as if I'm slowly regaining control over my body. Maybe I won't die today after all.
 
   "Please," I splutter eventually, struggling to get the words out, "help me. I'm..." My voice trails off as I see that the guy is standing nearby, staring at me impassively. I doubt there's anything I can say that would elicit much of a response; he seems to view me as just a dumb animal.
 
   Realizing that he's not going to do anything for me, I try to crawl across the floor. My movements are jerky and painful, but my body seems to be slowly recovering from the ice bath and I manage to get a few feet before I feel the guy's boot pushing against my hips. Turning, I find that he's started to follow me, as if he's curious to see where I'll go. With a jolt of fear, I notice that the cattle-prod is back in his hand, and I try desperately to get further away, even crawling through the water and ice that cover the floor. All the while, the pain in my leg is getting worse and worse. Suddenly, I realize that maybe the numbness wasn't so bad, since at least I wasn't able to feel the things this pervert did to me.
 
   As I crawl through the doorway and out into the hallway, the pain becomes too much and I finally manage to scream. I've never actually heard myself make such a horrific noise before; it's as if the torment is coming from deep within my body. Tears are starting to roll down my cheeks, and after a few seconds the scream twists to become more of an anguished cry. It's shocking to realize that I sound like some kind of wild animal, howling in pain. I just want to get away; I have to get away from this place, to get away from this man. I swear to God, I can't go through this again. My body isn't strong enough. I already feel as if my heart is going to burst at any moment. As I reach the top of the stairs, I pause for a moment, sobbing uncontrollably, and I -
 
   Suddenly I feel a heavy thud against my body, and I'm pushed forward until I lose my grip and go tumbling down the stairs headfirst. Eventually I land heavily at the bottom, but as I roll onto my back I realize that I seem to have escaped without any broken bones. Footsteps are slowly making their way down toward me, and I feel the pain throbbing once again in my leg. Finally, I let out another scream, this time a mixture of frustration and agony, and I start to sob again. I can't handle this. I thought I'd be able to fight back, to find a way to stop this guy, but now I realize that I'm not strong enough. There's no escape. I'll be trapped here for the rest of my life, just like Elizabeth and Natalie.
 
   "Kill me," I whimper, as the guy reaches the bottom of the stairs and stands over me, his silhouette staring straight at my face. Suddenly I see him not only as the man who caused me to suffer such agony, but also as the man who can spare me. If he has any decency at all, maybe he'll show a little pity. The man who hurts me is also, by his very nature, the man who can spare me. "Please," I cry, my voice trembling as I sob, "just kill me now. Please."
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   "Ben!"
 
   Stopping at the steps, I turn back to see Principal Roberts hurrying across the parking lot. I guess I was expecting him to want a word with me, but I was hoping to at least get through the front door of the building first.
 
   "How you doing?" he asks, smiling awkwardly. "I heard about everything that happened. You okay?"
 
   "I'm fine," I reply. "Samantha, on the other hand, isn't in great shape."
 
   "Yeah," he says, "I know. I just got off the phone with her parents about a half hour ago. I mean, my God, what that girl went through..."
 
   "It looks like she'll be okay," I continue. "They've just put her in a coma for a few days while they get the initial treatment over with." Checking my watch, I see that I'm running late for my first class of the afternoon. "I'm sorry if I caused any problems this morning. Do you mind if we head through while we're talking?"
 
   "Hold on," he says, reaching out and putting an arm on my shoulder. "Let's not get too hasty here. What happened to Samantha was shocking. People are talking about it all over town. They're saying she was freezing cold and cut, and naked, and -"
 
   "That's how I found her," I reply, starting to feel as if there might be a problem here. "I guess you know she was found in the house on Willow Road, right?"
 
   "Absolutely," he says. "Absolutely, yes, that part of the story is also doing the rounds, so to speak." He pauses, and I can tell that he's having trouble saying what he's really thinking. "People sure do love to gossip, don't they?" he adds with a nervous smile. "I mean, in a small town like this, people just love to... talk and talk about stuff."
 
   "I don't blame them," I say. "I think they should be talking about it, especially when it seems like there's no other way to get things moving."
 
   He nods. "Let me be clear on one thing, Ben. As far as I'm concerned, you're a hero. I don't know how you knew to find Samantha out there, but whatever, you saved her life. I have no doubt whatsoever that without your intervention, that poor girl would be dead right now. She'd be laid out on a mortuary slab, and..." He pauses. "Well, you get the idea. To me, you're an absolute hero." He smiles nervously. "If I had a medal, I'd pin it to your jacket right here and now."
 
   "But?"
 
   He opens his mouth to reply, but I can see he's not sure how to begin.
 
   "Spit it out," I continue.
 
   "I understand you were interviewed by the police this morning," he continues.
 
   "I was. Interviewed, but not arrested. They wanted to know what happened."
 
   "Of course. Totally. I understand." He pauses again. "See, Ben, some of the parents have been on the phone this morning, and they're a little uncomfortable about the whole thing. Well, they're very uncomfortable, and they don't like it. Not at all. And the thing is, although they all think you're a great teacher, they've been asking me whether I think it's a good idea to have you on the premises while there's an ongoing investigation."
 
   I stare at him, barely able to believe what I'm hearing. "You think I'm dangerous?"
 
   "No!" he replies. "God, no. Not at all. It's just a matter of procedure, Ben, and decorum, and... Well, some of the parents think that where there's even a sliver of doubt, we should act responsibly in order to minimize the possibility of any more..." He pauses again. "She was naked, Ben. You know how people react to that kind of thing. Also, some of the students say that you were seen talking to Samantha Briggs yesterday afternoon."
 
   "I talk to a lot of my students," I say. "I'm a teacher."
 
   "This was apparently more of an intense discussion," he continues. "I'm just telling you what I've heard, and what's being said around the school and among the parents. They're saying that you and Samantha were involved in quiet a long, heated discussion in one of the hallways. Is that true, Ben?"
 
   Sighing, I look over at the door. Something tells me I'm not going to make it inside today.
 
   "So a bunch of reactionary parents get all worked up," I say eventually, "based on a complete misunderstanding of the facts, and they -"
 
   "She was naked, Ben," he continues, his voice suddenly seeming firmer. "She was hurt, she was close to death, and she was naked. It's hard for people here to look past that fact. Now, I'm not making any accusations here. No-one is accusing you of anything. At the same time, I have a duty to protect my students, and where there's even a sliver of a doubt, I have to act. There are parents here who are very uncomfortable with the idea of having you back at your job while the police investigation is ongoing."
 
   "But if -"
 
   "My decision is final," he says, stepping past me and seemingly trying to block my way to the door. "Ben, let's just deal with this like two rational people, and hopefully in a month or two it'll all have blown over. I'm sorry, but given the events of the past twenty-four hours with Samantha Briggs, I can't be seen to allow you back onto school property."
 
   I pause for a moment, trying to work out what to do next. Finally, realizing that there's no point arguing with him, I just turn and walk away.
 
   "We'll revisit the decision in a month!" he calls after me.
 
   Not looking back, I make my way across the parking lot. There's no way I'm going to stand there and beg for my job, so I figure the best option is to just get away before I say something I'll regret. First the police, now the school; it's pretty clear that people in this town are convinced that something untoward happened last night when I found Samantha. Typically, they seem to be focusing on the obvious and easy answer, ignoring the fact that something seems to be luring people to the house. Whatever's going on, I need to speak to someone who understands the case and who'll be a little more sympathetic to my plight. First, though, I need to go and find out what the hell's going on; I need to go and speak to the man who's in charge of this whole mess.
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   When I wake up, everything has changed. I can't see a thing, and in my confusion I start to wonder whether I've gone blind. Finally, however, I spot a faint shaft of light in the distance, and I realize that I'm simply in a dark room. I feel completely drained, as if all the energy has been sucked out of my body, and my leg is aching with a dull, persistent throb. I'm not as cold as I was earlier, though, and I find that I can move properly again. Slowly, and taking care not to rush, I sit up and find that there are a couple of blankets covering my body.
 
   "Welcome back," Elizabeth says.
 
   Turning, I realize that she's sitting nearby, barely visible in the gloom. I'm back down in the basement, and it's clear that Elizabeth and Natalie have taken time to care for me and get me warmed up again.
 
   "I..." I start to say, suddenly struck by an overpowering need to see my mother again. "I need..." I glance around, hoping against hope that maybe, somehow, this is going to turn out to be a huge trick. "Mom?" I call out, although I immediately feel stupid. As tears start to roll down my cheeks, I try to stop myself from shivering.
 
   "How do you feel?" Elizabeth asks, standing up and walking over to the sink. Moments later, she returns and passes me a glass of water. "How's your leg?"
 
   "Sore," I say through the tears, feeling a searing flash of pain just above my ankle. I drink the water, and although it's cold, it tastes better than anything I've ever drunk before. Still, I can't stop shivering. I don't feel particularly cold anymore, but I think I'm in shock. I also have a strange pain in my left arm, like a kind of high pressure, dull ache.
 
   "The staples look good," Elizabeth continues. "I took a look while you were still unconscious. He's done a good job this time, so we won't need to adjust them."
 
   I nod, but the shivering seems to be getting worse.
 
   "It's okay," she says, reaching out and taking my hand in hers. "It's going to be fine, Holly. You're safe now. You're back down here."
 
   I nod again.
 
   "Come on," she continues. "Just try to relax and forget about everything. Sometimes he leaves weeks between visits to the ice bath. You might not have to go back up there again for a long time."
 
   "I'm never going back up," I say, my teeth chattering.
 
   "We'll see," she replies.
 
   "I'm not!" I say firmly.
 
   "Okay," she says, even though I can tell she doesn't believe me. "Let's just focus on getting you calmed down."
 
   "I don't want to calm down," I say, trying but failing to control the tremors. "I want to go home." As soon as I say the word 'home', a flood of tears starts to flow from my eyes and I break down into a sobbing mess.
 
   "It's okay," Elizabeth says, putting an arm around me and holding me tight. "It's okay, Holly. Let it all out. Just let it out."
 
   I want to tell her to fuck off. I want to push her away and tell her to stop being so calm and understanding. All I manage, though, is to sit and sob while she holds me. I don't know how long I stay like this, but it feels like forever. Eventually, I realize that the shivers have almost completely stopped. I look up and start wiping the tears from my cheeks.
 
   "You miss your family, don't you?" Elizabeth says.
 
   I nod.
 
   "So do I. So does Natalie. Just focus on the thought that you'll see them again one day. This will all be in the past."
 
   "When?" I ask, my voice sounding frail and weak.
 
   "I don't know," she says. "But until we get out of here, at least we have each other."
 
   I wipe some more tears away. Slowly, my fear is starting to become something else: anger. That bastard almost killed me, and he took a piece of bone from my body. He cut me open, reached inside and stole a part of me. First my freedom, my life, and now he wants my bones.
 
   "I'm going to tell you something that might make you feel a little better," Elizabeth continues. "The first time is always the worst. It certainly was for me, it was for Natalie too, and I'm sure it will be for you too. The first time, there's so much uncertainty. You have no idea what's going to happen next, or how far he's going to go. It's the uncertainty, more than anything else, that causes such great panic. Once you know what's coming, it's not so bad."
 
   Taking a deep breath, I reach down and run my fingers over the metal staples in my leg. The skin feels raised and raw, and slightly moist.
 
   "Don't worry," Elizabeth says. "A small infection is almost inevitable, despite the ice. You'll be okay, though. We'll keep it clean and this time in a couple of weeks, you'll be up and about."
 
   "He used a..." I start to say, thinking back to the glowing blue light on the end of the cattle-prod. "He used, like, a cattle-prod on me."
 
   "He does that at first," she continues. "It's his way of making sure that you do what you're told."
 
   "He uses it on you too?" I ask.
 
   "Of course," she replies. "Well, he used to. These days, he just holds it and walks silently behind me as I make my way to the ice bath. He knows that I'd never try to escape, but I guess he figures he can't be too careful." She pauses for a moment. "I certainly learned very quickly that I never, ever wanted to feel such intense pain again. It's been ten years since my first night in this house, and after that first night I never again did anything to make him angry. Natalie's the same. We've both agreed that it's better to just give him what he wants."
 
   Slowly, and with an aching body, I get to my feet and shuffle across the floor, still wrapped in the blankets that Elizabeth placed over my body. After a couple of steps, I realize I can't put any weight on my bad leg, so I have to lean against the wall. I can't stop thinking about that little piece of bone that he removed from me. Wherever it is now, and whatever he's done with it, it's still a part of me. I want it back.
 
   "You shouldn't try to do too much," Elizabeth says. "You might feel better at the moment, but I can assure you that your body will be suffering for a few days to come. You've been through a terrible ordeal."
 
   "What does he want with the bone?" I ask, turning to her. "He took a piece of bone from my leg. What the hell does he want with it?"
 
   "We don't know," she replies. "He's taken some from me too, and from Natalie. He must have quite a collection by now, but we've never been able to work out what he's doing with them."
 
   "He's a psychopath," I say, still shaken by the memory of my experience upstairs. "Doesn't he ever talk?"
 
   "Never," she says.
 
   "But I heard him once," I reply, turning to her. "When he kidnapped me, he spoke to me for a -" Suddenly I realize that something's wrong. The guy who kidnapped me did talk to me, but he seemed different somehow, almost as if it wasn't the same person. Thinking about it a little more, I realize that whereas the guy upstairs is fairly bulky, the guy who grabbed me the other day had a more wiry build. Suddenly I remember his head: the guy who grabbed me had a thin face, completely unlike the guy with the cattle-prod. "There are two of them," I say eventually.
 
   "Two of who?" Elizabeth asks.
 
   "The guy who snatched me," I continue. "It was someone else."
 
   "Nonsense," she replies. "He works alone."
 
   "No," I say, "you're wrong. The guy who snatched me was different. He talked, and he was thinner, and..." I pause again, as I think back to the other figure I saw upstairs. "This guy, he doesn't live alone. I saw a glimpse of someone else tonight. There's definitely someone else up there. I swear to God, I'm not making it up."
 
   "Impossible," Elizabeth says, walking back over to the sink. "You're delirious."
 
   "No," I continue, hurrying over to her. "I swear to God, when I was in the bath I saw -"
 
   "When you were in the bath?" she asks, interrupting me. "How can you possibly put any credence in some half-glimpsed image snatched at the height of your pain?"
 
   "Someone walked past the door," I insist. "A second person."
 
   "There's no-one else up there," she replies. "Believe me, I've been here for a decade. If there were two of them, I'd know."
 
   "I've seen the other one," I continue. "I've seen him twice. First, when he grabbed me, and then again tonight. I don't know why you've never seen him, but I swear he's real. This isn't just one guy working alone. There are two of them. The thin one goes and gets the girls, and the bigger one does the stuff in the bath."
 
   "Please," Elizabeth replies, lowering her voice a little, "will you stop with this nonsense? You'll upset Natalie."
 
   Looking across the room, I see that Natalie is curled up in the corner.
 
   "Is she -"
 
   "Sleeping?" Elizabeth replies. "Yes. Or trying to, at least. The point is, there's no need for you to go spreading your disruptive lies down here. I've been here for a decade and Natalie's been here for five years, and we know full well that there's only one man up there. If there was another, don't you think we'd have seen him, or heard him, or had some indication of his presence?"
 
   "I know what I saw," I tell her, refusing to let her dismiss my fears. "I'm not an idiot, okay? I saw another man up there. I only saw him for a second, and I didn't get a look at his face, but I swear to God I saw him. And the guy who kidnapped me, it was someone else. I can't explain it, but I know there's a second man up there!"
 
   "You know nothing!" she snaps back at me.
 
   Over in the corner, Natalie stirs for a moment. Elizabeth and I watch as she rolls onto her other side, but she seems to be fast asleep. Either that, or she's pretending.
 
   "I know what I saw," I say firmly.
 
   "You should sleep," Elizabeth says quietly. "I'm sorry, Holly, but there's really nothing we can do. You'll only exhaust yourself if you keep tugging at the bars like that. Perhaps if you go to bed for a few hours, you'll feel a little better in the morning."
 
   "And when I wake up, will I be out of here?" I ask, turning to her. "Will I be free again? Will I get to go home?"
 
   "No, but -"
 
   "Then I won't feel better, will I?" I point out bitterly. I stare at her for a moment, and suddenly I find myself wondering why she's so keen for us to accept our fate. It's almost as if she wants us to stay down here. In fact, I can't help thinking that in some way she seems to be more than happy to just waste away her days, trundling around the basement and relying on some vague hope that one day there'll be a miracle that might help us get out.
 
   "I don't think there's much point in us continuing this discussion tonight," she says frostily. "I'm tired, and I'd rather like to get some sleep. Perhaps things will seem different in the morning. Time is a great healer, Holly, and sometimes a good night's sleep is all we need in order to get a fresh perspective. I hope you'll realize that you can't remain angry all day every day while you're down here. It's simply impossible. Good night, Holly." With that, she turns and makes her way to the other end of the basement.
 
   "Good night," I say quietly, before looking back up at the window. There has to be a way out of here. I can't go through another day like today. I swear, my heart can't handle another ice bath, and my leg is hurting more and more. I don't care how well-prepared the guy upstairs might be, everyone has a weakness and I'm going to find his, and then I'm going to get us out of here.
 
   As I turn to limp over to the corner where I'm planning to sleep, I glance down at Natalie and see, to my surprise, that she's awake and staring up at me.
 
   "Hey," I say. "Sorry, did we wake you?"
 
   She doesn't say anything.
 
   "You okay?" I ask a little nervously.
 
   "Do you want to break the window open?" she asks suddenly.
 
   "Do I..." I pause for a moment. "Well, yeah, but -"
 
   "Do you want to try?"
 
   I stare at her, and something about her determined stare makes me think that perhaps she's got an idea. I still haven't quite worked out what I think about Natalie, but I guess it's worth listening to what she has to say. Right now, I don't exactly have any other options.
 
   "How do you think we can do it?" I ask.
 
   "The same way we broke the perspex," she continues.
 
   "That was just an accident," I reply.
 
   "No," she says. "It wasn't." Her voice sounds tense now, as if she's scared. Her eyes keep darting across the room, as if she's worried that we're going to be interrupted. I don't blame her. Elizabeth can be pretty intimidating, and Natalie's by far the most timid and nervous person I've ever met. I can't help wondering if she was the same way before she came to the basement, or whether her time down here has changed her.
 
   "Maybe we should think about this tomorrow," I say, starting to think that anything involving Natalie is just going to be a dead end. I don't think I've got the energy to deal with her at the moment. When we broke the perspex the other day, it was probably just a fluke.
 
   She looks across the room, as if she's worried that we might be overheard. "Elizabeth doesn't like me talking about it," she whispers after a moment, "but I know what really happened. We can do it again. I tried before, but I wasn't strong enough. One is weak. Two can be a little stronger. But with three of us, we might have a chance. I really think we can do this if we just focus and practice."
 
   "I don't..." Crouching down next to Natalie, I pause for a moment. "Natalie, what doesn't Elizabeth like you talking about?"
 
   "How the window got broken," she replies, with a hint of fear in her voice. "I know what we did. After you went upstairs, she made me promise not to tell you, but I know how to do it again, not only to the window but to the bars and other things." She leans a little closer. "I can show you how the power works."
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "You need to knock down the house on Willow Road," I say, standing in Mayor Jefferson Jones' office. "You need to knock it down today, and then you need to put concrete over the top and make sure no-one ever goes out there again."
 
   Sitting at his desk, Jones stares at me with a curious expression on his face. An elderly man with a twinkle in his eye and the easy confidence of someone who wallows in corruption, he seems to find me amusing. I kind of expected this when I demanded to see him today, and I don't really have a plan; I just know that I need to persuade him to get the house destroyed. I hate Jones with a passion, but right now he's the only man with the power to end this nightmare.
 
   "It needs to be torn down," I continue.
 
   "Does it?"
 
   "It should have happened years ago." I wait for him to reply, but he seems content to just stare at me. It's pretty obvious that he's already decided to disagree with everything I say, which just adds to my suspicion that he's got some kind of plan for the house. "It's a disgrace that it's still standing," I continue. "That place should have been demolished as soon as those women were out."
 
   "Well," he says with a smile, "that's certainly one way of looking at it."
 
   "I know this is going to sound a little strange," I say, "but I'm just going to come out and say it. Something's going on out there. Whatever you want to call it, it's killed two girls and it almost got a third. There'll be more."
 
   "Two girls?" he asks, frowning. "I didn't know about two girls."
 
   "Brenda Baynes was found almost frozen out there -"
 
   "The homeless girl?" The smile returns to his face. "Jesus, Ben, you had me worried for a moment. No, it's fine, the homeless girl just died of exposure. There was a coroner's report and everything. I mean, come on, being homeless isn't exactly good for the constitution, is it? It's a miracle she lasted as long as she did, sleeping rough and traveling from state to state by foot."
 
   "She had a cut on her -"
 
   "She died of exposure," he continues, interrupting me. "You're not a medical examiner, Ben, and neither am I. As Mayor, one of my duties is to defer judgment in areas where there are other people who are more qualified to make a decision. In this case, I'm relying on the report prepared for me by medical experts, and I'm not gonna start second-guessing them. If there was anything untoward about the homeless girl's death, I'm sure they would've flagged it up. After all, they've got no reason to cover it up."
 
   "Samantha Briggs was in a bath of ice when I found her," I reply. "There was a deep cut on her leg, and I'm certain that someone removed a piece of bone."
 
   "Aren't you jumping the gun a little?"
 
   "She was in an ice bath," I continue. "Are you suggesting she set it all up herself and then climbed in?"
 
   "I'm not suggesting that."
 
   "Then someone did it to her. Someone put her in that thing, just like someone put those other women in ice baths all those years ago."
 
   "Well, that all sounds a little unlikely," he says. "The monster who kidnapped and tortured those poor women is, thankfully, no longer with us. Unless you're suggesting that there's a copycat -"
 
   "I was there this morning," I remind him. "I saw it. I pulled her out of the damn thing, and when Samantha wakes up, you can ask her yourself. She'll be able to tell us what happened between the moment she went into the house and the moment I found her."
 
   "If she wakes up," he replies. "I've been hearing some very worrying things about that poor girl's condition today, Ben. The doctors aren't as confident as they were before. When the body's temperature drops too far, it's not a simple matter to just get things going again. I'm afraid there's a chance she might never come around."
 
   "She..." I pause for a moment. "If she dies..."
 
   "Let's look on the bright side," he continues. "Let's hang together in tough times and have a little hope in our hearts. I don't know about you, Ben, but I truly believe that this community is strong and resilient." He stares at me, almost as if he's trying to figure me out. "You do believe in the strength of our community, don't you? I sure hope you share my faith in the people around here. We will get through this difficult period in our lives, and we will emerge stronger, and healthier, and pointed in the right direction for a prosperous future."
 
   "You sound like one of your leaflets," I say flatly.
 
   "It's just the way I see the world," he replies, flashing me a sparkling grin.
 
   "Why not just demolish the house?" I ask.
 
   He laughs. "You think that'd do the trick? Just knock it down and pretend it never existed?"
 
   "I think it'd be a start. It'd be good not to have the place sitting around as a reminder." I pause, trying to work out what Jones is thinking. It's as if he's got a reason to keep the house standing, but he's not willing to explain himself fully and I can't shake the feeling that he's hiding something. After all, Mayor Jefferson Jones is the kind of man who always follows the money. Something's going on in the background here.
 
   "Let me tell you what I think," he continues. "I think that house is a scar on this community. No arguments there, Ben. None at all. I also think the events that took place out there all those years ago have had a profound and lasting effect on all the people in this town. In a way, some of them are still grieving the loss of our collective innocence. However, I don't think we can accelerate the healing process by just bulldozing the place. That wouldn't be very subtle. Instead, Ben, we need to be smart. We need to go about this the right way, and see if we can take a negative and turn it into a positive. Are you following me?"
 
   "With respect," I reply, "I'm not seeing your point. It's been more than a decade since those three women were released, and nothing's happened to the house. If you were -"
 
   "Have a little patience," he says, checking his watch again. "These things take time. I'm afraid the wheels of local government move rather slowly at times, but they are moving. Trust me, that house on Willow Road is gonna look rather different this time in a year. In fact, there's a gentleman coming to see me this afternoon who might be able to help us out. If you wanna hang around, you can hear his plans."
 
   "What plans?"
 
   "Exciting plans, Ben. Very, very exciting plans. We're gonna heal this town's wounds, and we're gonna build for the future at the same time."
 
   I pause, realizing that there's definitely something happening behind the scenes. Jones has a plan, and that house seems to be at the center of the whole thing. Knowing Jones, I'm pretty sure I won't like whatever he's cooking up.
 
   "Do you know what I think you should do?" he continues. "I think you should go home and relax. I think you should go put your feet up and forget about this whole thing. I'm sure the police will realize that you didn't do anything wrong, and I'm sure I can help straighten things out with Principal Roberts. I heard he's suspended you. Think of this as a short, unexpected vacation."
 
   At that moment, there's a knock at the door and Jones' secretary leans through to let him know that his next appointment is about to start.
 
   "Come on, Ben," Jones says, getting up and leading me back out into the reception area, "let me introduce you to someone."
 
   As we reach the desk in the front office, I see that there's another man sitting on the sofa. Short, bald and tanned, he gets to his feet and rushes over to shake our hands.
 
   "Ben," Jones continues, "this is Wilson Michaels from Los Angeles, California. Wilson's here to tell me how he's gonna change this town forever."
 
   "It's going to be the movie event of a lifetime," Michaels says enthusiastically.
 
   "Would you mind explaining your plans to my young friend here?" Jones asks. "He's all hot and bothered about our mutual interest."
 
   "Do you like horror movies?" Michaels asks. "Of course you do. Everyone loves horror movies, and the best horror movies are the ones that are based on real life. Things that actually happened. That's why my company is investing fifty million dollars to bring to the screen one of the most horrific true-life cases America has ever known."
 
   "You're not serious..." I say, turning to Jones.
 
   "We're gonna take the story of the house on Willow Road," Michaels continues, "and we're gonna turn it into the scariest, most terrifying film that's ever been made. All the pain and the witches and everything. We're gonna shoot on location in the actual house, made up to look how it looked all those years ago, and then..." He pauses, as if the excitement is almost too much for him to contain. "Once we've finished filming, we're going to refit the house with a state-of-the-art cinema, and that's where we're going to hold the world premiere. Can you imagine seeing a movie based on real events, and actually being in the real location while you're watching?"
 
   "And once the movie's out," Mayor Jones adds, "we'll have the house up and running as a permanent memorial to the events that happened there. People are gonna come from all over the country to watch the movie in the house, and to explore a tasteful, tactful and respectful exhibition dedicated to the awful events that happened. It's my profound hope that by confronting the horror of that house, we can heal our community." He pauses for a moment. "As you yourself have pointed out, Ben, we can't keep hiding from what happened and ignoring it. We have to face it, deal with it, and embrace it."
 
   "I can't name any names," Michaels continues, "but we could be getting some pretty big names to play the three main witches."
 
   "Witches?" I say, shocked that all of this could be happening.
 
   "Well," Michaels replies, "the rumors are part of the story -"
 
   "They weren't witches," I point out. "That was just media bullshit. They were three women who lived through a nightmare."
 
   "I don't think Ben understands how the entertainment industry works," Jones says with a smile.
 
   "You can't make this movie," I say. "There's no way you can go ahead with this. You can't turn that house into some kind of tourist attraction."
 
   "We have all the rights signed up," Michaels replies. "Obviously we'll be changing a few names in order to avoid lawsuits from the women, plus we'll be adding some tasteful, contextualized scenes of horror, and we'll be exploring some of the rumors concerning the events that took place, such as the alleged witchcraft and the possible lesbian elements of the -"
 
   "Are you serious?" I ask, interrupting him. "There was no witchcraft. No-one's ever suggested any kind of lesbian or sexual elements. You're turning this into a horror movie!"
 
   "Well... that's the plan," Michaels says, "but it'll be very tasteful."
 
   "Ben," Mayor Jones continues, "I'm not sure you're in the right frame of mind to be discussing this right now. Perhaps you should go home and take some time to reflect. I need to have a private discussion with Mr. Michaels regarding the details of the deal, but maybe we can pick up our discussion some other time. And I can assure you that I'll be speaking to Principal Roberts later today, in order to impress upon him my absolute respect for the work you do at the school."
 
   "This isn't going to happen," I say firmly. "You're not going to turn this into some kind of theme park." Turning, I head over to the door. I always knew that Mayor Jones had a mercenary side, but I never thought he'd actually attempt to exploit the house on Willow Road, not like this.
 
   "Stay in touch, Ben!" Jones calls after me. "I'd really like to hear your thoughts once you've calmed down a little!"
 
   Without replying, I head outside. Once I'm on the sidewalk, I take a deep breath and try to calm down. The thought of that house becoming a tourist attraction is horrifying, and I can't even begin to understand how Jones thinks he can get away with this. He's going to take the events that happened out on Willow Road and turn them into some kind of tacky movie, and then he thinks people are going to flock to the town so they can pay to go into the house. The worst part is, he's probably right.
 
   


 
  

Holly Carter
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "Are you sure she's still asleep?" Natalie asks for the tenth time, glancing nervously over her shoulder.
 
   "I promise," I reply, getting a little tired of her paranoia. So what if Elizabeth knows what we're doing? She's not in charge of everything we do down here.
 
   "Yeah, but -" She pauses for a moment, still gripped by fear. It's as if she's scared that she might get caught, not by the guy upstairs but by Elizabeth. I guess Elizabeth has been the dominant personality down here in the basement for a long time, so it's only natural that someone as timid as Natalie would become submissive. Still, her fear seems to be bordering on paranoia.
 
   "Natalie, show me," I continue. To be honest, I'm pretty sure that this is a waste of time, but right now I'm wired and wide awake, and Natalie's the only show in town.
 
   "I made Elizabeth try this with me once," she says, speaking fast and letting the words tumble from her mouth. "She didn't want to do it, but I made her. It worked, too, and that's why she'd never let us talk about it again. She's scared. She saw what you're about to see, but she couldn't handle it." She takes a deep breath, her big, round eyes still fixed on me. "You're not like her, are you?"
 
   "Me? Like Elizabeth?" I smile. "No. I hope not, anyway." I take a look back over at the other side of the basement, where Elizabeth seems to still be fast asleep. "I'm sure she was okay before she came here."
 
   Natalie turns to look up at the window. "The perspex came loose because of the power," she says after a moment. "Not the power of people doing stuff. The power of people thinking stuff. It works better when people are angry, 'cause that's when their emotions are heightened."
 
   "Uh-huh," I reply, starting to feel as if Natalie is simply babbling.
 
   She glances back at Elizabeth again. "She hates it when I talk about the power, but it's all true. It's real. I knew about it before I came here, but I've been practicing."
 
   "Natalie -"
 
   "Do what I do," she says suddenly, holding a hand up toward the window.
 
   "Natalie, please -"
 
   "Do what I do!" she says again, this time more firmly. It's clear that she believes everything she's saying.
 
   Sighing, I hold a hand up toward the window.
 
   "I don't understand it completely," she continues, "but watch. Just focus on the bar on the left side of the window. Focus on that bar and imagine it being pulled away."
 
   "This is crazy," I reply. I guess I was an idiot to even entertain the notion that Natalie might be onto something here. I've only been in the basement for a day, and I'm already starting to crack up. "Natalie, maybe we should get some sleep. It must be past midnight."
 
   "Just try it!" she hisses, looking back yet again to make sure that Elizabeth hasn't stirred. "Please, just try it once. Focus on the bar turning and flexing. Think about it being pulled out of the stonework."
 
   Realizing that Natalie has lost her mind, I decide to just play along for a moment. After all, I guess it's not my place to start dashing her dreams, even if those dreams seem to be based on some kind of bizarre belief that we can break a set of iron bars simply with the power of our minds. I guess the incident with the perspex fed into her delusion and gave her the confidence to keep trying. I just wish I could make her see reason.
 
   "You're not trying!" she says after a moment.
 
   "I am!"
 
   "You're not! I can feel it! You're not really, really trying! This'll only work if you promise to focus as hard as you can!"
 
   Sighing, I try to concentrate on the bars. I feel kind of stupid, but the whole thing is a welcome distraction from everything else that's been happening. I just hope that I don't end up losing my mind the same way that Natalie seems to have lost hers. After five years of -
 
   Suddenly there's a scraping sound from the bars, and I swear one of them actually seems to move slightly. Not a lot, but just enough to be noticeable.
 
   "Did you see?" Natalie asks excitedly.
 
   "I don't know," I reply, my heart racing. "Maybe. What did you see?"
 
   "Keep trying!" she says.
 
   Forcing myself to stay positive, I continue to stare at the bar that moved. In a strange way, it's almost as if I can almost feel Natalie's mind reaching out with me, and for a moment I allow myself to believe that something might be happening. Sure enough, there's a faint scraping sound from one of the bars, almost as if somehow we're managing to get it to move. Forgetting my doubts, I continue to stare at the bar, and finally I allow myself the faintest of hopes that maybe, in some bizarre way, we might actually be able to get it to come loose.
 
   "What are you doing?" Elizabeth asks suddenly.
 
   We both turn to find her standing right behind us.
 
   "Nothing," Natalie says, scurrying back over to the spot on the floor where she was sleeping earlier. Like a terrified animal, she's acting almost as if she expects to be beaten or punished.
 
   "We weren't doing anything," I say, even though it's obvious from the look on Elizabeth's face that she knows exactly what was happening. "Natalie was just showing me the view outside the window."
 
   "There's no view," Elizabeth says coldly. "You can't see anything. It's too dark."
 
   "We can see the stars," I continue, "and we thought maybe we could see a jet."
 
   "Natalie," she continues, while keeping a skeptical eye on me, "have you been filling Holly's head with your silly ideas?"
 
   "She -" I start to say.
 
   "It was her idea!" Natalie shouts, seemingly in a total panic.
 
   "What was?" Elizabeth asks.
 
   "She wanted to try something!" Natalie continues. "She asked me to help her! It was nothing to do with me! I just thought I'd see if I could do it for her, but it was her plan!"
 
   "Excuse me?" I reply, shocked at her willingness to throw the blame onto me.
 
   "We'll talk about this in the morning," Elizabeth continues, "but for now, I want you to sleep. Do you understand?" She walks over to Natalie. "We discussed this before. Do you really want to keep putting yourself through such awful pain? You can't keep acting like this over and over. You're going to hurt yourself, or you might even hurt someone else. Is that what you want?"
 
   Terrified, Natalie shakes her head.
 
   "If you make a fuss, do you know what'll happen? You'll draw his attention, and then he'll call you up for another ice bath. Do you want that?"
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   "Do you think you could survive another one so soon?"
 
   "Please, don't say that," she whimpers as tears run down her cheeks.
 
   "Then it looks like everything's settled," Elizabeth continues, coming back over to me. "Please don't encourage Natalie to get over-excited, Holly. She suffers terribly. You don't know her the way I know her. Believe me, she's a fragile and tender girl who needs to be cared for with sympathy and compassion. Whipping her up into a frenzy like this is cruel. She can't take the strain. I'll explain in the morning, but for now, just let her sleep. If you don't get your rest, you'll never start to recover from today's ordeal."
 
   As Elizabeth goes back over to the other side of the basement, I'm left staring at Natalie. After a moment, I look back up at the bars. I want to dismiss everything that happened, to pretend that it was all the product of a fevered imagination, but it was more than that.
 
   "Go to sleep!" Natalie hisses from the darkness, her voice filled with choked rage and fear.
 
   "I just want to -"
 
   "Go to sleep!" she hisses again, and it's clear that she's terrified of Elizabeth.
 
   "Alright, snitch," I reply, figuring I've just about had enough of her for one night.
 
   Stepping over to the window, I climb up onto a chair and take a look at the bars. Sure enough, one of them appears to have been slightly pulled away, as if some kind of force was able to tug and shift it from its position. I reach up and brush some brick-dust from the edge, and I swear it looks as if the bar has been moved. Looking back down at Natalie, I see that she's still staring at me, her eyes wide with fear.
 
   Ignoring her, I go over to the far corner and settle down for the night. At least when I'm arguing with Elizabeth, I've got something to do; the worst times down here are when everyone's asleep and I'm left with my thoughts. I miss my parents so much, it feels like my heart is aching. All I want is to get out of here, and all I can do is hold on to the hope that soon, somehow, I'll find a way to go home.
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "I always knew it wasn't over," says Joe Kukil, sitting on his porch as we look out across his garden. Having retired a few years ago from his post as sheriff, Joe has been spending his time pottering about and tending to his plants, but he's kept an eye on local events and he still has a keen interest in the house on Willow Road. After all, he was the one who first found the women after they escaped. "That bastard's dead," he continues, "but it's the house you've got to watch out for. It's the house as much as anything else."
 
   "But the guy is dead," I reply, taking a sip from my beer. "You're sure of that, right?"
 
   "He's dead alright. Saw the body with my own eyes, chained to the wall. Saw the autopsy too. Hell, I was even there when they lowered him into the ground. There's still a few questions about the whole thing, but his death isn't one of them."
 
   "And his name," I continue. "Did you really never learn his name?"
 
   "We tried everything," he says. "It seems crazy, but there was nothing. No documents, no history, no record of him at all. Obviously he had to have had a name, but he seems to have gone to great lengths to cover it up. In a way, that was one of the creepiest things about the whole damn situation. If we'd had a name to put to him, we could've started trying to understand him. When you look at a man's face, you need to know his name. It's a part of him. It's as much a part of him as his DNA. I always felt we were missing a big part of the story."
 
   "What about the house?" I ask. "Surely there must have been a name on the deeds?"
 
   "The guy rented the house from a man a local farmer named Fred Willard. When we went looking for him, we found nothing but a rotten corpse. There was no paper trail. That pervert's name was never uncovered." He pauses for a moment. "What could be so horrific about a name that you'd want to bury it forever? Hell, if you don't like your name, you can just change it easy enough. But this guy, it's like he didn't want to have a name at all. He just let his own name go."
 
   "Or someone took it from him," I suggest.
 
   He shrugs. "Maybe I'm off base. But either way, that house is the real danger. I knew the moment I walked in there. It's almost as if the house is alive." He pauses for a moment. "No, that's not quite right. The house isn't alive. But there's something else there, something we never found. We looked in every room, but when we were done and we shut the front door, I knew it was still in there."
 
   "You really believe that?" I ask.
 
   "I believe that the house on Willow Road is evil," he replies. "Does that answer your question? I don't know whether the man absorbed the evil from the house, or the house absorbed the evil from the man, but by the end of it there wasn't much to tell between them. That's why I kept pushing for the place to be taken down. I even considered going out there with a torch to do the job myself, but it wouldn't have been enough. Someone needs to go in there with a bulldozer and demolish the entire place, and then they need to salt the ground and make sure nothing can ever grow there again. Anything else won't be enough."
 
   "You never struck me as the superstitious type," I tell him.
 
   "It's not superstition when you've looked into its face and seen the evil," he replies.
 
   "You saw the guy who lived there?"
 
   "I saw the house," he continues, "and I saw..." He pauses for a moment. "The official reports all described the kidnappings as the work of one man, because that's all we were ever able to prove. The three girls said there was just one person who was responsible, and at the time I didn't feel like pushing the matter with them, 'cause they were so upset. But there were a few little signs here and there, things that didn't quite make sense unless you considered the possibility that there might have been someone else involved. A second man."
 
   "So he could be behind the things that have been happening?" I reply. "Do you think he's come back to carry on with the job?"
 
   Joe shakes his head. "If he existed, and I'm not even certain that he did, then he's certainly not around anymore. I'm sure of that. He died a long time ago, before we even knew what was happening there. For all I know, he might even be buried out there. I pushed for a full exhumation of the basement, to see what was under the floor, but no-one around here wanted anything to do with it. They just wanted to seal the place up and forget about it."
 
   "But if there was someone else -"
 
   "Again, I don't have a name. I probably shouldn't even have said anything, but it's just that the way those girls talked... I swear, when they thought there was no-one else around to overhear them, they seemed to be talking as if there'd been someone else there, but that he was dead." He sighs. "It was always hard to really know what those three were on about. By the time they got out, they were a real trio, really close. It was almost like they'd got their own private language, you know? Their own way of thinking and talking."
 
   "Some people think they were witches," I point out.
 
   He pauses for a moment. "Yeah," he says eventually. "Some people think that."
 
   "What do you think?" I ask.
 
   "I think there's something there," he says. "I don't know what it is, but it's there." He turns to me. "Here's the thing. They want to do the house up so they can film there, right? Well, they can't touch the place if it's a crime scene. So if you're wondering why there's some official reluctance to acknowledge what's happened up there, look no further. The way I see it, they've got two options. Either pretend like nothing's happened, or act fast and claim that they've resolved it."
 
   "With Samantha Briggs in hospital, they can't just sweep it under the carpet," I point out. "When she wakes up, she'll be able to explain what happened."
 
   "Which is why I'm worried about you, Ben," he continues. "If they want to pin this on someone, you're by far the best candidate. They can re-open the Brenda Baynes case and make it seem like you killed her, and they can pin Samantha Briggs on you too. I'm not saying that's what they'll do, but I think you should be careful. Don't give them the opportunity. These are dangerous people. Trust me, I've known Jefferson Jones for a long time. When there's money on the table, he's not above pulling a few strings. It'd be very convenient for him if Samantha doesn't wake up."
 
   "He wouldn't have someone killed," I reply. There's a pause as I wait for a reply. "Would he?"
 
   "If Samantha Briggs can remember what happened to her," he continues eventually, "things might start moving. The one thing Jefferson Jones can't ignore is a scared, frightened girl who goes telling her story to the papers. When she wakes up, she'll clear your name and maybe she'll get things moving at the same time. That's not what he wants."
 
   "Maybe she won't wake up," I reply. "Jones says she's getting worse."
 
   "I bet she is," he replies. "Don't underestimate the lengths these people will go to, if they think they can make a lot of money from that house. Problem is, they're playing with something they don't understand. There's evil in that house, Ben. Pure, unadulterated evil. It was there when that guy kidnapped the women, and it's still there after he's dead. Whatever's planned for the place, the evil isn't going to go away. Maybe this is what it's been waiting for. Maybe it's been waiting for some damn fool to go opening the place up again. After all, something's sure woken it up." He turns to me. "Do you want to know the biggest question I've got about the whole thing, Ben?"
 
   "Go for it."
 
   "After they got free, Elizabeth Torbett and Natalie Bay went home. They couldn't wait to get back to their parents, even though they'd been away for so long. But Holly Carter?" He stares at me for a moment. "From what I hear, she went home once. Just once, for a few hours, to say hello to her folks, and then she never went to see them again. I've always wondered why she did that."
 
   "Trauma?" I suggest.
 
   He shrugs. "I'm no expert," he says after a moment, "but it seems like strange behavior to me. I looked into that girl's eyes after she escaped, and there was something different about her. Something wrong." He raises his beer bottle and drains the last. "If you want to know what's really hiding in that house, Holly Carter might be the best place to start."
 
   


 
  

Part Four:
 
   The Thin-Faced Man
 
   


 
  

Natalie
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   They're arguing. Why can't they stop arguing?
 
   Please, God, make them stop.
 
   Squeezing my eyes tighter and tighter, I start holding my breath, desperately hoping that somehow the noise will go away. Finally, after what feels like an eternity, I take a deep breath and open my eyes. It's no use. They're still arguing.
 
   Please, God. I'm only asking for one thing. Make them stop arguing.
 
   I've been awake for a while now, but I'm pretending to be asleep. I know that as soon as I draw attention to myself, they'll draw me into the whole thing. Elizabeth'll talk down to me as usual, treating me like I'm a child, and Holly... well, she's new, so I haven't quite got her worked out yet. So far, Holly seems to be more open to my ideas, and she seems to want me to stand up to Elizabeth. I understand her point of view, but at the same time she doesn't understand what it's like down here. Maybe when she's been here for a little longer, she'll see the patterns that float through the air, and she'll start to understand the power. For now, though, she's just disrupting everything. Still, it's fun to see Elizabeth's feathers being ruffled; I shouldn't find it funny, but I do.
 
   "Let her sleep," Elizabeth says gruffly. She clearly doesn't like Holly very much, and she's struggling to maintain control over the situation. Holly represents a threat, and Elizabeth doesn't know how to react.
 
   "You need to listen to her," Holly replies. "Last night, she -"
 
   "Last night she was tired," Elizabeth continues, interrupting her, "and weak. You both went through a huge ordeal yesterday with the ice bath, so it's only to be expected that your minds are troubled. You're reacting to an enormous period of stress, but you have to focus and allow your mind to establish dominance over your body, otherwise you're nothing more than an animal."
 
   "We have to get out of here," Holly continues. "If you just accept the situation, you're playing into his hands."
 
   "Natalie needs her sleep," Elizabeth says. It's typical of her to change the subject when she knows she's losing the argument. "That poor girl is so weak, she needs to be protected from herself. You don't know her, but I can assure you, she's capable of inventing the most bizarre fantasies in her mind. She believes them, too, and then she spirals off into a series of self-destructive events that can last for weeks. By encouraging her, you're just putting her in more danger."
 
   Poor little Natalie.
 
   Poor, weak, pathetic little Natalie.
 
   Typical Elizabeth. Always trying to protect me. Sometimes it's as if she thinks I'm crazy. She's always been like this, since the very first day I arrived down here in the basement. She just naturally assumed the authoritative, mothering role in our relationship, and I guess that in return I regressed a little toward childhood. She treats me like I'm an idiot.
 
   Maybe she's right.
 
   I don't tell Elizabeth about my dreams, of course, but they come night after night. It's always the same: I'm back with my family, and I'm starting to get on with my old life again. Eventually I wake up and find that I'm back in the basement. I try not to sleep too much these days. The dreams are more trouble than they're worth, and they make me think too much about my family. I can't help wondering what my parents have been doing for the past five years. Have they continued to search for me, or did they eventually give up? Do they assume that I'm dead? Do they keep pictures of me around the house, or have they tried to pretend that I never existed? Do they occasionally make fresh appeals for my location, and do they sometimes dig up places where they think I might be buried? After five years, they must think I'm dead. I wouldn't blame them for moving on with their lives. I hope they're happy. I miss them. I hope my Mom's okay.
 
   Dear God, if you can't stop Elizabeth and Holly arguing, can you at least go tell my Mom that I'll be home one day. Or if I won't be home, make her forget all about me. I don't want her to be sad.
 
   "What are you doing?" Elizabeth asks after a few minutes.
 
   "None of your business," Holly replies.
 
   "It most certainly is my business," Elizabeth continues. "Keep your voice down. You'll wake Natalie!"
 
   "I'm already awake," I say, tiring of the game. Sitting up, I smile awkwardly, and I feel the dynamic in the room start to shift. This, in itself, might be a vestige of the power. After all, as far as I can tell, the power exists in the space between two people. Before, it was just in the space between Elizabeth and me, but now Holly's been added to the mix, which creates a kind of triangle. It's the triangle that adds to the power, because the triangle has three sides and it traps the power in the middle. This is the reason why I'm so excited, since I truly believe that we have a chance now of capturing and shaping the power. I just need a little more time to study it, to examine it, and for that I need some peace and quiet. I also need Elizabeth to finally acknowledge that it exists; I know she's felt it, so why won't she just admit that it's real?
 
   "I'm sorry we disturbed you," Elizabeth says, hurrying over to me. "Did you sleep well?"
 
   I nod, watching as Elizabeth's movement causes the power to shift. I know it sounds crazy, but I swear I can actually see the power sometimes, especially now that Holly's down here.
 
   "We were talking about the bars in the window," Holly says.
 
   "There's time for that later," Elizabeth continues. "Natalie, do you want some porridge?"
 
   "No," I say, getting to my feet.
 
   "You need to eat," Elizabeth says. "After yesterday -"
 
   "I'm hungry," I say, "but I don't want porridge." I'm sick of porridge. Apart from occasional treats, porridge is the only thing we're ever given. If I have to eat another bowl of that pale gray slop, I swear I'll explode. Sometimes I feel like I'm full of porridge all the time.
 
   "You want egg and bacon?" Natalie asks.
 
   I smile.
 
   "For that," she continues, "we need to get out of here."
 
   "Please stop talking like that," Elizabeth says, barely able to contain her anger. "We all want a lot of things, but it doesn't help for us to keep talking about them."
 
   "Maybe it does," Holly says. "Maybe you've forgotten how to hope for a way out."
 
   "I want some water," I say. "I'm feeling -" Suddenly I freeze, as I see something move at the other end of the basement. Far beyond where Elizabeth and Holly are standing, something's shifting in the shadows. My heart starts to race as I realize that, once again, we're not alone.
 
   He's here.
 
   He's here.
 
   He's here.
 
   I should have expected this. After all, he probably wants to get a better look at Holly, to learn a little more about her. Still, the thought of him being down here is enough to send a chill through my body.
 
   He's here.
 
   I hate it when he comes.
 
   "At least take this," Elizabeth says, oblivious as usual to the visitor. She passes me a glass of water and waits expectantly for me to take a drink. As usual, she's playing the mother role. I don't blame her. It's all she knows how to do.
 
   "Thanks," I say quietly, keeping my eyes fixed on the shadows. I know he's watching me, and I know he's just taking his time before... Taking a deep breath, I try to stay calm.
 
   "I was telling Elizabeth about the bars," Holly continues. "Natalie, I think we need to show her what happened last night. Do you think we could try it again?"
 
   I watch as the figure in the shadows seems to move a little closer. "No," I say after a moment. "Not now."
 
   "But maybe if she sees -"
 
   "Not now," I say firmly. Although I dearly want to help Holly, and to show Elizabeth how the power works, there's no way I'm going to do it while he's loitering down here. As far as I know, he has no idea about the power, and I want it to stay that way. Sometimes, it feels as if the power is the only thing keeping me alive, and I'm not going to share it with anyone apart from Elizabeth and Holly.
 
   "You see?" Elizabeth says, turning to Holly. "There's really nothing to talk about."
 
   "We moved one of the bars," Holly replies.
 
   "No," I say, panicking at the thought that we might be overheard. "We didn't."
 
   "We did!" Holly says. "We stood right there and moved one of them. Natalie, you're the one who showed me -"
 
   "No," I say again, shaking my head. "I didn't show you anything. You'd just going crazy 'cause of the ice bath and everything. You're imagining things." I turn to Elizabeth. "She's making it up. Nothing happened. Nothing at all. We were just talking, just joking around, but she took things too far."
 
   He's coming closer.
 
   Holly stares at me, clearly shocked. I don't blame her. After all, she probably thought I was on her side. I'll explain everything to her later, when there's no-one in the shadows, but for now I just want to keep quiet.
 
   "This is what I was worried about," Elizabeth says. "False hope. I promise you, Holly, that if you live every day like this down here, you'll go insane. False hope eats away at you, destroying your ability to settle into a rhythm. It's not good for the soul."
 
   He's coming toward me.
 
   "Good for the soul?" Holly asks incredulously. "What the hell does that mean?"
 
   "He's here," I whisper.
 
   "You have no idea how to survive down here," Elizabeth says to Holly. "No idea at all."
 
   Sighing, I try to block out their voices as they continue to argue. It's good that Holly wants to challenge Elizabeth, and most times I'd probably support her. The problem, though, is that neither of them is aware of the man in the shadows. I don't know why or how, but he always manages to sneak past Elizabeth, and now he seems to be able to sneak past Holly as well. Even now, he's standing over by the far wall, barely visible, but I know he's watching me. I don't know why, but it seems like he's always more interested in me than in anything else. Sometimes I wonder if he's a friend of the guy upstairs, but other times I feel as if he's completely independent. Sometimes I think he's a ghost.
 
   As Elizabeth and Holly continue to argue, I watch as the figure moves through the shadows, walking around the edge of the room until finally he gets closer to me. I'm already starting to tremble as the thin-faced man crouches slowly next to me, his old bones creaking with the effort.
 
   "Hello, Natalie," he says, his voice sounding old and paper-thin as usual. "I see you've got a new friend. Now, what's this I hear about a broken window?"
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   I watch as the security guard walks slowly along the path, making his way to the house. It's just after lunchtime on a warm summer's day, and I've driven out to take another look at the house on Willow Road. To my surprise, however, it turns out I'm not the only one in the area. A security truck is parked out the front, and the guard seems to be doing his rounds, checking that the house hasn't been disturbed. I'm pretty sure this is a new development and there was no guard on duty before, so I guess Mayor Jones is serious about keeping people away from the place. Still, I doubt the guard has been paid to stay all day. The Mayor's office wouldn't pay for more than a cursory check every now and then.
 
   Figuring I should probably take some precautions before I go near the house, I phone Joe Kukil. He's the only person I feel I can trust right now.
 
   "Are you sure about this?" he asks after I've told him what I'm planning to do.
 
   "Of course I'm not sure," I reply, keeping my eyes trained on the house. "I need to know what's going on out here, and I need to get in there before the film crew starts work next week. Just do me a favor, okay? If I haven't called you back within forty-five minutes, let the police know I need help."
 
   "I think you're underestimating the house, Ben," he says. "That place is evil."
 
   "I can look after myself. Anyway, if there's something in there, it only goes after women. There's no record of a man ever getting hurt." I watch as the guard comes around from the other side of the house, still checking the doors and windows. "I doubt anything'll even happen," I continue. "I just want to get some images for research."
 
   "Sometimes I wonder about your interest in that house," Joe replies. "This seems like more than idle curiosity."
 
   "Speak to you soon," I say as I watch the guard heading back to his van. Cutting the call, I wait for the guard to drive away. I feel stupid for even bothering to ask Joe for help, but I guess there's no harm in being cautious.
 
   Starting my engine, I drive along the road until I'm outside the house, and finally I walk through the garden until I'm standing in front of the main door. Right now, the house doesn't even look that creepy. Sure, the garden's overgrown and the doors and windows are boarded up with metal plates, but it just seems like an ordinary rundown rural house. I walk around the exterior, taking reference photos of the building, but eventually I realize that I'm delaying the moment when I have to go inside. Taking a deep breath, I go to the loose metal plate and find that it still hasn't been fixed. So much for added security.
 
   Once I'm inside, I use the flashlight to take a look around the first room. Nothing's changed since the last time I was here, and I start picking my way through the pile of debris and junk that's been left on the floor. It's hard to believe that no-one even bothered to come and clean up properly after the house was raided all those years ago, but I guess no-one wanted the job.
 
   Making my way to the basement, I walk carefully down the stairs until finally I'm in the part of the house where the three women were kept. It's a fairly large space, with just a single small window set into the top of one of the walls. I make my way slowly across the room, which turns out to be almost entirely bare apart from an old sink over in one of the corners. Turning, I aim the flashlight across the darkness, and finally I spot something on one of the walls. Hurrying over, I see check-marks from where someone was obviously counting days, although it looks like they eventually gave up. It's hard to believe that those women were down here for so long, and that they endured so much misery. If I'd gone through what they went through, I'd probably be in an asylum by now.
 
   As I'm about to make my way back to the stairs, I happen to glance down and see something on the floor. Someone has carved the letter N into the stone, and a few meters away someone has carved the letter H and, a little further to one side, the letter E. Standing back, I realize that it's as if someone was marking the three points of a triangle. N, H and E almost certainly stand for the names of Natalie, Holly and Elizabeth, so I guess this was part of their life down here. I've read the conspiracy theories and the online essays about the women, of course, so I'm fully aware of the rumors about their activities. I'm not the superstitious type, but I'm gradually starting to come to the conclusion that some of those rumors might have been correct.
 
   "Three witches," I say quietly.
 
   Looking across the room, I spot something small on the floor in the corner. I head over and crouch down, and I find a set of little bones neatly arranged next to the wall. They seem too small to be human, but I'm not much of an expert in this kind of thing so I take a couple of photos before carefully picking the bones up and placing them in a plastic evidence bag I brought for precisely this sort of thing. The bones are probably completely irrelevant; most likely, some kind of animal crawled into this place and died. Still, I figure I might as well keep an open mind. In a place like this, even the most innocuous-looking thing could turn out to be important.
 
   Suddenly there's a noise from above. I look up as I hear something banging in the room directly over the basement. There are three distinct bangs, as if someone is trying to get my attention. For a split second, it occurs to me that maybe I shouldn't go up and take a look, but then I realize that this is precisely the kind of thing that I came to look for. Rushing across the basement, I make my way up the stairs and finally I reach the kitchen, only to find that it's empty.
 
   "Hello?" I call out.
 
   Silence.
 
   "I heard you!" I shout.
 
   Still nothing.
 
   "Great," I mutter, realizing that I didn't have my camera running, so I've just lost the opportunity to gain a little proof about the things that are happening here. I quickly rectify the situation by taking the camera from my pocket and hitting the 'record' button; from now on, my every step in this place is going to be documented.
 
   "Hello?" I say again, walking slowly across the kitchen. "I heard you." I turn the camera so that it faces the door that leads through to the hallway. "I'm not a cop," I call out. "I'm not here to get you in any trouble. I'm just taking a look around."
 
   Silence.
 
   Walking through to the kitchen, I shine the flashlight up the stairs. As I start making my way up to the next floor, I realize that maybe I've allowed myself to become a little paranoid. So far, the house lacks the creepy atmosphere I was expecting, even after the events that happened the other day when I was here with Samantha. I assumed that I'd feel chilled to the bone as soon as I got inside, but it just feels like a regular house. Apart from the banging sound, there doesn't seem to be anything strange here at all. It's just an empty house.
 
   I make my way along to the room where I found Samantha in the ice bath. It doesn't look as if the scene has been disturbed since the last time I was here. The floor's still wet, although the ice has melted and the bath is full of water. As I step into the room, I realize that despite everything that happened the other day, it seems that no-one has come to take a look around. Given the way I was questioned by the police, I'd have thought they'd at least have bothered to come out and see if there was anything to indicate what really happened. Whatever really happened to Samantha, the answer has to be somewhere in this room.
 
   I check my watch and see that I've got another five minutes before I need to check in with Joe, so I grab some video of the bath tub and then I decide I might as well get out of here. I don't know what I was expecting to find, but generally the place seems to be something of a disappointment. So much for the idea that there'd be some kind of menacing evil lurking in the shadows. Maybe I've allowed my imagination to get carried away, and the house is just a house. Maybe Brenda Baynes really did just die of exposure nearby. Maybe -
 
   With no warning, I'm suddenly struck by the feeling that someone's watching me. I turn, but there's no-one else in the room. Still, it's almost as if I can feel another person standing just inches from me.
 
   "Hello?" I call out, stepping back into the corridor.
 
   I wait for an answer, but there's nothing. Of course there's nothing; I'm just spooking myself out. Taking a deep breath, I remind myself that I need to get a grip. After all, it's easy for the mind to start imagining all sorts of things. Despite the fact that I can feel someone standing close to me, there's no-one actually there. I turn, but the feeling seems to move with me, as if there's some invisible man keeping pace with me. I step back into the room, but the feeling persists.
 
   "Hello?" I call out again, although I instantly feel stupid. There's no-one here. Forcing myself to get over my fears, I take a step forward, but I immediately stop as I feel someone walk right behind me. Turning, I look back across the room, but there's definitely no-one else here. It's all in my mind.
 
   Seconds later, I feel something brush against my shoulder. Turning, I find that once again there's nothing to be seen. I back across the room. It's one thing to imagine the presence of another person, but it's another thing entirely to start thinking I can feel someone. I want to turn and get out of here, but at the same time I'm determined to overcome my fear. Whatever's in this house, I don't want to run away from it; I want to face it, and find a way to stop it.
 
   Suddenly I hear a noise behind my shoulder. I turn, but something slams into the side of my head and I'm knocked to the ground.
 
   


 
  

Natalie
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "She's pretty," the thin-faced man says, sitting next to me and watching as Holly continues to examine the bars on the window. "She doesn't give up, does she? She seems to have a lot more spark that the other one. Do you like her?"
 
   Staring at Holly, I try to ignore the thin-faced man's voice. I know he's just making idle conversation, and I know he's trying to trick me. He wants me to start talking to him, so that the others will think I've lost my mind. I don't know why he wants me to be ridiculed like that, but I'm not going to fall for his stupid games. He can sit and whisper into my ear all day long if he wants, but I won't respond to him. Not in front of the others. If I start talking to him, everyone's going to think I've lost my mind. They already think I'm pretty weird, and the last thing I want to do is confirm their suspicions. God, can't you just make this all end?
 
   "I was upstairs yesterday," the thin-faced man continues. "I watched while our mutual friend was giving your new pal an ice bath. It was very distressing. He used the cattle-prod on her a few times first. Between you and me, Holly, I think he goes too far sometimes. Don't you? I mean, it's one thing to hold the three of you captive like this, but I think he pushes your bodies to the limit. One day, one of you will just drop down dead from a heart attack."
 
   I take a deep breath. Sometimes, I find myself hoping against hope that the thin-faced man is just part of my imagination. If he's a hallucination, I can handle the pressure. All I have to do is block him out and eventually he'll go away, at least for a while. The problem, though, is that he always comes back. He loiters in the shadows and eventually he comes and talks to me. As far as I know, he never talks to Elizabeth. In fact, I don't think she even knows that he exists. She never mentions him, and she never reacts to him. So am I hallucinating his presence, or is she hallucinating his absence?
 
   "Why won't you speak to me?" he asks.
 
   I fold my lips between my teeth and bite down hard.
 
   "Are you shy?"
 
   I feel a shiver pass through my body. I want to turn and scream at him, but I know I can't do that.
 
   "You're pretty too, Natalie," he continues. "When I said that Holly is pretty, I didn't mean to imply that you're not."
 
   I guess I need to face the truth eventually. Now that Holly seems to also not notice him, it's obvious that I must be the crazy one. The thin-faced man is a product of my imagination, which means he's basically a part of me. Then again, sometimes he seems to know things that I don't know, which muddies the water a little. I wish I understood what was really happening down here. Sometimes, I think it's all being caused by the house. The man upstairs, the thin-faced man, the power down here in the basement... It's all the house's fault. I can feel a kind of energy coming from the walls.
 
   "I must admit," he continues, "I was surprised when he decided to add a third member to your little group. I thought you and Elizabeth were getting on rather well, but apparently he wanted to stir things up." Reaching out, he runs a finger along the side of my face. Even though I'm convinced he's a hallucination, I can feel his touch. "It's so typical of him, isn't it? Always wanting to keep you on your toes. What do you think he wants you to do about Holly? Are you supposed to be friends? Are you supposed to be enemies?" He pauses for a moment. "Do you think he knows about the power that's building down here?"
 
   I pull away sharply. Glancing across the room, I see that Holly has noticed my movement and she seems a little perplexed. I smile weakly, and Holly eventually goes back to arguing with Elizabeth.
 
   "She saw something," the thin-faced man says. "She's a smart one. Maybe it was easy to pull the wool over Elizabeth's eyes, but Holly's a different proposition. You need to be a little more careful, Natalie. Your old tricks and games won't hold up now that you've got two sets of eyes watching you. Maybe it's time to take some action. Do you think you can last indefinitely with three of you down here, or are you thinking of maybe cutting the number back down to two?"
 
   Looking down at my feet, I try to block out the sound of his voice. Above us all, the floorboards creak as our captor walks through one of the rooms. I'm hoping he won't take any of us upstairs today. After all, he took two of us yesterday, which is unusual, so he'll probably take a little break. Besides, Holly's new, so if anyone has to go up, it'll be her. Also, it's been a long time since he took Elizabeth, so maybe it'll be her turn. Either way, I should be safe for a while. Please, God, let me be safe.
 
   "I'm not here to tell you what to do," the thin-faced man continues, "but I'm going to make a friendly suggestion. You need to prune your numbers down. The way I see it, you have to pick either Elizabeth or Holly, and you have to get rid of her. Personally, I think it should be Elizabeth. She's always talked down to you and treated you like an idiot. Haven't you grown to resent her, Natalie?" He reaches out and, once again, he runs a finger down my cheek. "Isn't it a rite of passage for all girls to kill someone who puts them in their place? Do that, and it'll just be you and Holly down here. I'm sure Holly would eventually come around to your way of thinking. What do you say? Does this sound like a good plan?"
 
   I watch as Holly, exasperated by her argument with Elizabeth, walks over to the other side of the basement. It's weird to think that she only arrived yesterday. Already, Holly feels so familiar.
 
   "Elizabeth's been down here for ten years," the thin-faced man says. "The house has got to her. It's got inside her head and it's made her mind start to rot. You know what this place is like, Natalie. It changes a person. It twists their soul and turns them into an echo of its own evil. Elizabeth's been here the longest, so she's been changed the most. Can you even imagine what she must have been like before she came here? She's obviously so unhappy. Kill her. It'd be an act of mercy."
 
   Getting up, I shuffle across the room, hoping that the thin-faced man won't follow me. I pass Elizabeth, and we exchange a brief glance. She's annoyed with me for making a fuss with Holly.
 
   "I even know how you can do it," the thin-faced man says suddenly, having followed me across to the other side of the basement. "I'm going to tell you something that you don't already know, Natalie. Something that a hallucination couldn't tell you. Don't worry, I know you think I'm just a product of your fevered imagination, but I'm going to prove you wrong." He pauses for a moment. "Under the sink, there's a loose brick in the wall. Pull it out, and you'll find a large steak knife that Elizabeth hid there a long time ago. She's keeping it as insurance, and she doesn't trust you enough to tell you about it. I promise it's there, though. Take it, use it on her, and deal with your problems once and for all."
 
   I turn and look over at Elizabeth. Could it be true? Could she be keeping a knife hidden from me? In a way, I wouldn't blame her. In fact, I'd have a little more respect for her if I thought she had a few secrets. She seems so submissive when it comes to the house, as if she's given up on trying to find a way out. On that point, at least, Holly is absolutely right. Elizabeth is hold me back.
 
   "You okay?" Holly asks, coming over to join me.
 
   I nod.
 
   "She's so pretty," the thin-faced man says. "Don't be offended, Holly, but I think she's the prettiest one down here." He pauses. "You're not upset, are you? You're the second prettiest. Most people would be happy with that."
 
   "I don't care," I blurt out.
 
   "You don't care about what?" Holly asks, as the thin-faced man laughs in the background.
 
   "Nothing."
 
   "You seem distracted," Holly continues. She glances over at Elizabeth for a moment, before looking back at me. "Listen, I know you're scared of upsetting her, but you have to help me. I don't know what happened last night with the bars, but whatever it was, I want to do it again. I don't care about understanding it. I just want to see it."
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Why not?" She pauses, waiting for me to answer. "Are you scared of something else? Are you scared of the guy upstairs?"
 
   "You're scared of everything," the thin-faced man says. "Aren't you?"
 
   "I just don't think it's a good idea," I mutter.
 
   "What's not a good idea?" Holly asks. "Getting out of here?"
 
   "Leave the power alone," the thin-faced man continues. "I don't think you should dabble with something you don't understand. It's all a part of the house, Natalie. Do you really want to attract the house's attention? Believe me, the house has such fury, it'd make the man upstairs seem like an angel." He leans closer. "Leave the power alone."
 
   "I will," I whisper.
 
   "You will what?" Holly asks.
 
   "Nothing," I say, panicking as I realize that the thin-faced man has tricked me into replying to him.
 
   "Are you sure you're okay?" Holly adds, putting a hand on my shoulder. "If you want to talk about anything, I'm here. Let's try to help each other."
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "You don't want to help me?"
 
   I shake my head again.
 
   "You don't want me to help you?"
 
   "She's persistent, isn't she?" the thin-faced man says.
 
   "Leave me alone," I mutter, before hurrying across the room, making my way to the far corner. Right now, I just want to be alone. I don't want to talk to Elizabeth, or Holly, or the thin-faced man. I just want to sit in the shadows and pretend that I don't exist. At least that way, no-one will talk to me or ask me to do anything.
 
   "Natalie!" Holly calls out.
 
   Ignoring her, I sit in the corner and draw my knees up to my face, trying to curl into a ball. I look back across the room and see that Holly's staring at me, and the thin-faced man is standing right next to her. Elizabeth is over by the sink, washing some cups. In a strange way, the whole scene seems very natural and normal, and I find myself wishing that things could be like this all the time. Instead of participating, I could just draw back and be an observer.
 
   "See?" Elizabeth says, glancing over at Holly. "You've upset Natalie. I hope you're happy."
 
   Taking a deep breath, I realize that maybe the thin-faced man is right. Maybe it's getting too crowded down here. Elizabeth is becoming more and more of a dictator, and I can't help thinking that things would be better if she wasn't around. I look over at the sink, and I start to imagine the knife that's apparently lurking behind the bricks. If the thin-faced man is telling the truth, I could use that knife to cut Elizabeth's throat. Until this moment, I never thought I could do something like that, but now I realize that I could. God, forgive me, but I could. I try to imagine myself stepping up behind her, reaching around and slicing the blade through her flesh; I try to imagine her blood pouring down onto my hands as she drops to the floor and the life floods out of her body. As a chill passes up my spine, I realize that it's possible. I could do it. I could kill her. I'll add it to my list of things to do today.
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   I don't know how long I spend on the ground, but when I eventually regain consciousness, I immediately feel a sharp pain on the side of my head. Sitting up, I look around and realize that there's no-one nearby, and I spot a large beam of wood on the floor next to my leg. Glancing up, I see that a section of the doorway is missing. Rubbing the sore spot on my head, I realize that a rotten section of the frame must have fallen on my head just as I was passing through to the hallway.
 
   "Fuck," I mutter, picking up the piece of wood. I guess I was lucky not to get more seriously hurt.
 
   Slowly, I get back up and brush bits of old wood off my shirt. I lean out into the corridor and double-check that there's no-one around. I guess at least I know now what caused the banging sound earlier; this place must be falling apart. The house didn't attack me. It's just an old, dilapidated building in urgent need of repair.
 
   Reaching down, I grab my camera and find that despite having been dropped, it's still recording. I hit the 'stop' button and rewind the footage to the start, and then I stand for a moment and watch the footage on the screen. After a few seconds, I start skipping through the recording. When I reach the section where I came upstairs, I set the playback to normal speed and watch the image as I move through to the room with the bath. After a moment, I realize that I'm starting to feel a little nervous. It's almost as if I'm expecting to find that I've captured some kind of ghostly image on the recording, but sure enough I eventually reach the part where there's a sudden bang and the camera drops to the ground, with the block of wood falling from the doorway and knocking me out.
 
   I watch as the camera continues to record the image of the doorway. This is the part where I was passed out, and as I watch the screen, I realize that there's an extra sound coming from the tinny little speakers. I lean closer, and finally I hear what sounds like footsteps, getting closer and closer. After a moment, I see a faint shadow on the wall outside the doorway, and finally I watch as a figure steps into view. I turn and look over my shoulder, but the room is empty; glancing back at the screen, I see that there's a man standing over my prone body, staring down at me with an impassive face. It's hard to make out too much detail on his face, but it looks as if he's quite tall and he has an unusually thin and narrow face.
 
   Seconds later, I see my body start to move, and the man walks away from the doorway. Realizing that the footage has caught up with the moment where I came around, I stop the playback and head out into the corridor. My heart is pounding as I realize that I've got absolute, incontrovertible proof that there was someone here. All I need to do now is get this back to Joe Kukil, see if he recognizes the figure, and then go to the police with the video. Once they see that someone else has been here, they'll have to believe me when I explain that I wasn't the one who put Samantha into the ice bath. I don't know whether the figure is a ghost or a real man, but he was here, and he must still be here right now.
 
   Suddenly my phone rings. Pulling it out of my pocket, I see that Joe is trying to get hold of me.
 
   "It's okay," I say as I answer. "I'm fine."
 
   "You were supposed to call me," he replies, not sounding too impressed.
 
   "I'm sorry. I just... I'm going to come over, Joe. I've got something you need to see."
 
   "You found something?"
 
   "I'll explain when I get to your place," I reply, hurrying along the corridor and making my way down the stairs. "Something happened, but I've got part of it on video. I think it links in with what you were saying about there maybe being someone else involved. I'll come and see you later." Turning, I look across the empty room and once again I can't shake the feeling that I'm being watched. "I've got to go," I add, cutting the call off before making my way through to the kitchen.
 
   I pause for a moment, listening to the silence of the house.
 
   "Hello?" I call out. My heart is still racing. Although there's a part of me that wants to go looking for the man who appeared in the video, there's another part of me that just wants to get the hell out of here. Finally, resisting the urge to be brave and stupid, I hurry through to the next room and push the metal plate away from the window. It's a relief to finally get outside, and as I walk away from the house I can't help but look back and wonder what I just saw. I stop at the end of the garden and watch the video again, just to make certain that I didn't imagine the whole thing. Sure enough, the footage still shows the man coming to the doorway and looking down at my prostrate body. I rewind and watch it again, and then again, but each time it's the same: there's that figure standing and watching me.
 
   "Mr. Lawler!" a voice calls out suddenly, and I look up to see two police officers making their way toward the house.
 
   "It's okay," I say, "I'm leaving."
 
   "Put your hands behind your head," one of the officers says as he reaches me. His colleague has his hand on his holster, as if he expects to draw his gun at any moment.
 
   "It's really okay," I continue. "You don't need to over-react. If Joe Kukil sent you -"
 
   "Hands behind your head," the officer shouts as he reaches me. "I won't ask you again."
 
   "I'm just -"
 
   With no warning, the cop grabs my arm, turns me around and pulls me back. Seconds later, I feel a pair of handcuffs lock around my wrists. I was hoping this was just going to be a reprimand, but I guess they're going to read me the riot act.
 
   "What the hell are you doing?" I ask, struggling to get free. "Look, I know I'm technically trespassing, but -"
 
   "Ben Lawler," the cop says, starting to lead me to the car as the other cop grabs my arm to help pull me along, "you're under arrest for the attempted murder of Samantha Briggs."
 
   "Attempted murder?"
 
   "Looks like she's not coming out of her coma," he says. "Word is, the charges'll be upped to murder within twenty-four hours. She's not got long left."
 
   "Are you kidding?" I say, trying to pull away from them. I swear, there's no way Samantha should be close to death. I know she went through a lot in the house, but it seemed like I got to her in time. I thought she'd be okay once I got her to the hospital.
 
   "We've been looking for you all morning," the cop continues as we reach the car. "Should have known you'd be out here. Fortunately, you tripped a sensor the second you went in through the window."
 
   "A sensor?" I ask.
 
   "The Mayor had the whole place wired up yesterday. Anyone goes in or out, they break a beam and we get a signal." He pulls the door open and pushes my head down as I get into the back seat.
 
   "There's been a mistake," I say, starting to panic. "I didn't hurt Samantha. I saved her. If you call Joe Kukil, he'll confirm everything I'm telling you."
 
   "I'm not going to be calling anyone, Sir," the cop says as he and his colleague get into the car. "I'm going to take you to the station, where you'll be formally read your rights and informed of the charges against you. You'll be offered -"
 
   "I know how the law works," I reply. "You have to go into the house. There's someone in there. I saw a man."
 
   "The sensor indicated one intruder," the cop replies. "Not two."
 
   "But he's there," I continue, unable to hide my frustration. "Look at my camera. You'll see him in the video. He's real!"
 
   "Someone'll look at your camera at the station," the cop says, starting the engine. He sounds a little bored; to him, I'm just some crackpot who's been caught wandering around an old house. "I'm not here to pass judgment on you, Mr. Lawler. I'm just here to take you in."
 
   As we drive away in silence, I realize I've been a complete fool. Not only did I fail to stop Samantha going to the house, but I went back myself and gave the police a perfect reason to pick me up. I couldn't have made myself look more guilty if I'd tried, and now I'm going to be framed for the accident that left Samantha in a coma. Turning and looking back at the house, I can't help feeling that whatever's lurking in there, it's laughing at me. Worse, it's going to claim another victim soon. I don't have any doubt that another girl is going to wander into its clutches and end up in the ice bath.
 
   


 
  

Natalie
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   I wait all day, until finally Elizabeth and Holly wear one another out with their incessant arguments. They barely even stop to eat, constantly going on and on about what they should do and how we should try to find a way out. Sitting in the corner, I try to ignore them, but it's impossible: for most of the afternoon, they sit on opposite sides of the basement, calling out to one another. Eventually I try to take a nap, using some pieces of toilet paper for earplugs, but nothing works. Their arguments go on and on all day, until eventually the pair of them calm down. Finally, the silence washes over me and I carefully dig the pieces of toilet paper out of my ears.
 
   I take a deep breath.
 
   It's time.
 
   Once I'm sure that the others are asleep, I crawl across the floor until I reach the sink. My heart feels so much bigger than ever, ready to burst out of my chest, and I can't stop thinking that the mere existence of the knife will be hugely significant. After all, if the knife is hidden behind a loose brick, the thin-faced man must be real; how else could he tell me something that I didn't already know? Taking a deep breath, I reach out and run my fingers across the brickwork under the sink, and soon I find that one is slightly loose. I give it a gentle tug and it falls out, and then I reach my fingers into the hole and, sure enough, I feel the blade of a knife.
 
   It's real.
 
   Which means he's real.
 
   God, why have you put me in this situation? Of all the people in the world, why me? Did I do something wrong? If I knew, I could change it. Is this your way of punishing me for being weird? Sometimes I think Elizabeth's right and I am childish and stupid. I didn't ask to be weird. Why did you make me like this?
 
   Carefully, I pull the knife from the hole and examine it in the shaft of moonlight that's streaming through the window. It's a fairly large knife with a serrated edge, and it's certainly more than enough to end Elizabeth's life. I can't help feeling a little offended that she chose to hide such a thing from me. Was she keeping it back in case we ever needed to defend ourselves from our captor, or was she worried that one day she'd have to use it against me? All my life, even before I was kidnapped, people thought I was a little strange. I guess Elizabeth picked up on something and decided she couldn't quite trust me. It's a shame, really. For a while, I allowed myself to believe that she was my friend, but she's like all the others: when she looks at me, she sees a weird, curled-up little idiot.
 
   Tick tock.
 
   It's time.
 
   I turn and look across the basement. To be honest, I keep expecting to find that the thin-faced man has come back to watch me, but there's no sign of him. All I see is Holly's sleeping form and, a little further away, Elizabeth's. I'm sure that when Elizabeth screams, Holly will jump up and try to stop me, so I have to make sure I get this right the first time. Better yet, I need to stifle the screams, so that we don't attract the attention of the man upstairs. I have no idea how he'll feel about me killing Elizabeth, and I'm worried that he might become angry. He might even blame me. After all, I don't know if he's aware of the thin-faced man's existence.
 
   Sighing, I realize that there's no point delaying this moment any longer. I start crawling across the floor, taking extra care to ensure that I don't make a noise. As I pass Holly, I pause to listen to the sound of her breathing. Sometimes I see tears in Holly's eyes, which I guess is natural. After all, she probably has a family somewhere out there, and she wants to get back to them. Sometimes I wonder if, one day, we'll find a way out of this place. Will we all still be friends in the real world? Holly seems nice, and I'd like to get to know her better. She seems to be sleeping calmly right now, though, so I move on, getting closer to Elizabeth.
 
   Above, there's a creaking sound as he walks across the floorboards. Doesn't he ever sleep? For a moment, I'm seized with a fear that he'll wake us up, or that he'll demand that one of us goes up there. After a moment, however, the noise seems to pass. I have no idea what he's doing up there, but clearly it doesn't involve us. I can't help but fantasize about having a much bigger knife and ramming it up through the ceiling, impaling him on the blade as he walks across his kitchen. God, can't you make this knife much bigger? Please?
 
   I wait.
 
   The knife doesn't get bigger. It just stays small and cold in my hand.
 
   Time.
 
   I make my way over to Elizabeth and lean close to check that she's asleep. Suddenly this whole thing feels so much more real. The thought of actually pressing a knife against her neck and then forcing it through her skin, and then gouging deep enough to cut her jugular, is horrifying. The peace and quiet of the basement is about to be shattered. There'll be screams, and Holly will pull me away, and then there'll be the moment of death itself. Then we'll have to deal with the body, and get rid of the blood, and eventually we'll be left alone, just the two of us, and Holly will have to come to terms with the consequences of what I've done. All this drama and emotion, and I'm the one who's going to unleash it.
 
   I hold the knife out, ready to strike. The only sound comes from my own mouth: I'm breathing fast, almost gulping for air. The best thing to do is to simply ram the knife into her neck and then rip through the flesh. Maybe I should try to take her head off. There's nothing stopping me. I can -
 
   Suddenly I realize that there's a sound coming from Elizabeth's face. I pause for a moment, my heart racing, as I realize that her breathing is hurried and stressed. Leaning closer, I realize that she's quietly sobbing. At first, I assume that she must have realized I'm here, but then I see that one of her hands is gently moving near her face. It's hard to work out exactly what's happening, since it's so dark down here and the light of the moon doesn't reach this far back, but eventually I see that her hand is stroking some kind of small white object. It takes me a few more seconds to realize that she has a little pile of bones, none of them more than an inch or two long, and she's sobbing as she runs her hands tenderly along their length. They're definitely not the bones that the man has been removing from our legs. These are other bones, but I don't know where they came from. There's no other source of bones down here.
 
   I open my mouth to ask her what she's doing, but then I pause. Maybe I don't want to know. Either way, suddenly my plan to kill her seems to be coming undone.
 
   "What are you waiting for?" the thin-faced man whispers in my ear. "She's right there."
 
   I adjust my grip on the knife. For some reason, this seemed so much easier when I thought she was asleep. Now that she's awake, and sobbing, I feel as if I can't go through with the final act.
 
   "Are you really this weak?" the thin-faced man asks. "Just because a few crocodile tears are rolling down her face, you think she's worthy of pity? Does she show you pity when she argue with Holly? Does she show you pity when she treats you like a child?"
 
   I sit in silence for a moment, as Elizabeth continues to sob.
 
   "Do it," he hisses. "You don't need three of you down here. You just need two. Two's a much safer number."
 
   I take another deep breath. Why is he so keen for me to kill Elizabeth?
 
   "Think about the way she treats you," he continues. "Sometimes I think she sees you as a child. Sometimes it's even worse, like you're a dog. She'll never listen to you or take you seriously. As long as she's around, you'll always be the little fool around here. You can't stand up to her, you can't argue with her, so why don't you do the only thing that can possibly end your misery? Kill her. She's no use to you anyway."
 
   "Maybe he's right," Elizabeth whispers suddenly.
 
   I freeze.
 
   Slowly, she turns and looks at me, her eyes filled with tears. "What are you waiting for?" she continues, with a sense of determination in her voice. "You've got the knife. I'm not going to fight you off. Why haven't you done it already?" She reaches up and loosens her collar, revealing more of her neck. "There you go. There's nothing stopping you now. Why don't you drive that blade into my neck?" She pauses. "Come on, Natalie. Why are you waiting? Do it!"
 
   Shaking my head, I pull back.
 
   "Weakling," Elizabeth whispers.
 
   "I'm sorry," I say quietly.
 
   "You can't even do one thing right, can you?" she continues, with tears in her eyes. "You're just a stupid little girl who wants other people to do everything for her."
 
   "I'm disappointed," says the thin-faced man. "I thought you were made of stronger stuff, Natalie. I really thought you could go through with it this time."
 
   "Me too," Elizabeth continues.
 
   "You can hear him?" I ask. Elizabeth has never acknowledged the thin-faced man before. I thought he only appeared to me.
 
   "Of course I can," she replies. "I'm not deaf. He's always been here, even back before you arrived. Always whispering in my ear, telling me to do things. I ignore him, but maybe that's a mistake. Maybe one of us should finally do what he suggests. So go on, Natalie. Take that knife and use it." Without warning, she reaches out and grabs my hand, and then she tries to pull the knife closer. "It's what you want," she hisses. "It's what you've always wanted, so get it over with. Just promise not to torture me. I don't want pain!"
 
   "No!" I shout, pulling my hand away so fast that the knife flies across the room and lands loudly over by the sink.
 
   "What the hell was that?" Holly asks, sitting up.
 
   "You fucking idiot!" Elizabeth shouts at me.
 
   "What are the bones?" I ask, looking down at the fragile little bones she's been holding.
 
   "What bones?"
 
   "The ones in your hand."
 
   "Get away from me!" she shouts. "I've had enough of your stupidity for one night! I don't even want to see your miserable face, so get out of my sight! Do you think I've got nothing better to do than babysit the village idiot?"
 
   "Let me see," I say, reaching past and grabbing some of the bones. Elizabeth tries to pull them away from me, and one of them snaps as it drops to the ground.
 
   "Now look what you've done," she says, pushing me away before she starts sorting through the bones again. "You've ruined one of them."
 
   "What are you doing over there?" Holly asks, hurrying toward us.
 
   "Just leave me alone!" Elizabeth shouts. "Both of you! Leave me alone! Please! I don't need your help! I don't want it! Just go away!"
 
   Holly holds back, looking shocked.
 
   "I'm sorry," I mutter, turning to find that there's no sign of the thin-faced man anywhere in the basement. I don't know where he's gone, but I guess his work here is done. He's caused an argument, and now we're at each other's throats again.
 
   "What happened?" Holly asks me quietly, as we watch Elizabeth continuing to deal with the remains of the bones.
 
   "Did you see him?" I ask, still looking for the thin-faced man.
 
   "See who?" She looks over at the steps that lead up to the metal door. "Did he come down again?"
 
   "Not him," I reply. "The other man. The one with the thin face."
 
   "What other man?" she asks, with a look of alarm on her face. "You said there's only one. You said it's just one man up there."
 
   "You didn't see him?" I ask, my mind racing as I try to work out what's happening. "Are you sure? He was right here. Elizabeth saw him!"
 
   "There was no-one here," she replies.
 
   Sighing, I realize I'm never going to be able to make her understand. Ignoring Elizabeth for a moment, I turn and hurry across the basement, desperately searching all the shadows as I look for the thin-faced man. He doesn't seem to be here, however, and eventually I realize that we're alone, at least for now.
 
   "Natalie, what's going on?" Holly asks, heading over to me. "Who are you looking for, and what the hell is Elizabeth doing with those bones?"
 
   I turn and look back at Elizabeth. In the five years I've been down here in the basement, Elizabeth has always been a tower of strength. She's been the calm one, the rational one, the strong one, and I've never really doubted her, not once. Suddenly she seems different, as if the cracks are showing in her soul. Watching her sorting out the pile of bones, I realize that maybe I've misunderstood her all this time. She's not normal; she's just very good at hiding her rough edges. She's weird, like me.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I realize that maybe it's too late. After all, now that my head is clear, I realize that this wasn't the first time I've found the knife behind the sink, and it wasn't the first time I've crawled over to Elizabeth, and it wasn't the first time she's heard me and encouraged me to strike. The truth is, we do the same thing most nights. We just go round and round, locked in the same stupid little routine, and each night we pretend that it hasn't happened before. Slowly, I dip my head and look down at the floor, and tears start to flow from my eyes. Slowly, ignoring Holly's confused stare, I crawl back over to the sink and put the knife back behind the loose brick. I'm such a weak coward. Maybe next time, I should cut my own head off instead.
 
   


 
  

Natalie
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Samantha Briggs isn't going to last the night," says Detective Regan as we sit in the interview room. Sighing, he checks his watch. "Something to do with her heart. Seems the human body really doesn't like being submerged in a bath of ice for a long period of time, so..." He pauses for a moment, keeping his eyes fixed on me. "What I'm going to be doing, Mr. Lawler, is I'm gonna be holding you here on suspicion of attempted murder, and then when I get the call from the hospital to say that she's passed, I'm going to turn this into a murder investigation, and then you're going to go to trial, and then eventually you're going to go and rot in prison for the rest of your life. Is that clear?"
 
   "I didn't do anything to her," I say, trying to stay calm.
 
   "You'll have a chance to put your case in court," he replies, clearly not believing me for a second. "If you didn't do anything, you have nothing to worry about. You can tell your story to the members of the jury. Maybe they'll believe you."
 
   "Stranger things have happened," mutters the other detective.
 
   "You have to listen to me," I continue, sitting forward in my chair. "I found her in the ice bath. I pulled her out. I didn't put her in the damn thing, but someone did, and you have to find that person before it's too late."
 
   "And who might this other person be?" Regan asks. "Did you see him?"
 
   "No, but -"
 
   "So it's a ghost?"
 
   "No!"
 
   He smiles. "Your story's all over the place, Mr. Lawler. If you want my advice, I think you should get it straight before your trial. Juries tend to notice when you're making it up as you go along."
 
   Looking down at my hands, I realize there's nothing I can say to make this guy believe what I'm saying. He's convinced that I lured Samantha out to the house on Willow Road and that I hurt her. "Why would I do all this," I say eventually, "and then take her to a hospital? Why would I incriminate myself like that?"
 
   "I don't know," he asks calmly. "Why did you?"
 
   "I didn't. I didn't do any of this. I saved her life."
 
   "She's about to die."
 
   "She shouldn't be!"
 
   "Well," he replies with a hint of a smile, "finally we agree on something. Samantha Briggs definitely shouldn't be dying. She is, though, and that's because of you. What's up, Mr. Lawler? Couldn't you hold back? Did you just have to do it to her? And the house. Why go there? Did it give you a thrill?"
 
   "I already explained everything to you," I say firmly, resisting the temptation to tell him to go fuck himself.
 
   He shrugs. "And then you went back to the house after you'd been specifically told to keep away. What's wrong, Mr. Lawler? Were you checking to make sure you hadn't left anything behind that might contradict your story? Or have you got some kind of compulsion to return to the scene of the crime?"
 
   "I was looking for..." I start to say, before realizing that once again, the truth might get me into even more trouble. "My camera," I say after a moment. "I was recording most of the time. There was a man in one of the images. Check my camera and -"
 
   "We'll get to that," Regan replies, glancing at his watch. "Your camera's in the evidence locker, where it'll remain until it can be examined properly."
 
   "It shows a man's face," I continue. "It shows him standing over me after I was knocked out."
 
   "You were knocked out?" he asks with a smirk.
 
   "Just look at the video!"
 
   "All in good time." He turns to his colleague. "Can you go ring the hospital? See if there's any news?"
 
   The other cop heads to the door and steps out of the room for a moment.
 
   "Seems like you're in a hurry," I reply. "What's wrong? Isn't she dying fast enough for you?"
 
   "I should warn you that things are gonna be tough, Mr. Lawler," Regan replies. "You could save yourself a lot of trouble by just telling us the truth right now. Maybe you need help. We can get you all the help in the world, but you've got to start by being honest." He pauses again. "Tell me what happened when you went into the house with Samantha. Did you -"
 
   "I didn't go into the house with Samantha," I reply. "I went in after her. I already told you, she went there on her bike. You must have found her bike in the garden."
 
   "So you arranged to meet her there."
 
   "No!"
 
   "What's wrong, Mr. Lawler? Can't get any women your own age?"
 
   "Go fuck yourself."
 
   He smiles. "Did you mean to kill her? I mean, you killed Brenda Baynes, so -"
 
   "I never even met Brenda Baynes!" I shout, feeling as if the walls of the room are starting to close in on me. I'm being framed, and right now there doesn't seem to be a damn thing I can do about it.
 
   "We'll see," Regan replies. "I've already pulled your phone and email records, and I'm gonna be very interested in seeing exactly what you've been up to for the past few weeks. For example, you seem to have gone on a little road trip the other day. I've seen your credit card bill. Gas stations, a motel room. Care to tell me what that was all about? Seems odd that a busy guy would take a quick vacation for no reason."
 
   "I went to see -" I start to say, before realizing that once again I can't tell him what I've been doing. If I explain that I went to see Elizabeth Torbett, Natalie Day and Holly Carter, he'll be more convinced than ever that I'm some kind of obsessive who can't keep away from the house on Willow Road and its victims. "It's got nothing to do with any of this," I add, even though I feel as if I'm digging myself deeper and deeper into a hole. "I want to talk to Joe Kukil. He used to be in charge around here. He can verify -"
 
   "Joe Kukil was a good cop," Regan says, "until he went kind of crazy and started going on about things that weren't really any of his business."
 
   "Joe Kukil knows about the house."
 
   "Joe Kukil's an old man sitting on his porch, getting off on fantasies about witches. He bought into all the crap about Willow Road. Shame. It's never nice to see an old man go senile."
 
   He stops speaking as the door opens and the other detective hurries in. From the look on his face, I can immediately see that something's wrong. My heart sinks as I think of Samantha's dead body in a hospital bed on the other side of town.
 
   "She dead?" Regan asks, checking his watch.
 
   "No," the other detective replies. "Well, I don't know. She's gone. They can't find her anywhere."
 
   Regan looks over at me, and for the first time today I can see doubt in his eyes. Up until this moment, he was convinced he had the whole case worked out.
 
   "The bed's empty," the other detective continues, "but they've checked surveillance footage and it looks like she walked out of the hospital about half an hour ago."
 
   "That's not possible," Regan replies.
 
   "Where did she go?" I ask.
 
   "She walked right out the front door," the detective says, "and she wasn't alone. Apparently the footage shows two women with her. It's like they just went into her room, woke her up, and took her away into the night."
 
   


 
  

Natalie
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "I know why you wanted me to kill Elizabeth," I whisper, sitting alone in the corner while the others sleep.
 
   "No," the thin-faced man says, sitting next to me. "You don't."
 
   "I do," I reply, staring straight ahead. It's strange, but my mind feels so much clearer right now, as if a kind of fog has lifted. I can't help thinking that it's because Holly's here, and I feel as if Holly takes me more seriously. To Elizabeth, I've always been something of a joke, and over the years I've kind of eased willingly into that role. "It's because you're scared," I continue. "You're scared of us."
 
   He laughs.
 
   "I'm serious. You're scared of what might happen now there are three of us down here. You know that the power is stronger with three. Deny it if you want, but I know." I wait for a response, and then finally I turn and see the look of concern on his face. After all this time, I feel as if I've finally managed to get through to him. "Told you so," I add with a smile.
 
   "I think you should listen to Elizabeth," he says. "I think you should concentrate on -"
 
   "On not getting out of here?" I ask, interrupting him. "On settling down and waiting for a miracle? Why should we do that when we have the power?"
 
   "There's no power," he replies firmly.
 
   "There is," I say. "It's in the air between us. When there were just two of us, it was like a string, but now there are three so there are more strings and they form a triangle. That's what you're scared of, isn't it?" I stare at him, and I can see from the look in his eyes that I'm right. "It's going to happen," I continue. "We're going to work it out, and you can't stop us." I look up at the ceiling. "He can't stop us, either. Does he even know, or is he as stupid as I think he is?"
 
   "He's not stupid," the thin-faced man says. "Whatever else you believe, don't make the mistake of thinking that he's a fool. You know nothing about him."
 
   "What's his name?" I add.
 
   "You know better than to ask," he replies.
 
   "A name would make things easier," I continue. "If we knew his name, we could use it against him."
 
   "You're getting carried away, Natalie," he says. "If you keep on with this line of reasoning, you're only going to be disappointed in the end. There's no power. It's all in your mind."
 
   "Just like you're all in my mind?" I ask. "Except you're not, are you? You're part of this place. You're part of the house, and if you're worried, that means the house is worried." I pause for a moment. "That's all you are, isn't it? You're an echo. He's not, though, is he?"
 
   "Natalie -"
 
   "I'm starting to understand a little better," I continue. "Every so often, I get a little more of it worked out. I'm always so confused during the day, but at night I understand things much better."
 
   "You really don't," he replies. "You're just losing your mind."
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "You don't understand what you're talking about. It's amusing to watch you try, though. It's like watching an ant try to understand an elephant. You can look up and wonder, but you have no idea what's really happening. You don't know how it works. None of you do, and you never will. Your minds simply can't comprehend the secrets of this place. That's fine, though. You can learn the hard way. I promise you something, Natalie. The next time you see me, one of you will die."
 
   I turn to him.
 
   "It won't be for a while. In fact, I might go away for quite some time. But the very next time you lay eyes on me, one of you will be killed."
 
   Looking over at the corner, I see that Holly is starting to stir. She sits up and looks over at me, and after a moment I realize that the thin-faced man has left.
 
   "Hey," Holly says, seeming a little nervous. "You okay?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "What about Elizabeth?"
 
   "Sleeping," I reply, getting up and walking over to Holly. "We need to talk."
 
   "I think -"
 
   "First, you have to listen," I continue, kneeling next to her. "I know you think I'm screwy in the head, and you probably think I'm weird, and you're right. But I've been here longer than you, and I've noticed things. Things that even Elizabeth hasn't noticed, or maybe she just doesn't want to admit them. Whatever. They're real, though. The power down here is real."
 
   She stares at me, and I can see that she's already writing off everything I say. She thinks I'm being weird, but I know I can prove her wrong.
 
   "The window," I continue. "You know what we did to the window. I can't talk to Elizabeth about it, but you know. If we work together, we can do things. Things we can't do alone. We're much stronger when we're together. I've been waiting for a third person to come down here, and now you're here. Three's the number we need. We can be so strong if we just stick together." I pause for a moment, trying to straighten out the mess in my head. God, can't you help me? If I can't sort it out in my own mind, how can I make her realize what I mean? "There are three of us now," I continue. "One. Two. Three. Three of us. That's the key. That's what we needed all along. He doesn't know that, though. It never occurred to him that adding a third girl might change things so much."
 
   "Natalie -"
 
   "It's a kind of energy in the air," I say, determined to make her understand. "It's all around us. Sometimes I can see it, but I can always feel it. It's part of the house, but we can use it. We can do things that normal people can't. Do you understand me now?" I pause for a moment. It's hard explaining the whole thing, especially since there are certain words I'm trying to avoid. I know she'd think I'm crazy if I start referring to things being supernatural, or if I refer to us as witches. The truth, though, is that I can feel all these things around us, and within us. It's real and it's going to work, if only I can get the others to help me.
 
   "It's okay," Holly says, smiling at me. "Just calm down."
 
   "I'm not crazy!" I insist, starting to feel frustrated. Elizabeth has always written me off as an idiot, and now it feels as if Holly is starting to do the same thing. I swear, if they'd just take me seriously for a moment, I could show them. "You saw what happened with the iron bars," I continue. "You saw it, and that was just a little test. We didn't really go for it. If we practice and plan properly, we can do way more."
 
   "Natalie, you really need to calm down," she says, as if she's talking to a child. "Maybe Elizabeth was right. If you get over-excited."
 
   "Watch," I say, getting up and walking over to the middle of the room. There's an old, broken light bulb hanging down from the ceiling. It's been years since it worked, but I know I can do this. I have to show Holly that I'm not a fool.
 
   "Natalie -"
 
   "Watch!" I hiss, staring at the bulb. Without help from Holly or Elizabeth, this is probably the only way I can demonstrate the power. I keep my eyes focused on the bulb, and slowly I become aware of the power flowing around the glass. I try to imagine the power putting pressure on the bulb's surface, and I visualize the whole thing suddenly breaking apart. With the power becoming stronger, I feel a powerful force start to rise through my body, sending tremors across my chest, and gradually I feel the vibrations start to move beyond my body, spreading out across the room until finally I hear the bulb start to rattle and a faint glow starts to build.
 
   "Natalie -" Holly starts to say.
 
   At that moment, the bulb shatters, sending slivers of glass flying across the room.
 
   "What the fuck?" Holly shouts, running over to look at the remains of the bulb. She turns to me. "How did you do that?"
 
   "What are you two up to now?" Elizabeth asks wearily, getting up from her blanket in the far corner.
 
   "That was amazing!" Holly continues, staring at me with unconcealed joy. "How did you do it?"
 
   "I used the power," I reply, unable to stifle a smile that spreads across my lips. I feel proud of myself, not only for destroying the bulb but also for showing, finally, that I was right.
 
   "What nonsense are you on about?" Elizabeth asks as she comes over to join us. "Where did all this glass come from? I hope you don't think I'm going to clean it all up."
 
   "She destroyed the bulb," Holly says. "She just stared at it, and it exploded."
 
   "Impossible," Elizabeth replies.
 
   "I saw it!" Holly continues, before turning to me. "Tell her, Natalie. Tell her what you did."
 
   "It's true," I say with a smile.
 
   "Not this again," Elizabeth sighs. "You really must -"
 
   "It's true," I say again.
 
   "I swear to God," Holly adds, "she really did it. Natalie, you need to do it again. Elizabeth needs to see it."
 
   "I can't right now," I reply. "I need to rest." The truth is, I'm exhausted every time I use the power; it's as if, when it passes through my body, the power makes every atom vibrate. Right now, I just want to sleep, although I'm pretty sure that won't be possible once Elizabeth and Holly get started on their latest argument. Sometimes I wish I could make them shut up, if only for a few hours.
 
   "You won't give it a rest, will you?" Elizabeth continues, starting to pick up the pieces of glass. "I don't know why I even bother trying to help either of you. Whatever I say, you just go against it. It's as if you think I'm some kind of idiot. Well, I promise you one thing, I'm not the idiot in this room. That's for damn sure."
 
   Turning, I walk over to the corner where I sleep.
 
   "Don't walk away from me!" Elizabeth shouts after me. "I know what you were going to do to me in the night, and I know the kind of games you like to play! You're a dangerous girl, Natalie. You need to know your place."
 
   "Go fuck yourself," I mutter under my breath.
 
   "What did you say?" she shouts.
 
   "Nothing," I call back to her.
 
   "You said something, " she continues. "I want to know what you called me."
 
   Staring down at my blanket, I sigh. It's getting harder and harder to keep from letting rip at Elizabeth. Her mothering attitude used to feel strangely comforting, but now I feel like I'm being suffocated.
 
   "Natalie," she shouts, "I want you to come back over her and explain yourself!"
 
   "Leave her alone," Holly says.
 
   "I will not!" Elizabeth shouts. "She had a knife in the night. She was creeping up behind me. She's lost her mind, and don't think I don't know who's to blame. She was fine until you arrived, Holly, and now she's becoming more and more difficult. If I didn't know better -"
 
   "Shut up!" I shout at the top of my voice, turning to face her. At that moment, something flies through the air and hits Elizabeth's face, and she steps back. Seconds later, I see that there's a nasty-looking cut on one side of her face, and blood has already started pouring down her cheek.
 
   "What the hell was that?" Holly asks, hurrying over to the corner where the object landed.
 
   "What did you do to me?" Elizabeth shouts, putting a hand over her face and turning to the sink.
 
   "It was a piece of glass," Holly continues, holding it up to show me. "It was on the floor. Holly, you -"
 
   "I'm sorry!" I shout, hurrying over to Elizabeth as blood drips from her face. "I'm sorry, I didn't mean to do that!"
 
   "You little bitch!" she screams, pushing me away.
 
   There's a banging sound from above. Looking up, I realize that he must have heard us arguing. The last thing we need right now is to attract his attention and have him come storming to the door.
 
   "I don't think she meant it," Holly says, still holding the piece of glass. "I think... Whatever's going on here, we need to talk about it. We can't ignore it."
 
   "Shut up!" Elizabeth shouts at her. "You don't have a clue what you're talking about!"
 
   "Neither do you," I say darkly.
 
   Elizabeth turns to me, and there's a clear look of shock on her face. I've never directly talked back to her like that before, so I guess she was completely unprepared for my outburst. Still, I've come this far, and the last thing I want to do is go back into my shell.
 
   "We've pretended long enough," I say firmly. "I don't know why you're scared, Elizabeth, but you know the power's real. Now Holly's here, we can really start to use it properly."
 
   "You're talking nonsense," Elizabeth replies, but she's clearly flustered. "Natalie, you're confused -"
 
   "I'm not," I say. "You're just saying that because you're scared. I've been studying it. I've been watching how it works, and I think I've got it worked out now. There's this power. It's like the whole house is evil, but there's a tiny part of that evil that's available to us, and we can use it. I've already tried little things, but I'm not strong enough on my own. I knew we wouldn't be strong enough together, Elizabeth, but now Holly's here... Now there are three of us, I think we have a chance to make this work."
 
   "Please," Elizabeth continues, "you have to stop talking like this."
 
   "I think we should listen to her," Holly says. "I think she might be onto something."
 
   Elizabeth stares at me. I can see genuine fear in her eyes. I know she's a good person, and I know she just wants to protect us all. Maybe her approach was the right one while there were just two of us down here, but with Holly here, things need to change. Things can change. In fact, I think we can turn this entire situation on its head.
 
   "If you help me," I say slowly, "I'll show you how we can unlock the power. We can use it to escape, and then we can use it to change other things." I look up at the ceiling. For the first time in my life, I feel confident; I feel as if I'm in charge, as if I understand things properly. "He brought Holly here because he wanted to have a third girl for his collection. He thought we couldn't fight back, and now we're going to show him that he made a huge mistake."
 
   


 
  

Part Five:
 
   The Weight of Bones
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   "You're gonna have to walk to the bus stop by yourself," my mother says, as she tosses some bags of potato chips into a plastic container and pushes the lid down firmly. "You've got no fucking idea how much stress I'm under right now, I don't have time to fucking -" She pauses, looks over at me, and finally a tense smile crosses her lips. "Lizzie, you just... Have a good day at school, okay?"
 
   I nod. My mother's always like this. Why do things in a careful, ordered way when you can just wait until the last minute and then rush around? As she thrusts the plastic container into my hands, I can't help wishing I had the kind of mother who'd lovingly craft home-made sandwiches for me each morning, then wrap them up and place them in a paper bag along with some fruit and a drink. Do those mothers even exist these days?
 
   "I might not be home when you finish school," she continues, grabbing my arm and leading me to the front door of our little apartment. "I've got to get the papers filed tonight, so I might..." She pauses again. "Actually, you know what? I might just sleep over at Eric and Karen's when I'm finished. Can you keep things ticking over here? I'll make it up to you tomorrow night, I promise. I'll take you out to dinner. Does that sound good?"
 
   "Sure," I say, not wanting to upset her by letting her see that I'm disappointed.
 
   "Okay. Be good at school and do all your homework tonight. Got it?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "And eat something healthy when you get home. Not just popcorn."
 
   I nod again.
 
   "Okay." She stares at me for a moment. "You'll be fine. You're fifteen years old. It's time you started acting your age, just a little. Can't be Mommy's little girl forever."
 
   I shake my head.
 
   She stares at me for a moment. "Why do you always look so sad, Elizabeth?" she asks eventually.
 
   "I don't!" I reply.
 
   "You really do," she says. "Honey, you always look like you're on the verge of tears. If you carry on walking around like that, it's no wonder people pick on you."
 
   "No-one picks on me," I tell her for the thousandth time.
 
   "Well, they'd better not," she continues, "or they'll have me to deal with. You understand that, right? No-one picks on my daughter!"
 
   "I'm fifteen," I say. "I can take care of myself."
 
   "If you say so," she replies, gently pushing me out the door. "Now go! The key'll be in the usual place! Let yourself in, look after the place, and don't do anything I wouldn't do. See you tomorrow, honey! And don't run all the way to the bus, okay? Remember, slow and steady wins the race."
 
   "See you tomorrow," I mutter, heading along the driveway and onto the sidewalk. It's another baking hot day and I'd been hoping I might get a lift to the bus stop. As it is, I'm going to have to walk for twenty minutes, which I guess isn't so bad. I definitely shouldn't complain. My life is pretty good, even if my mother is a whirlwind of mess and panic. She means well, and there's always food on the table. It's not her fault that I'd prefer a more old-fashioned mother, but I guess she's just not cut out for that kind of role. Sometimes I think there's something wrong with me. I should have been born fifty years earlier, and then I could have been raised in the fifties by a Mom who baked pies and waited patiently for me to come home from school each evening. And my father wouldn't have left.
 
   As I keep walking, I spot a man up ahead, studying a large, unfolded map. At first he doesn't seem to notice that I'm getting closer, but finally he looks over at me and I see that he's got a very thin face. In fact, it's so thin, I can't help wondering if his brain is totally squashed inside.
 
   "Can I help you?" I ask. I like being helpful. If everyone helped everyone else, the world would be a much happier place.
 
   "I don't think so," he replies with a smile. His voice is gravelly and husky, and he sounds like my grandfather, who smoked far too many cigarettes and drank far too much whiskey. "You don't know where Beverly Drive is, do you?"
 
   "Beverly Drive?" I pause for a moment. The name isn't familiar, so it can't be in this neighborhood. "I don't think so. Sorry."
 
   "This is Bryce Avenue, right?" he continues.
 
   "No," I tell him, "this is Brace Avenue. Bryce Avenue is on the other side of town."
 
   "It is?" He turns the map around and stares at it for a moment. "That might explain a few things. I guess I should have brought my glasses this morning. So Brace and Bryce are on opposite sides, and that means Beverly Drive must be..." He pauses again. "You know what I like? Neat towns, where everything's in a grid and the streets are numbered. I'm a New York kind of guy. I'll never understand why people would build towns in weird, wavy lines. It just messes with my head. I either want to be in New York, where you can never get lost, or right out in the country where there's only one road and you know damn sure where it's going. You catch my drift?"
 
   I smile politely. "I should be -" I start to say.
 
   "Fucking chaos," he continues. "Sorry, kid. Didn't mean to use foul language." He stares at me for a moment. "You know who you remind me of? I used to go to a school run by nuns. You remind me of 'em. All of 'em, actually. All kinda rolled into one. You've just got that kind of face. Kinda... nun-like."
 
   "Huh," I say, trying to work out if he's complimenting me or not.
 
   "You like nuns?" he asks.
 
   "Do I like nuns?" I stare at him for a moment. "I suppose so, but I really need to be getting to school. I don't want to be late."
 
   "Pretty old-fashioned kinda girl, are you?"
 
   "I don't think so."
 
   "Sure you are. You seem like you were born a few decades too late. You're not like most kids these days. They're always racing around, daubing graffiti everywhere. It's good to see a kid who's got a level head on her shoulders."
 
   "I have to go," I say, stepping past him, "but I hope you find Bryce Avenue."
 
   "God willing," the guy says.
 
   After I've walked a couple of paces along the sidewalk, I feel a sharp pain in my shoulder. Instinctively, I turn and reach up to make sure that there's not a bee or a wasp nearby. The pain is still there, though, and after a moment I notice that the thin-faced man is staring at me. He's holding something in his hand, and it takes a few seconds before I realize that it's a syringe.
 
   "Are you okay?" he asks, glancing back along the road, as if he's checking to make sure that no-one has spotted us.
 
   "I'm..." I start to say, just as I feel myself start to weaken. My brain seems to be getting heavier and heavier, to the point that I can only stagger a few meters away before dropping to my knees. I try to call out for help, but it's as if I've completely forgotten how to speak. Finally, I feel someone grab me by the shoulders and start dragging me along the sidewalk, and after a moment I'm roughly manhandled into the trunk of a car. Everything goes black and I'm struck by the most powerful sense of nausea, before my heavy head pulls me into a deep sleep. The last thing I remember thinking is that I dropped my lunch on the sidewalk.
 
   


 
  

Elizabeth
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "Hey Lizzie," says Holly as she comes over to join me at the sink. She's smiling nervously, and it's clear that she hasn't simply come over to pass the time of day. She wants something. She's got an agenda.
 
   "Don't call me that," I reply, focusing on the task at hand: I'm rewashing all the cups and saucers, trying to get them to really shine. It's a task I've been putting off for too long.
 
   "You prefer Elizabeth?" she asks.
 
   "It's my name."
 
   "So's Lizzie."
 
   "I prefer Elizabeth."
 
   She stares at me for a moment. "Sorry Elizabeth. I didn't mean to get your back up."
 
   "It's fine," I say. "There's really no reason to apologize, just... Just call me Elizabeth."
 
   "So do you mind if I ask you a question?" she continues.
 
   "Of course," I say, smiling politely. I'd prefer it if she'd just leave me alone, but Holly seems like the kind of girl who can't stop digging. I admire her in a way, but I wish she'd stop poking her nose in affairs that don't concern her.
 
   "Those bones -" she starts to say.
 
   "I've already told you," I say quickly, hoping to deflect the question, "we don't know why he takes them. He just -"
 
   "Not those bones," she says, interrupting me. "The other ones. The ones you've got down here."
 
   I take a moment to scrub a particularly difficult stain off the side of one of the cups. "They're nothing really," I tell her, feeling as if my mouth is starting to dry up. "Just some small bird bones I found. Quite interesting to study. I was hoping to see if I could put them in order, but of course that's impossible. I don't have any reference books, and the bones themselves are old and brittle so..." I set the cup on the rack to dry. "Sometimes it's hard filling the days down here, Holly. You end up with the strangest little hobbies."
 
   "Like... collecting bones?"
 
   "You think I should throw them away?"
 
   As I continue to wash the cups, I can't help but notice that Holly seems to be observing me. I wish she'd go and do something else - anything else - but for some reason, I seem to have really caught her attention this morning. Pulling a plate from the water, I intentionally bang it against the side of the sink, hoping to wake Natalie. Unfortunately, when I glance across the room, I see that she's still sleeping soundly.
 
   "You find me interesting?" I ask eventually.
 
   "Kind of," Holly replies.
 
   "You think I should be screaming all the time, trying to bash the door down and get out of here?"
 
   "Have you ever tried?"
 
   "You don't know anything about me."
 
   "So tell me."
 
   Sighing, I look over at her. "You really won't stop asking questions, will you?"
 
   "What were you like when you first arrived here?" she asks. "How much has this place changed you?"
 
   "A lot."
 
   "Did you ever scream and bang on the door?"
 
   I pause for a moment. "It's been ten years since I arrived. For the first five years, I was completely alone. The only other person I ever saw was him." I take a deep breath. I hate lying, but I have no choice. "Before Natalie came, I had to spend every day alone. Sometimes I just stared at the wall. Sometimes I tried to find a way out. Sometimes I cleaned and tidied. Sometimes I cried. Of course it changed me."
 
   I continue to wash some cups, hoping desperately that I might have shut her up, at least for a few hours. After all, even someone as precocious and tenacious as Holly has to realize eventually that she's hit a brick wall. I'm certainly not going to open up and have some kind of big heart-to-heart discussion with her. I've learned over the years that it's better to keep damaging emotions locked up inside; in fact, that's something I learned long before I came to the basement.
 
   "We're going to try something today," Holly says after a moment. "Are you in?"
 
   "Try something?"
 
   She nods.
 
   "What are you going to try?"
 
   She smiles. "I think you know."
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "The stuff Natalie's been talking about. The power."
 
   "There's no such thing."
 
   "Prove it."
 
   "Holly..." I pause, trying to work out what fresh complication Holly's planning to introduce to our lives. I've spent years working carefully to keep a lid on Natalie's wildest fantasies, and now Holly seems determined to bring everything back out into the open. I know she means well, but she doesn't understand the damage she could cause. "I don't know," I say, stalling for time while I try to come up with a convincing way to stop her from pushing on with this insane idea. "I suppose it all depends on -"
 
   "Natalie thinks we can do things," she continues. "I know it sounds crazy, and maybe I've lost my mind since I came down here, but I think it's worth a try. You saw what she did with that light bulb, and the bars on the window. She thinks we can do other things if we work together. It's better than sitting around here just waiting for him to come and drag one of us back upstairs, isn't it? What if she's right? What if there's something we can do to get out of this place?"
 
   "Natalie has a lot of ideas," I reply. "They rarely turn out to be anything more than the fantasies of a fragile mind. It's best not to encourage her."
 
   "So you're saying there isn't any kind of power down here?"
 
   "I'm saying that it sounds like a total waste of time," I reply, finishing the last of the cups. I look down at the soapy water and realize that I've got nothing left to wash.
 
   "Everything's a waste of time down here," Holly replies. "Even breathing. Come on, if you're so sure that it's a load of bullshit, what's the harm in joining in? Give it an hour and if nothing happens, nothing happens. You haven't lost anything. If you really think there's nothing going on, then prove it. We want to try something really big, something that'll settle it one way or the other." She waits for me to say something. "Or do you want to wash those dishes for the tenth time in a week?"
 
   "I need to wash the sheets," I say, "and I need to mop the -"
 
   "You're not our mother," she says suddenly. "We're going to do this anyway, with or without you."
 
   "You don't understand," I say firmly. "Some things can't be undone."
 
   "You already know about it, don't you?" she asks. "I can tell from the look in your eyes. Why are you so desperate to keep it hidden?"
 
   Sighing, I try to work out what to say next. Holly's so enthusiastic, and so determined, I feel she'll push Natalie to keep testing the power. Perhaps I should join them after all; given that I know more about the power than either of them, I can probably block anything they try to do.
 
   "One hour," Holly says after a moment. "Just one hour. If nothing comes of it, we can forget the whole thing. Please, Elizabeth. Let's just give it a try."
 
   "Fine," I say, flustered by her constant antagonism. "We'll do whatever stupid thing you want to do, but after it's finished, you'll shut up about the whole thing. Is that understood?"
 
   She nods.
 
   "I need to clean up here," I continue, "and then I need to go to the bathroom, but then I'll be with you. Just... Promise me that you'll agree to stop if Natalie starts suffering too much. I don't want that poor girl to go through any more trauma."
 
   "Sure."
 
   "And promise me that you'll give up on these ridiculous ideas after they've been proved wrong."
 
   "Sure."
 
   Sighing, I remove my apron and hang it on the hook next to the sink. "I'll be with you in a few minutes," I say, unable to shake a feeling of impending disaster.
 
   "Sounds great," she says. "By the way, I know those aren't bird bones. I don't know what they are, but they're not from birds."
 
   Before I have a chance to reply, she turns and walks across the basement, making her way to the other side where Natalie is slowly starting to wake up. I turn and look over at the little pile of bones by my bedsheets. If only they were bird bones, I'd have been able to throw them out a long time ago.
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   Huge spotlights blaze through the rain as a helicopter hovers above the hospital. Half a dozen police cars are parked nearby, while patrols use torches to search the grounds inch by inch. It seems the local cops are out in force tonight, all in aid of the search for Samantha Briggs. Still, I can't shake the feeling that she's long gone by now. This isn't a case of a girl wandering out of a hospital; this is something else, something that's connected to the house. Somewhere, Elizabeth and Natalie are involved.
 
   "You're really pulling out all the stops," I say as I step out of the back of the car. "You think she's still gonna be here?"
 
   "You'd better hope so," Detective Regan says, leading my by the arm toward the hospital's main door. Even though it's just twenty meters or so, we're soaked by the time we get under cover. "If she dies tonight, Mr. Lawler, I'm still treating this as a murder investigation, so if you know who these two women are, now's the time to come clean. I don't care why you arranged this, but there's a girl's life at stake."
 
   "I don't know where she is," I reply. Although I'm technically telling the truth, and I don't know the identity of the women who apparently came and took Samantha out of the hospital, I've definitely got my suspicions. After all, can it really be a coincidence that all this is happening just after I went to visit Elizabeth Torbett and Natalie Day? Then again, what would they want with Samantha?
 
   "This place is fucking chaos," Regan mutters as he leads me into the building.
 
   "You need to get some men out to the house," I say.
 
   "She won't get that far."
 
   "She might, if she's determined."
 
   "Why would she go there?" he asks, turning to me. "After what you did to her, why the fuck would she ever want to go back?"
 
   "I didn't do anything to her," I say firmly, "and I'm not saying she wants to go back. Just send a couple of men out there to take a look. What harm could it do?"
 
   He stares at me for a moment, and then finally he calls over to a couple of nearby cops. "Get out to Willow Road! Make sure there's no sign of the girl!"
 
   As we make our way past reception, I can't help but notice that there are an awful lot of police here. It's almost as if units from other counties have been pressed into service as part of the search for Samantha, which in turn suggests that maybe some high-level political pressure has been applied to the situation. I guess it was very convenient for Mayor Jones when Samantha was dying and the case could be pinned on me; now that she seems to be up and about, and missing, the situation has been thrown into chaos. If Samantha's awake, she can explain what really happened to her back in the house; she can exonerate me and say who put her into the ice bath. First, though, we need to find her. Or rather, I need to find her. At least with his men heading out to the house on Willow Road, Regan should be well off the scent. There's no way Elizabeth and Natalie would take her there.
 
   "Police!" Regan shouts as we push our way through a gaggle of nurses. "Out of the way!"
 
   Eventually we reach a small hospital room, where an empty bed is all that remains of Samantha Briggs' brief stay. Various pieces of equipment have been pushed aside, their wires dangling down to the floor, while the creased bed is conspicuously empty.
 
   "Who's in charge here?" Regan asks.
 
   "That would be me," replies a doctor, turning from one of the monitors. "Before you ask, I don't have an explanation for you right now. One minute she was in a coma, the next minute she's walking out the front door." He grabs a bloodied tube that's hanging from a bag of chemicals. "Looks like she took out her feeding tube and catheter. Disconnected herself from the machines, even removed her hospital bracelet. She really wanted to get out of here."
 
   "I was told she was in a coma," Regan continues. "I was told categorically that she couldn't even talk!"
 
   "She was."
 
   "So what the hell happened?"
 
   "That's what we're trying to figure out."
 
   "You didn't have security on her room?" Regan replies, clearly annoyed.
 
   "We're a hospital," the doctor says. "Security is your job. To us, she was just a patient."
 
   "So she woke up," Regan continues, walking over to the bed. "She was in a coma, but she woke up. People do wake up, don't they? That's the whole idea of her being here. You're trying to get her to wake up. So it's not that unusual."
 
   "Are you kidding?" the doctor replies. "Coma patients don't just wake up like they've been napping. She was in a scale four coma, down from five this afternoon and six this morning. She was barely responding to stimuli. Her body was shutting down. I'm going over the data, but it's not possible for the human body to just fire up and recover so quickly. There's got to be something we missed. People don't get up and walk out of a hospital like this."
 
   "Did she talk to anyone while she was going out?"
 
   "Not as far as we know," the doctor says.
 
   "Didn't anyone see her?" I ask.
 
   "Only in reception," the doctor continues, "and by that point she was past any of the spots where she might have been recognized. To them, she was just a patient going outside with two friends. Sure, it's a little strange this late at night while there's a storm brewing, but they had no reason to stop them. This is a hospital, not a prison camp."
 
   "And then?" Regan asks.
 
   The doctor shrugs. "They walked out into the night, and they haven't been seen since. About fifteen minutes later a nurse came in to check on her, and found that she was missing. That's when we called you."
 
   "You got cameras outside this place?"
 
   "We're checking them now, but it was dark. I doubt they'll have picked much up."
 
   "What about these women?" Regan asks. "Someone must have seen them."
 
   The doctor nods. "I spoke to the receptionist. Apparently none of them were talking. The two women were walking a little way behind Samantha, as if they were letting her lead the way. We've got some footage from the cameras down by the main door. I'm having it sent up now." He pauses for a moment. "You have to find her. In her current state, and with so much rain, I can't even begin to list all the possible dangers she's facing right now."
 
   "You need to check the house on Willow Road," I say. "I'll go and -"
 
   "You're not going anywhere," Regan says, grabbing my arm. As he speaks, the lights start to flicker and buzz, momentarily shrouding us in darkness. "What the fuck's going on with this place?"
 
   "The storm's hitting our power supply," the doctor replies, looking up at the ceiling as the lights flicker again. "Don't worry about us. We've got back-up generators. Worry about Samantha. She needs to be here. The storm's getting worse and worse, and she's only wearing a hospital gown. Even if she was fully healthy, she'd be at risk from exposure. In her current state, I doubt she can last more than a couple of hours."
 
   "Am I still under arrest?" I ask, turning to Regan.
 
   He stares at me, and for a moment it's clear that he's not sure what to do with me. "You're not in the clear yet, Mr. Lawler. You can go home, but don't leave town."
 
   As he hurries out of the room to answer his phone, I find myself left with just the doctor and a couple of nurses. They're still checking all the equipment, and it's clear that they're genuinely panicking about the latest developments.
 
   "So there's no way she could have just woken up?" I ask. "Even if it'd take a miracle, isn't it at least possible?"
 
   The doctor shakes his head. "It's not how the human body works. The only explanation I can come up with so far is that the equipment was faulty. Somehow we were fooled into believing she was in a coma, but in reality she was just..." He pauses for a moment. "Even then, it doesn't make sense. Half a dozen different machines would have had to malfunction simultaneously, without being detected..." He steps back from the monitors. "The odds are so ridiculously small, it's insane to even consider the possibility."
 
   "So there has to be an explanation," he replies, interrupting me. "That's why we're going to take these machines apart until we find the fault. Whatever happened, it's not witchcraft. There's an explanation. We just haven't found it yet."
 
   Heading over to the window, I look out at the rain-battered parking lot and see another car pulling up. It takes a moment before I realize that the figure stepping out of the back is none other than Maury Potts, Mayor Jones' go-to man for emergencies. As I watch Potts hurry into the building, I can't help but wonder why Jones would be so interested in the disappearance of a girl from the local hospital. I guess maybe Joe Kukil was right when he said that the plan was to frame me for the recent incidents involving the house, and Samantha's disappearance has disrupted that plan. I need to find Samantha before Jones gets his hands on her again. Fortunately, I have one advantage over the police, which is that I'm pretty sure I know the identity of the two women who led her out of the hospital tonight. I just need to work out where they've taken her.
 
   


 
  

Elizabeth
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "So this is the guy," Natalie says, setting a small, crudely-constructed cloth doll on the floor between us. "I made it myself," she continues, smiling. "Do you think it's good?"
 
   I stare at the doll. It seems to be made from a number of pieces of fabric, tied and knotted together in a vague human form, with some dark smudges added for the eyes and mouth. It's the kind of thing a child might create, and the three of us are kneeling around it almost as if we're worshiping its form. Fortunately, I'm certain I can block Natalie's efforts. This silliness with the doll is going to fail.
 
   "We're doing voodoo?" Holly asks, her voice sounding a little tense. It's clear that she's started to believe Natalie's claims.
 
   "It works," Natalie says. "Forget all those films and TV shows where you've seen stuff like this. This is real voodoo. I think, anyway. The most basic form. All you need is a doll and some needles." She sets a few needles on the floor next to the doll. "And power," she adds. "You need power too, but we have that. The three of us, together, we have more than enough power."
 
   "It doesn't look anything like him," Holly points out.
 
   "It doesn't need to," Natalie replies. "We know it's him. That's enough." As she speaks, there's a creaking sound from above. He's up and about, moving around in the kitchen directly above the basement.
 
   "This is all nonsense," I mutter.
 
   "One hour," Holly says, turning to me. "You said you'd give us one hour to try this stuff."
 
   "You have to be positive," Natalie adds.
 
   "Fine," I say. "Let's get started."
 
   "Everyone hold the doll," Natalie says, reaching out and placing the tips of two of her fingers on the doll's fabric. "Just touch it. And remember to respect it."
 
   Sighing, I do as instructed, and so does Holly. There's a part of me that's impressed by Natalie's work. After all, she's managed to create the doll, and she's doing a very good job of building up some atmosphere. I almost feel guilty for being so determined to sabotage her little ritual, but the alternative is too horrific to contemplate: I can't have witchcraft being practiced down here in the basement. Not again.
 
   "Okay," Natalie says. "Keep focusing on the doll, and keep thinking about the fact that it's the man's body. Just focus on that thought. Don't let anything else into your mind." With her other hand, she takes one of the needles. "Are you focusing?"
 
   Holly nods.
 
   "Elizabeth?"
 
   "Yes," I reply impatiently, "I'm focusing. Just get on with it."
 
   Slowly, Natalie takes the pin and slides it into the doll's shoulder. There's a pause, as we wait to see if anything will happen. After a moment, there's the sound of the man walking across the kitchen above us. It's hard to be certain, but he certainly doesn't seem to be in any pain.
 
   "It's not working," I say.
 
   "Quiet!" Natalie hisses. "You have to be patient! You have to give it time." She takes another needle and slides it into the doll's chest.
 
   Silence.
 
   I look over at Holly and see that she's staring at the doll. To her credit, she seems to be taking the whole thing very seriously.
 
   "Be patient," Natalie says again, taking another needle and sliding it into the doll's hips.
 
   Resisting the urge to sigh, I focus on the doll. Natalie's doing this all wrong. I can tell that there's nothing stirring in the room around us. The power is flat and dormant, not reacting at all to the doll. I knew this is how it would happen, but of course I can't really say anything without raising suspicion. After all, the others don't know about the things I got up to down here before Natalie arrived; they don't know about the others.
 
   Above us, the man is still getting on with whatever he's doing, and there's nothing to indicate that he's in any kind of pain.
 
   "It'll work," Natalie says, sliding another needle into the doll. "We just need to keep focusing."
 
   "If it doesn't work -" Holly starts to say.
 
   "It will work," Natalie replies firmly. "You can't expect it to happen immediately, though. It takes time to build up, to..." She pauses for a moment. "I don't feel it."
 
   "Don't feel what?" Holly asks.
 
   Looking around, Natalie seems lost and confused. "The power," she mutters. "It's barely there. It's just waiting. I thought it'd start reacting."
 
   "What's the power like?" Holly says.
 
   "It's a kind of energy, all around us," Natalie continues. "It's in the air. It has tides and phases, but sometimes it's possible for us to direct it toward certain places, and that's when it starts to have an effect. I don't know why it's ignoring us."
 
   "Maybe you need a better doll," Holly suggests. "Have you thought about making it look more like the guy? Or using something of his to make it?"
 
   I stare at her. The truth is, she just got a lot closer to the right idea, almost as if she has a kind of intuitive understanding of how the power works. The problem with the doll is that it's just made out of random rags. Natalie needed to include something to represent the man, maybe some hair or blood. As things stand, there's nothing to indicate that the doll is supposed to be a replica of the man upstairs, and that's why the power isn't responding. I could tell Natalie all of this, I should tell Natalie all of this, but I can't. The last thing I want is for the power to be unleashed again.
 
   "Keep focusing," Natalie says, taking hold of another pin. She sounds less confident now, as if she's starting to lose faith. "Just keep focusing." She slides the pin into the doll.
 
   We wait.
 
   Nothing.
 
   "Come on," Natalie whispers. "Please God, make it work." It looks as if she's close to tears. I guess she's spent so long believing in the power, she's shocked to find that it's not working properly. This is what I was worried about; she's believed in the power for so long, she's going to be very disappointed when she finds that it doesn't work.
 
   "Maybe we should try something else," Holly says quietly.
 
   "No!" Natalie replies, raising her voice. "Just focus! Both of you focus!"
 
   "We are focusing," I say, "but -"
 
   "Focus harder!" she shouts.
 
   "This isn't working," I reply.
 
   "Focus!" she shouts again, clearly losing all self-control. After a moment, she seems to calm down a little, but there are tears in her eyes. "This is going to work! We're going to focus, and... and I'm going to put the needles in the doll, and he's going to feel the pain!" She looks up at the ceiling, just as there's a creaking sound as the man walks across the kitchen again. "He's going to feel it," Natalie says, her voice trembling with anger. "He's going to feel these needles being pushed right through his chest."
 
   I glance over at Holly, and as she looks back at me I can see that she's starting to doubt Natalie.
 
   "Let's try one more time," I say calmly. I know I should stop this whole thing immediately, for Natalie's sake, but I feel as if it's important to push on and really prove once and for all that there's no point trying to manipulate the power. I just want everything to be peaceful down here.
 
   "Focus," Natalie says, staring at the doll.
 
   We sit in silence for a few minutes, and finally Natalie places the final needle straight through the doll's head.
 
   Silence.
 
   "Why isn't it working?" Natalie asks, her voice close to a whine. She looks over at me, as if she expects me to provide an answer. "What am I doing wrong?"
 
   "I don't know," I say weakly, even though I do know exactly why this isn't working. I could tell her. I could help her. What I want, however, is to put this whole thing to rest once and for all. If we're ever going to get out of this place, it won't be through silly magic tricks. The power isn't a toy, and it can't be controlled by amateurs.
 
   "I need to think," Natalie says, standing up and hurrying over to the corner, where she sits back down and draws her knees up to her chin. It's a pitiful sight.
 
   "You know the crazy thing?" Holly asks, turning to me. "I actually started to think that it might... I mean, you know, that it might... work."
 
   I nod. "It can be very convincing."
 
   Picking up the doll, Holly starts slowly pulling out the needles. "Maybe you were right," she says eventually. "It looks like Natalie's taking this pretty hard."
 
   "She wants to get out of here," I say. "So do I. So do you. But Natalie focuses on silly, superstitious ideas." I feel bad for being so mean, when I know that Natalie's ideas are actually correct. What she needs is a more focused way of implementing those ideas and manipulating the power, but she's too young and raw to understand. I doubt she'll ever mature enough to make these discoveries without help, and I'm certainly not going to give her any assistance whatsoever.
 
   Looking up, I hear the man's footsteps moving across the kitchen again, and suddenly I realize that he's heading toward the door that leads to the basement.
 
   "Is he coming?" Holly asks, looking over at the door.
 
   I nod. My heart is racing, and for a moment I'm terrified that somehow he might know what we've been doing. I grab the doll and throw it into the shadows, before reminding myself that there's no way he could know. This is just a coincidence.
 
   After a moment, the door opens and a small wooden block is tossed down the steps.
 
   "I can't go up again," Holly says, her voice trembling. "I can't. I can't go into that ice bath again. I can't do it."
 
   Without saying anything, I get to my feet and walk across to the wooden block. When I pick it up, I'm surprised to find that there's just a single notch carved into the surface.
 
   "What number is it?" Natalie calls out, her voice filled with tears.
 
   "One," I say calmly. I turn to Holly. "It's me. He wants me."
 
   "It's been a long time since he wanted you," Natalie says.
 
   I nod, before taking a moment to straighten my dress. It has been at least a couple of months since he chose to call me upstairs. I'd begun to wonder if I'd done something to displease him, and I thought that Holly would be his favorite toy for a while. Now, however, it seems that he's decided to try me again. Without saying anything more to the others, I turn and head to the steps.
 
   "Good luck," Holly says.
 
   I don't reply. I start walking up to the door, and I can see his dark silhouette waiting for me. I knew he'd want me again eventually, but I was hoping to put this moment off for as long as possible. Still, it's part of the ritual around here. I always understood that one day I'd be called back to the ice bath, and now that day has arrived. I step through the door and wait for him to push it shut, and then I turn and face him. He's standing, as usual, in the shadows, but I can just about make out his features in the gloom. His eyes are staring straight at me, and I can't shake the feeling that he's looking forward to our session together.
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   As I finally get back to my apartment, with the storm still battering the entire town, I half-expect to find Elizabeth and Natalie waiting for me. After all, I'm convinced that they're around, and I'm almost certain that they're behind Samantha Briggs' disappearance from the hospital. Unfortunately, however, I get all the way to my door without meeting another soul, and the only thing waiting for me inside the apartment is a power-cut, with the lights and appliances completely dead.
 
   "Great," I mutter, flicking the light switch uselessly a couple of times before muddling through to the front room and looking out the rain-covered window. The storm seems to be building and building, beyond anything I've ever experienced before. I hope to God that Samantha's somewhere safe, because in this weather it's hard to see how anyone could survive too long.
 
   Turning, I head across the room. It takes a moment before I realize that there's a shape on the sofa, but finally I stop and look down at the dark figure curled up on the cushions.
 
   "She's okay," says a female voice nearby.
 
   I look over at the door and see two figures standing in the shadows, watching me.
 
   "She's just resting," the voice continues. "She's been drugged for a couple of days, and it's going to take a while for all that garbage to get out of her system. She just needs time, but she'll be okay eventually." She steps forward, and finally I see that it's Elizabeth, which means that the other woman must be Natalie. "Sorry we let ourselves in," she says with a faint smile. "We were in a hurry, and your wall was unlocked."
 
   "You mean my door."
 
   "No. Your wall"
 
   "It's fine," I reply, looking down at Samantha as she sleeps soundly. "Are you sure she's okay here? She was in a coma -"
 
   "She was in a medically-induced coma," Elizabeth says. "They were doing it to her on purpose. If they'd just left her alone, she'd have woken up by now."
 
   "She was dying," I say.
 
   "She was dying because someone wanted her to die," Elizabeth continues. "They were doing it slowly, so that everything would seem more natural, but she'd have been dead within twenty-four hours."
 
   Kneeling next to Samantha, I peer closer at her in the darkness. Her eyes are closed and she's breathing very slowly, but when I reach out and touch her hand, I find that her skin is fairly warm.
 
   "Don't worry," Elizabeth continues. "No-one's going to come looking for her. Not here. We've laid out plenty of distractions for them. They're going to be chasing their own tails for hours. Literally, in a couple of cases. It's so easy to keep them busy. Still, we should probably get moving in the morning. Sooner or later, they're going to come looking for you."
 
   "How did you get her out of the hospital?" I ask.
 
   "We used certain tricks," she says with a smile. "We had to make sure that she'd be safe. There are so many people who want to hurt her. We were able to get her up and moving for a short period, but the experience was tiring. We can't do it all the time. Without Holly, we're not at the height of our powers."
 
   "We need to be together," Natalie says. "Without the full coven -"
 
   "We need Holly," Elizabeth says firmly, interrupting her. "Three of us can maybe do something, but two of us won't be enough."
 
   "I can help," I say.
 
   Elizabeth smiles. "Thank you for the offer, Ben, but I'm afraid we need Holly."
 
   "Has Samantha said anything yet?" I ask, getting to my feet. "Did she tell you what happened to her?"
 
   She shakes her head. "It'll be a while before she's up to talking. Anyway, even once she's awake, she might not be able to tell us much. There's a good chance that she's blocked the whole thing from her memory. If that's the case, it's important not to push her. Her mind will be very fragile at the moment and she's still got a long way to go before she's better. Don't underestimate the severity of what she went through, Mr. Lawler. As soon as she entered that house, she was under psychic attack."
 
   "I'm not underestimating anything," I reply. "I just... I think they're trying to blame me. They wanted to pin her death on me, and the same with Brenda Baynes."
 
   "Probably," Elizabeth continues, "but ignore them. We can keep them distracted. The most important thing is the house itself. You were right the other day when you said that there's evil there. We thought we'd defeated it, but we can feel it stirring again. I don't know how it survived, but it's still there, and I don't think there's anyone else who can stop it."
 
   "I don't want to go back," Natalie says, sounding hesitant.
 
   "Neither do I," Elizabeth says, "but we don't have a choice."
 
   "We can't go back without Holly," Natalie continues. "We need Holly. We had no power before Holly, and we've got no power without her."
 
   "We've got some power without her," Elizabeth replies, "but not enough."
 
   "Holly's going to come, though," Natalie says. "Don't worry. She'll be here eventually. She's just scared."
 
   "We can't rely on that," Elizabeth says.
 
   "She's coming," Natalie says confidently.
 
   "I need your help," I say. "I've tried going to the house, and I'm not getting anywhere."
 
   "But you felt it, didn't you?" Elizabeth replies. "If you've been there, you must have felt it. It's unmistakeable. There's something living in that house, and its presence is palpable in every room."
 
   "The house itself?" I ask.
 
   "Maybe."
 
   "I felt something," I say. "I saw something, too. There was a man. I caught him on video, but the police have my camera."
 
   "What did he look like?" Elizabeth asks.
 
   "Fairly old," I say, "with a -"
 
   "Thin face?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "I don't want to see him again," Natalie says, stepping back into the shadows.
 
   "You won't," Elizabeth replies. "I thought he'd be there. He never really went away."
 
   "Is he the source of the evil?" I ask.
 
   She shakes her head. "He's just the voice of the house. Or a voice. We never found out for sure, but I always suspected he was a soul that became lost in the building. He was a victim, just as the man who tortured us was a victim."
 
   "He wasn't a victim," Natalie hisses from the shadows.
 
   "Natalie and I aren't quite agreed on this point," Elizabeth continues. "She didn't know him as well as I did, but I saw the truth in his eyes. That house has the ability to draw out a person's worst aspects, Mr. Lawler. It's dangerous to step inside. Think of your soul as a tapestry. If you have any loose threads at the edges, the house will pull them and unwind you until there's nothing left."
 
   "He was a monster," I say. "He made you all go into the ice bath. He hurt you. He -"
 
   "He's dead," she says, interrupting me. "That's one of the few certainties in this whole situation. That man died, and in my mind that makes him as much a victim of the house as any of us. Even you, Mr. Lawler."
 
   "Nothing's happened to me," I tell her.
 
   "Not yet," she replies, "but you're part of it. It has different strategies with different people. Some it grabs. Others it pulls in slowly. That house brings out the absolute worst in every person. I doubt there's a soul in the world who could go into that place and not be affected."
 
   "You talk about it as if it's alive," I tell her.
 
   "She's waking up!" Natalie says suddenly, rushing over to the sofa.
 
   Turning, I see that Samantha is starting to sit up. She seems groggy, blinking rapidly and looking confused.
 
   "It's okay," Elizabeth says. "You're among friends."
 
   "Mr. Lawler?" Samantha asks, staring at me. "What's happening?"
 
   "You were hurt," I tell her, trying to work out the best way to explain things. "You've been in a coma for the past few days."
 
   "You're okay now, though!" Natalie says excitedly.
 
   "Let's not get ahead of ourselves," Elizabeth replies calmly. "Samantha, how do you feel? Are you in pain?"
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   "I know this must seem strange," I say, "but you have to let us explain. Do you remember anything about going out to the house on Willow Road?"
 
   "The house? What house, what -" She stares at me for a moment, and then slowly she turns and starts looking at the window. It's almost as if her mind has gone completely blank.
 
   "It's okay," Elizabeth says, stepping toward her. "You're safe here." Reaching out, she places a hand on the side of Samantha's face for a moment. "Nothing," she says eventually, before turning to Natalie. "I was wrong. It hasn't entered her."
 
   Without replying, Samantha starts trembling. As we all stand and watch in silence, she stares into space as if she's transfixed by something horrific. I want to say something, but I'm worried that I might trigger some kind of negative reaction. It's clear that she's terrified, and I can't help thinking that some deep-rooted memory is gradually crawling through her mind, forcing her to relive the terror she experienced out on Willow Road. Finally, I notice that a dark wet patch is spreading on the fabric of the sofa and dripping down her legs.
 
   


 
  

Elizabeth
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "It's been a long time," I say, as I walk across the kitchen.
 
   He doesn't reply. He just walks slowly behind me. The cattle-prod is in his hand, but he knows he won't need to use it on me. He trained me long ago, using harsh discipline to mold me and teach me what I can and can't do. He knows I'm not dumb, and that I won't fight back. Maybe that's why he called me up here today; maybe he didn't want to have to fight one of the others, so he figured he'd pull up good old reliable Elizabeth. In some strange, sick way, I feel as if he and I have a kind of understanding.
 
   "The new girl is settling in very well," I tell him. I don't know why I feel the need to tell him things, but I just can't stand the silence. It's not like he's ever said even a word to me before, but I'd feel rude if I didn't say anything at all. It's strange how, even in this situation, I retain certain impulses from my old life. I suppose it's my way of maintaining a link to the way things used to be, and to the way things might be again one day. Despite what Holly thinks, I still have hopes of getting out of this place. I just demand a more practical plan. Magic isn't enough.
 
   When I reach the stairs, I pause for a moment and glance over my shoulder. The man is standing behind me, his fully-charged cattle-prod ready to strike in case I do anything to displease him.
 
   "It's okay," I say quietly, before making my way up the stairs. I walk along to the usual door, and sure enough there's an ice bath waiting for me. I've lost count of how many times I've been through this experience in the ten years since I arrived at the house. A hundred, at least, but it's lost none of its potency. The very sight of the room fills me with fear, but also with a kind of strength. After all, I've endured this agony so many times, and I know I am strong enough to endure it again. There's nothing he can do to me that will ever cause me more pain. Sometimes, I even feel that death holds no fear.
 
   Stepping across the room, I look down at the ice-filled water and wait for the inevitable moment when he'll plunge me beneath the surface. Turning, I see that he's standing in the doorway, almost as if he expects me to drop myself into the bath. Have I become so obedient over the years, so completely willing to subject myself to his every whim, that he expects me to save him the effort and torture myself for his pleasure?
 
   "Will you..." I start to say, before realizing that something feels different this time. Perhaps I'm being paranoid, but I can't help thinking that some time soon, he's going to dispense with me altogether. After all, he's kept me around for a long time but I know that he's willing to kill when he's tired of one of his girls. He's killed before. "I don't know quite what you want me to do," I say firmly. "Am I supposed to climb in myself? Can't you even be bothered to push me?"
 
   After leaning the cattle-prod against the wall, he comes closer and puts his hands on my chest. For a fraction of a second, I find myself wondering whether this encounter is to be very different to those that have come before. Seconds later, however, he pushes me and I fall back, landing with a heavy splash in the ice bath. Although I usually accept my fate, this time I grab hold of the sides and try to pull myself back out. He steps around and reaches down, pushing my shoulders under the water. I reach up and try to grab his arms, and I manage to use my nails to scratch deep into his flesh. I've never tried to hurt him before, but this time I feel a strange compulsion to cause him a brief moment of agony. Feeling a chunk of his skin wedged under my fingernails, I allow my head to go under the water, but I make an effort to keep my hands above the surface.
 
   Although I'm under the ice, I can still hear him screaming as he pulls his arm away. I guess I caused some real damage, but hopefully he'll just think it was an accident.
 
   Soon, I feel the familiar pain of the scalpel slicing into my leg. I know exactly what's going to happen, and how long it's going to take, and how much agony I'll have to endure once it's over. As the water floods through my clothes and numbs my body, I stare up through the ice until, finally, I feel the familiar sensation of his metal clippers being pushed against the bone in my leg. Sometimes he uses pliers to cut a small fragment away, but this time he uses a razor to carefully shave a sliver of bone from my fibia. Even deep underwater, I swear I can hear the scraping, scratching sound of the razor slicing through the bone.
 
   As the pain gets to be too much, I let out a scream, but I'm still underwater so all that emerges is a rush of bubbles. I'm starting to run out of breath, but I know he'll pull me up soon. The most important thing is that I keep my hands out of the water, because there's something precious under my fingernails: a slice of his flesh and blood, perfect for a voodoo doll. I've waited long enough. It's time to get out of this house.
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "I got there early," Samantha says, once we've managed to get her changed and washed. She's sitting on a chair in the kitchen, wrapped in a fluffy white dressing gown that my ex-girlfriend left behind. Staring straight ahead, avoiding making eye contact with any of us, Samantha still seems transfixed and traumatized by her experience, but at least she's able to speak. "I just wanted to poke around, you know? I'd been doing some research, but I needed some proper photos and I was kinda hoping I could go inside or..."
 
   We wait for her to continue.
 
   "If you don't want to talk about it -" I start to say.
 
   "At first I just walked around the outside, taking photos," she continues, almost as if she didn't hear me. "It felt pretty creepy, but I wasn't scared. I mean, I knew the stories, but I didn't think anything was actually gonna happen. I was just taking loads of photos, like of anything I could see. I've got this friend who does 3D CAD designs and I was thinking maybe we could make a proper 3D model of the house on her computer, and then we could map out the whole thing for..." She pauses for a moment. "It seems dumb now, but that's what I thought. I was starting to hope it could be more than just a project for school. I thought I could write a proper article."
 
   "Samantha wants to be a journalist," I tell the others.
 
   "I swear I wasn't going to go inside," she says, "but then I got back round to the front and I noticed that one of the windows had a loose plate. I pulled it back and I could see right inside. I figured it had to be safe. I wasn't worried about ghosts. I was a bit worried about maybe there being some vagrants or drunks, but I decided it was probably safe. I know it seems crazy, but I really thought it was okay. I didn't feel scared at all. I felt... brave, and like I really wanted to get in there and find out what was happening."
 
   "The house might have removed your fear," Elizabeth says.
 
   "What?" Samantha asks, turning to her.
 
   "It can do things like that," Elizabeth continues. "It wanted you to go inside."
 
   "It?" Samantha replies.
 
   "What happened when you went through the window?" I ask.
 
   "It was dark," she says. "I had my phone, so I used the light on that. I still wasn't scared. I felt like maybe I was gonna find stuff out. I feel so dumb now. Why the hell didn't I just go back out? Why didn't I realize I shouldn't be there?"
 
   "Don't blame yourself," Elizabeth says. "The house was luring you inside."
 
   "I went through to the kitchen," Samantha replies, "and then I went into the basement. I know that's where those women were held, so I wanted to get some photos. If you look online, there are no photos of the basement. It's like someone decided to censor them. There are photos of the rest of the house, but not the basement. So that's what I wanted to do. I was down there for a while, and then I heard a noise."
 
   We sit in silence and wait for her to continue.
 
   "A banging sound?" Elizabeth asks eventually. "From above?"
 
   Samantha nods.
 
   "Like someone hitting the kitchen floor?"
 
   She nods again.
 
   "That's what he used to do," Elizabeth says, turning to me. "When we were too loud."
 
   "Why didn't I run?" Samantha asks. "I should have got out of there, but I wasn't scared."
 
   "The house calmed your fears," Elizabeth says. "Don't blame yourself."
 
   "I went back upstairs," Samantha continues. "There was no-one in the kitchen, so I decided to go up to the top floor. I just assumed the noise must have been an animal. I don't know why, but as I was going up the stairs, I was just focusing on the photos." She turns to me. "I was going to prove you wrong. I was going to make the best report you'd ever seen from a student. And then..."
 
   Again, she falls silent for a moment.
 
   "Did you see him?" Natalie asks.
 
   "I went to one of the doors. There was a bath in the room, full of water and ice. I thought it was weird that there'd still be ice in there. I mean, it wasn't cold, and I didn't think anyone had been in there. I should have turned and run, but it was like the fear was being sucked out of me. I was just curious. I went closer, taking photos. I filled up my memory card and had to swap it out, and then I carried on just taking photo after photo." She frowns. "I must have taken hundreds, maybe more than a thousand. It's almost like I was going crazy. I just kept walking around the bath, taking photos as fast as possible. I don't know how long I spent doing that, but then..."
 
   "Did you see him?" Natalie asks again.
 
   "There was someone behind me. I don't know how, but suddenly I was certain. I could feel him and sense him. That's when the fear came back. It just flooded through me. I turned, but it was too late and he pushed me back. I fell into the bath. I remember how cold it felt. At first, I felt the freezing water on my face and hands, but then it started to soak through my clothes. I think my legs were sticking out at first, but he pushed them under the water. I tried to get out, but my body was frozen and I couldn't move." She pauses again. "I remember being completely submerged, looking up through the ice and seeing a figure looking down at me, and then..."
 
   "You did see him!" Natalie says excitedly.
 
   Ignoring her, Samantha reaches down and moves the bottom of the dressing gown away from her legs. Sure enough, there's a deep, long cut on one of her calves.
 
   "I told you," Elizabeth says, turning to me. "That's exactly what he used to do to us. Natalie, show him."
 
   Obediently, Natalie pulls up her trouser leg and shows us a series of deep scars.
 
   "I don't know what happened next," Samantha says, "except... I felt a pain in my leg. I felt him cutting me. I could see blood in the water, and I felt something snap in my bone. I don't know what he was doing, but my leg was so cold, it almost didn't hurt. I was... I was running out of breath. I was starting to drown, but there was nothing I could do. I couldn't pull myself up. I couldn't even move. And then I felt him reach down and he pulled me up out of the ice and I saw his face, and then..." She frowns. "The next thing I remember is him letting go of me again, and I slipped back into the ice, and then..." She turns to Natalie, then to Elizabeth, and finally to me. "Then I woke up here."
 
   "You were rescued," Elizabeth says.
 
   "I found you," I tell Samantha. "I saw you heading to the house. By the time I got there, you were in the ice bath. I pulled you out and took you to hospital. You were in a coma for a few days."
 
   "How did you find me?" she asks.
 
   "It was pure luck," I say.
 
   "He saved your life," Elizabeth adds.
 
   Samantha eyes me suspiciously. "I don't get it," she says eventually. "I don't get any of this." She looks back over at Elizabeth and Natalie. "Who are you?"
 
   "We're..." Elizabeth starts to say, before looking nervously at Natalie.
 
   "Tell her," Natalie whispers.
 
   "We're two of the three people who were held in that house," Elizabeth continues, turning back to face Samantha. "I'm Elizabeth Torbett and this is Natalie Day. We were held there by that man, along with Holly Carter. Of course, it all happened fifteen years ago, but... Well, that's who we are. We were there when he was alive. We went through the ice baths and the operations. We..." Her voice trails off.
 
   "You're the witches?" Samantha asks suddenly.
 
   "They're not witches," I say.
 
   "We're the witches," Elizabeth says with a cautious smile. "Well, that's what the media called us. The coven. Yes, that was us."
 
   "And are you?" Samantha asks, clearly a little nervous.
 
   "Are we witches?" Elizabeth pauses. "I suppose that depends on your definition of a witch. We certainly have... had... certain powers. We got them from the house. They're stronger when we're together. We need all three of us to be here, but Holly's far away."
 
   "She's coming," Natalie says.
 
   "I want to go home," Samantha replies, turning to me. "I don't want to be here. I just want to go home."
 
   "Soon," I say.
 
   "No, now," she replies, getting to her feet. "You can't keep me here." With that, she starts walking over to the door, but I grab her arm and hold her back.
 
   "You need to listen to me," I say firmly. "There are people out there who are looking for you. They see you as a threat, because you can cause problems for their plans."
 
   "What plans?" she asks, pulling her arm free.
 
   "It's complicated," I tell her.
 
   "Someone was trying to kill you," Elizabeth says. "I know it's hard to believe, but you were being given the wrong drugs at the hospital. Someone wanted you to die, probably so that you couldn't wake up and contradict their claims about Mr. Lawler."
 
   "They think I did this to you," I say. "They think I took you to the house and tried to kill you. They were waiting for you to die, and then they were going to charge me with murder. If you're alive, you can tell them what really happened. They'll have to listen to you."
 
   Suddenly there's a loud knocking sound from the door.
 
   "They've found us," I say, turning to Elizabeth.
 
   "Impossible," she replies, clearly concerned. "We've made sure of that. We were able to cause enough distractions to keep them going all night."
 
   "It didn't work," I say, as there's more knocking. "You need to hide. You all need to hide while I deal with this, okay?"
 
   "Fuck you," Samantha says, hurrying over to the door.
 
   "Samantha, you don't understand!" I call out, rushing over to stop her. I'm too late, however, and she pulls the door open to reveal a figure standing out in the rain. "It's not what it looks like!" I blurt out, convinced that the police have found us, but after a moment I realize that the figure seems to be a lone woman, standing in the pouring rain and staring blankly at us.
 
   "She's here," Natalie says from the other side of the room.
 
   Slowly, the drenched figure steps forward and I see to my shock that it's the one person I never thought was going to show up. It's Holly Carter.
 
   


 
  

Elizabeth
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "It's okay," Holly says, leaning over me as I wake up. "You're back."
 
   Pausing for a moment, I wait for my mind to emerge from the darkness. The same thing happens every time I return from upstairs: for a few minutes, it's as if there's a terrible fog clouding my memories, and I have trouble even knowing my own name. Finally, however, I start to remember the torment.
 
   "Your leg's okay," Holly continues. "He sewed it up pretty good."
 
   "My hands," I say quietly.
 
   "Your hands are fine," Holly continues. "He didn't touch your hands."
 
   Sitting up, I feel that my entire body is aching. When I look over at the window, I see that it's bright outside, which means that I must have been unconscious all night. I can't shake the feeling that there's something wrong with my hands, but as I look down at them, I can't remember exactly what happened. Eventually, I realize that there's a strange sensation beneath some of my fingernails and, when I take a look, I see some dried blood and a piece of flesh.
 
   "I scratched him," I say, my voice weak and fragile.
 
   "Good," Holly says. "That fucker -"
 
   "No," I continue, interrupting her, "you don't understand." I get to my feet and hurry over to the sink, where I grab a knife and use it to poke at the flesh under my nails. Unfortunately, it seems that the knife can't get deep enough. Desperate to get the flesh out, I put the fingertip into my mouth and use my teeth to slowly force the nail up from the bed. Blood flows from the wound, but I take the finger out of my mouth and finally I manage to remove the piece of flesh. Holding it up, I turn to Natalie. "This is his," I say. "This is a part of him. Not a lot, but a small part. It's enough."
 
   "Enough for what?" Natalie asks, coming closer.
 
   "Get your doll," I say.
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Just get it."
 
   "What's going on?" Holly asks.
 
   "We're going to use the doll again," I say.
 
   "The doll didn't work," she replies, as Natalie hurries over to fetch the doll from the corner.
 
   "It didn't work because it was just a doll," I reply. "This time, it'll be right."
 
   "I thought you didn't believe in this stuff," Holly says.
 
   "I didn't say that," I reply firmly, as Natalie brings the doll over and hands it to me. Without saying anything, I use a knife to carefully cut a hole in the doll's chest, and then I slip the bloodied piece of flesh inside. "There," I say quietly, with a hint of satisfaction. "Now he has a proper heart." I stare at the doll for a moment, overwhelmed by the thought of what we might be able to do. For so many years, I've been terrified of using the power. After what happened a decade ago, I never thought I'd be willing to try again. Right now, however, I'm filled with the urge to see if we can make this work. After all, there are three of us now. A full coven. If there's even a chance we might get out of here, we have to try.
 
   "Elizabeth -" Holly starts to say.
 
   "I'll lead," I reply, interrupting her. I turn to Natalie. "I'm sorry, but I think I should take the lead here. I've... I've done this before, in a way."
 
   "When?" Natalie asks.
 
   "A long time ago. I'll explain later, but just let me show you how to do it. I know what I'm doing. I know how this works." I turn and look across the basement. Already, I can feel the power starting to pay more attention to what's happening; it's as if the energy is drifting toward the doll in anticipation of the ceremony. "Sit in a circle," I continue, hurrying over to the center of the room and sitting on the concrete.
 
   "I don't get it," Holly says as she and Natalie come to join me. "Earlier, you said this was a waste of time."
 
   "It was a waste of time," I say. "It won't be now. Not with a piece of him inside the doll."
 
   "So you got that on purpose?" Holly asks.
 
   "Yes," I say. "No. I..." I take a deep breath. Did I scratch him on purpose, to get the piece of flesh, or was it all a coincidence? Sometimes, I don't really know how my mind works. For so many years, I've forced myself to stop hoping for a way out of this place. Now that I see a chance of escape, however, I'm filled with enthusiasm. Maybe I'm deluding myself, but I genuinely think this could work. "Just concentrate on what we're doing," I tell them. "There'll be time for questions later. First, we need to make sure that it works."
 
   "Do you think it will?" Holly asks.
 
   I nod. "I know it will. But there's one very important thing that you need to understand. We can't kill him using the doll. Even if we had a way out through the door, we still can't use the doll to kill him. That's just not possible. The power doesn't work that way. What we can do, however, is cause him pain." I stare at the doll, and at the needles laid out on the floor. "We can make him beg for mercy."
 
   Hearing a sound from above, I look up at the ceiling. He's up there, probably still very pleased with himself for doing what he did to me. He's probably already planning his next session. As I imagine his smug, self-satisfied face, I can't help but smile at the thought of the pain we're about to cause him.
 
   "Are you ready?" I ask, turning to Natalie and then Holly.
 
   "Totally," Holly says.
 
   Natalie nods.
 
   "Do what we did before," I say, placing a hand on the doll. The others do the same. "You were mostly right earlier, Natalie," I continue. "The one thing missing was the piece of flesh in the doll's heart."
 
   "Why didn't you tell me at the time?" Natalie replies.
 
   "I wasn't sure that I wanted to go through with this," I tell her. "The power isn't something that we can just play around with. Once we start using it, it'll lay claim on us. It'll make demands. We can't just shrug it away when we're done with it, but..." I pause for a moment, thinking back ten years to the last time I dared to meddle with the power. "Maybe you're right," I continue, turning to Holly. "Maybe I became a little too willing to sit around and wait for a way out of here, but I'm not scared. Not now. We're going to get out of here." I look at the doll for a moment. "Both of you, do what I do."
 
   "How do you know this is going to work?" Holly asks.
 
   "I just know."
 
   "But how?"
 
   I pause for a moment, trying to decide how much to tell her.
 
   "Have you done this before?" she continues.
 
   "Just do what I do," I reply, aware that my refusal to give a definite answer is, in itself, an answer.
 
   "How are we going to do it?" she asks after a moment. She's clearly suspicious, but I guess she's decided not to argue with me, at least for now.
 
   "We're going to do what we did before," I reply, as the ceiling creaks once again. "We're going to use the needles."
 
   "We have to focus," Natalie says.
 
   "That's right," I continue, picking up one of the needles. "You're learning fast, Natalie. Focus on the piece of skin that's inside the doll. Focus on the fact that it's part of him." I hold the end of the needle against the doll's shoulder, ready to strike. "Focus on the fact that this time yesterday, that piece of skin was part of his body, and now it's down here with us. His body. His blood." I listen to the sound of the floorboards creaking above us. "His pain." With that, I slide the needle straight through the doll's shoulder.
 
   The creaking sound stops.
 
   I look over at Holly and Natalie.
 
   I can see the fear in their eyes.
 
   "Try again," Natalie whispers.
 
   "Focus," I say, taking another needle and placing it next to the doll's chest. Slowly, I force the tip through the fabric, and then we sit and listen.
 
   Silence.
 
   The only sound I can hear is my own heart, beating fast and hard in my chest.
 
   "Are we doing something wrong?" Natalie asks.
 
   "No," I tell her. "It just takes time."
 
   As she looks up at the ceiling, I can see that Natalie is terrified.
 
   "Keep focusing," I say, taking a third needle and setting the tip against the doll's head. After a moment, I slide the needle through and out the other side.
 
   From above, there's a roar of pain.
 
   "Jesus!" Holly says, pulling back and letting go of the doll.
 
   "It worked!" Natalie shouts, her face filled with excitement.
 
   "Stay calm!" I tell them, feeling the power start to swirl around us. It's invisible, but I can feel the expanse of energy brushing against my body. It's not under our control, of course, and there's still a lot of work to do; for the first time in many years, though, I feel that the power is following my directions again. It's back. I just have to avoid the mistake that were made all those years ago. "We're not done yet!" I remind the others.
 
   "Kill him!" Holly says, grabbing a needle and pushing it through the doll's neck.
 
   There's another roar of pain from above, followed by the sound of furniture being slammed into the wall, and then a loud thud.
 
   "He deserves every second of pain," Holly continues, pulling a needle out from the doll's chest and then sliding it back in.
 
   Above, there's a groan of agony.
 
   "Let me try," Natalie says, taking a needle and passing it through the doll's leg.
 
   The man screams.
 
   "Remember," I say, my heart racing, "we can't kill him like this. It's not powerful enough."
 
   "But we can fucking hurt him," Holly says, grabbing another needle. I reach out and pull her hand away. "Why not?" she shouts.
 
   "We need to plan ahead," I tell her. "If we keep doing this, we won't kill him but we'll make him angry. We'll make him suspicious. We need something bigger. Something better."
 
   "What?" she asks, still trying to pull away from me.
 
   "We need..." I pause for a moment, trying to come up with a plan. "First, we need to be able to open the door. If we kill him now, we could end up being trapped down here."
 
   "We can find another way," Holly says. "If we've got these powers, we can just force the door open."
 
   "I don't know," I say, trying to think straight. "I don't know what we can do and what we can't. But if we wait until the door's open, or until one of us is up there, then we know we can get out. We've come this close, we can't afford to make a mistake now."
 
   "You're stalling," Holly says, looking down at the doll. "We should finish him right now."
 
   "You're forgetting the house," I reply. "The man isn't the only problem. Even if we kill the man, there's still the house. Anyway, this doll is already useless again. That piece of flesh was only big enough for a brief show of force." To prove my point, I take a pin and stab the doll aimlessly a few times.
 
   "Isn't it doing anything?" Natalie asks nervously, looking up at the ceiling.
 
   "This was just a demonstration of our power," I reply. "If we're going to get out of here, we need more. We need..." I stare at the doll for a moment longer, and slowly an idea starts to form in the back of my mind. "We need a better doll," I say finally, "and we need a bigger piece of flesh." I look up at the ceiling, as a creaking sound indicates that the man has started to get up and recover from the onslaught we delivered. He must be dazed, but also suspicious. "If we're going to kill that man and get out of here alive, we need something more powerful," I add. "We need a bigger piece of him. A much bigger piece."
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   When I wake up, everything is completely dark. My head is pounding with a kind of throbbing pain that I've never experienced before, and when I try to move I find that my whole body feels unnaturally heavy. I wait for a few minutes and then I try to haul myself up, and finally I manage to get onto my knees. There's something all around me, like a fine fabric, and after a moment I realize that I seem to be inside some kind of cloth bag. I fumble around, trying to find a way out, and eventually I manage to start pushing at the tied entrance. It takes a few more minutes, but eventually I'm able to crawl out onto the cold, concrete floor.
 
   Still in pain, I try to get to my feet but find that my knees are far too weak. I sit up, looking around at what appears to be a large, empty room. There's a single small window at the top of one of the walls, with grass growing outside, and I realize I must be in a basement. A kind of cold, panicked fear is growing in my chest, but I force myself to ignore the sensation, at least for now. There has to be some kind of mistake. Any moment, I'm going to suddenly realize what's happening and I'm going to feel like such an idiot.
 
   "Hello?" I call out, trying not to sound too scared. "My name's Elizabeth." I wait for a reply, but all I hear is complete silence. "Hello?"
 
   I try to get up again, and this time my knees just about hold. Supporting myself by leaning against the wall, I take a few steps forward before I have to stop and wait for my head to stop pounding. There's a sharp pain in my shoulder, and when I reach up I find that there's a large lump just under the skin. The last thing I remember is feeling a stinging sensation, just before I passed out. Slowly, I start to recall the thin-faced man who was speaking to me on the street. In the back of my mind, I'm already starting to work out what's happened, but I don't want to face the truth. Not yet. There's still time for this to turn out to be a terrible mistake.
 
   "Hello?" I shout, my voice already trembling and starting to betray my panic. I'm starting to feel as if I'm running out of breath.
 
   I manage to make my way over to a set of stone steps that lead up to a heavy-looking metal door. Slowly, and with considerable pain in my joints, I manage to climb up to the first step, but the effort is exhausting. I take a deep breath, and then I continue, determined to get to the door.
 
   "Hello?" I call out.
 
   It takes a few minutes, but finally I manage to get all the way up to the top of the steps. I try to push the door open, but it seems to be firmly locked. Banging on the metal, I start to realize that I'm truly trapped down here.
 
   "Hello?" I call out again. "Can anyone hear me?"
 
   I start banging louder, and slowly my worst fears start flooding into my mind. This isn't some kind of accident. I've been kidnapped and dragged to this place, and there's no way out.
 
   "Hello?" I shout. "Let me out of here!"
 
   I wait for a response, but all I hear is silence.
 
   "Hello?"
 
   Suddenly there's a distant noise. There's something on the other side of the door, slowly shuffling closer. I take a deep breath. Is it possible that there has been a mistake after all?
 
   "Hello?" I shout. "I'm trapped in here! You have to let me out! I don't know if I can breathe!" I take another deep breath, but I swear my lungs aren't working properly. I don't know if it's a panic attack or a side-effect of the drugs, but I'm breathing deeper and deeper and still feeling short of breath. Unable to hold back, I start banging as hard as I can against the door. Tears are streaming down my face and I'm taking big gulps of air. "Help me!" I shout. "Let me -"
 
   Suddenly I hear a loud metal clang, and the door starts to open.
 
   "You've got -" I start to say.
 
   Something flashes straight at my face. Something long and dark, with a bright, flickering blue light at the end. I'm momentarily dazzled before I feel the most violent surge of pain on my right cheek. There's a loud crackle and I instinctively step back, only to tumble down the stairs, landing hard and heavy down on the concrete floor.
 
   Desperately trying to get to my feet, I look up at the door and see a large, heavy-set man standing at the top of the stairs, holding what looks like a cattle-prod. He seems to be staring down at me for a moment, and then he turns, steps back out, and pushes the door shut again, leaving me alone.
 
   It takes several minutes before I can get up again. The shock from the cattle-prod fried my already-damaged body, and it's a struggle to even remain conscious. I take a deep breath, my mind racing as I try to work out exactly what's happened. Have I really been kidnapped? Who the hell was that guy, and what does he want with me?
 
   "Mom!" I shout, with tears streaming down my face. "Mom, where are you?"
 
   Looking down, I spot something on the floor. I take a few steps forward, and finally I see that there are five or six small bones resting on the concrete. They're only a few inches long, and they're a kind of dirty gray color.
 
   "They're mine," says a voice nearby.
 
   I look around, but there doesn't seem to be anyone else down here.
 
   "Well, not mine," the voice continues. "They didn't come from me. Well, not really. But they belong to me. I own them now."
 
   I turn and look across the empty basement. At first I don't see anything, but slowly I realize there's a figure shuffling toward me, coming out of the shadows. As the figure comes closer, I realize that it's a woman. She looks nervous and timid, as if she's not quite sure how to approach me. She also looks thin and tired, and her clothes are like rags.
 
   "Hello," she says, smiling at me with compassion in her eyes. She's older than me, maybe in her early twenties. "It's okay," she continues. "I hope I didn't startle you. You must be scared, but that's my fault. I've been alone down here for so long, I've forgotten how to..." She pauses. "The important thing is, everything's going to be okay. What's your name?"
 
   I stare at her.
 
   "I'm not going to hurt you," she says, stepping a little closer. She has a noticeable limp, and when I glance down at her ankles I see a large, festering wound, with what appear to be a series of thick metal staples hanging from the flesh. "I'm in the same position as you," she explains. "I'm a prisoner here. I was kidnapped."
 
   I pause for a moment, trying to work out whether I can trust her.
 
   "At least tell me your name," she continues.
 
   I stare at her. "Elizabeth," I say eventually.
 
   "Hello Elizabeth," she says with a kind but sad smile. "Welcome to the basement. You might be here for a while. My name's Catherine."
 
   


 
  

Part Six:
 
   The Power of Three
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   "It's a good house," he says, wandering around from the back yard. "Solid. Well-built. My grandfather himself put the place up, brick by brick. Put his blood and sweat into the place. These modern houses, they're built by committee, a bunch of idiots running around to get the job done as fast as possible so they can turn a profit. This house..." He pauses for a moment, staring up at the front of the building. "The old man built this house by hand. Just him. No help. Stubborn bastard. He's as much a part of the place as the bricks and mortar. You've got his blood and sweat mixed in with the foundations. He's dead now, but the house he built is still standing, so in a way..."
 
   I wait for him to continue, but he seems lost in some kind of nostalgic reverie.
 
   "It's a very nice house, Mr. Willard," I reply eventually. "It's just what I'm looking for."
 
   "You won't get disturbed out here, either," he says, turning and looking at the acres of farmland that spread out into the distance. With a dirty, sun-worn face and a thin, wiry body, he has the general demeanor of a man who's spent how entire life working long and hard on the land. I guess I expected to bump into people like him once I headed out into the sticks, and I certainly haven't been disappointed so far. "No busybodies looking through your windows," he continues. "A man can do what he wants, when he wants, how he wants in a place like this. Just as God intended."
 
   "I just like the view," I tell him, taking a deep breath of fresh country air. "I'm sick of living in towns. Too many distractions. I want to be out here where the air's clear and I can get on with my work."
 
   "Towns are the Devil's work," he continues. "It's not right for any man to live so close to his neighbors, rubbing shoulders. That's what they do all day, isn't it? They go around, rubbing each other's shoulders in the street. You need space, or you'll lose your mind. That's the problem with this country today. Everyone's so close to everyone else. The last time I went into town, a couple of years ago, the stink was terrible. You had to smell everyone else; that's how close you were! There's barely any room to move without bumping into everyone else."
 
   "You live out here?" I ask.
 
   He nods. "Got a farm about three miles away. I'm gonna be honest with you. I do everything off the books, if you know what I mean. My grandfather built this house, and he didn't go asking for any planning permission or anything like that. He owned the land, so he built on it. Now I own the land, and I do what I want with it. There's no-one that can tell me my business, you understand?"
 
   "Rent in cash?" I reply, pulling a small envelope from my pocket.
 
   "You got that right," he says with a smile. "This is my house and I'm gonna rent it out to you. Why the hell is that anyone else's business? Why does the government think it has a right to know what the fuck anyone's doing? I just mind my own business, that's all."
 
   "Me too."
 
   "What're you gonna be doing out here, anyway?"
 
   "Writing," I tell him. "I've got an advance, so I'm going to work on my novel. Maybe grow some food, too. I really want to get down to a basic lifestyle. Live off the land, that kind of thing. If I try writing in town, I'll just end up getting distracted. I want to completely isolate myself out here."
 
   "Huh," he replies, staring at me. He seems a little suspicious, but I'm sure it won't stop him from taking my money. After all, there can't be too many people interested in renting a dilapidated old place like this. "A writer... Well, good luck to you. You got a wife and kids, anyone that might come out and join you?"
 
   "No," I say. "No family at all."
 
   "Nothing?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Well, you shouldn't have any problems out here," he says, opening the envelope of cash and taking a quick look inside. "The only person you'll ever bump into is my grandfather's spirit. Like I said, that man built this house. He's in the mix of it, so to speak. That's what happens when a man builds his own place. His soul becomes its soul. You believe in souls, don't you?"
 
   "Of course," I reply with a smile.
 
   "Well, I guess we're done," Mr. Willard says after a moment, before taking some keys out of his pocket and handing them to me. "The place is yours. You know where to find me if you need me, but otherwise I'm gonna leave you well alone." He reaches out and shakes my hand, before walking over to the gate that opens out onto the quiet dirt track that passes this place. "Good luck to you!" he calls back to me.
 
   "Thanks," I say, heading over to my car so I can unpack a few things. "You too."
 
   "Oh," he says, stopping and glancing back at me. "You know, in all the time we were talking, I don't think you ever told me your name."
 
   "Didn't I?"
 
   He shakes his head.
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   He nods.
 
   "Well," I say, "Well how about that. I guess it must have just slipped right past. That's odd, isn't it?"
 
   He stares at me, waiting for me to answer.
 
   "Sorry," I say with a smile, hurrying over and reaching out to shake his hand again. "Where are my manners? My name is -"
 
   


 
  

Holly Carter
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "She's awake," says Elizabeth from the other side of the basement.
 
   Looking over, I see that Natalie is starting to stir. It's been five or six hours since she was thrown back down here, and Elizabeth has been lovingly doting over her ever since. In a strange way, it's kind of cute to see the way they work together. At first, I thought their relationship was freaky: I hated the way Elizabeth mothered Natalie and treated her like an idiot, and I hated the way Natalie became submissive and allowed herself to be coddled so completely. Now, though, I can see that it's an arrangement that works for them. It'd drive me crazy, but I guess it's not my job to tell them what to do. They're a little double-act, and sometimes I wonder what they'll do when we eventually get out of here. Will they stay together? Part of me hopes so, and part of me thinks there's something slightly strange about their relationship.
 
   "Is she okay?" I ask.
 
   "She's as okay as she can ever be," Elizabeth says, stroking the back of Natalie's head. "She's cold. She's in pain. She misses her family."
 
   "No kidding," I mutter quietly. "Join the club."
 
   "How did I do?" Natalie asks, slowly sitting up. She looks dazed and confused, which is understandable considering her ordeal upstairs in the ice bath. Of the three of us, Natalie always seems to be the most fragile, and I can't help wondering how much longer she can handle this kind of torture. When he called her upstairs yesterday, for example, it occurred to me that one day she might not come back down. She just seems too frail to last much longer. I hate the thought that Elizabeth's patience might lead to Natalie not making it; also, from a purely selfish point of view, I know that we need all three of us to be down here in order to make this 'power' work for us properly, so we can't afford to lose Natalie.
 
   "Your leg's already starting to heal," Elizabeth says. "He's really getting much better at stapling the wounds together. He almost never leaves one loose these days."
 
   "But how did I do?" Natalie continues, looking down at her fingernails. "Did I get anything?"
 
   "You got a few flakes of his skin," Elizabeth replies, "and some hair."
 
   "That's not much."
 
   "Every little helps. We've already added it to the doll. Remember, Natalie, this isn't a race. If we take too much too soon, he'll get suspicious. This is the best approach. We'll each try to get a little piece of him when we're up there, and eventually we'll have enough to create a much more powerful doll. It's like my mother always used to say: slow and steady wins the race."
 
   "Yeah," I say, glancing over at them. "At this rate, we'll be out of here in just a couple of years."
 
   "We need to be patient," Elizabeth replies. "We need parts of his body, and we need time to practice using the power. It's not something that's going to work overnight. We're just lucky that he doesn't seem to notice. I don't think he sees the world properly. He's a man of instinct rather than reason, so hopefully he won't realize what we're doing. Besides, he's not the only one we have to worry about. The house won't just let us go as soon as we've killed the man."
 
   "You act like the house is alive," I reply.
 
   "And you act like it isn't," she says, walking over to the sink and carefully removing the doll from the shelf. "This is our ticket out of here, but our abilities are still weak. We'll get stronger, though. We'll get to the point at which we can really use the power for our own aims. Just be a little patient. We've finally found a way to escape, but it won't work if we rush."
 
   I stare at her for a moment. "How do you know so much about it?"
 
   "I don't," she replies.
 
   "Yeah," I say, "you do. I can tell. When you talk about it, it's as if you know all about how it works and what we need to do. Then we ask you questions and you backtrack, but I can tell you know." It's true. When she forgets to be cautious, Elizabeth speaks with total authority about the power. Over the past couple of days, I've started to think that maybe there's something she's not telling us. I swear, it's as if she knows some kind of hidden truth about how the power works, almost like she's done this kind of stuff before. Is it just that she has a natural tendency to take charge and assume a position of authority, or does she actually know what she's talking about?
 
   "I don't know any more than anyone else," she says, setting the doll back on the shelf. "If I sound authoritative, perhaps it's just because I'm older, and because I've been here for a decade. I'm less excitable." With that, she turns and heads over to the far side of the basement, and finally she disappears into the little side-room that functions as our toilet. Typical Elizabeth, always cutting off conversations by going off and doing something else. I can't work out whether she thinks I'm some kind of annoying brat, or whether she's hiding something. Both, maybe.
 
   "Hey," I say quietly, hurrying over to Natalie. "You okay?"
 
   "My leg hurts," she replies.
 
   "So what do you think?" I continue. "Should we wait?"
 
   She stares at me. "Wait for what?"
 
   "To get out of here."
 
   "Elizabeth says it'll take time."
 
   "Don't you think Elizabeth is stalling?" I ask. "All this stuff about waiting for the right moment? It's bullshit. We just need to use the doll when the door is open, and then we can rush him."
 
   "We need more pieces of his body," she replies.
 
   "No," I say, "we can rush him! He'll be in pain! We can bowl him right over and be out the front door before he gets back on his feet."
 
   "Elizabeth says -"
 
   "What does Elizabeth know?" I ask, glancing back across the room to make sure we're not being overheard. "How many more times does she want us to go up there and scratch off little pieces of flesh from his arms while he's ducking us into the ice bath? It's going to take forever at this rate. We're still gonna be here in a month."
 
   "We have to be patient," Natalie replies, parroting the answers Elizabeth has been giving us recently. She's very obedient, and she learns her lines well.
 
   "Don't you think there's something strange about her?" I continue, determined to see if I can get Natalie on my side. "How much do you really know about Elizabeth? I mean, about her past. What was she like before we arrived?"
 
   "She was alone down here," Natalie says.
 
   "But what was she doing?" I wait for an answer. "She says she was alone for five years before you arrived, right? So what did she do during all that time, and how does she seem to know so much about voodoo dolls and all this other stuff?"
 
   "She's smart," Natalie replies. "Elizabeth's the smart one."
 
   "She's no smarter than us," I tell her.
 
   "She is."
 
   "No," I continue, "she's not. I think she's got experience. It's just a gut feeling, but I think she knows what she's doing with all this stuff. You saw what happened with the doll. It's like she knew why it didn't work the first time, and she knew how to fix it, but she's still pretending that she's in the same position as us." I pause for a moment. "How do you know she was alone? How do you know she was here for five years? Just 'cause she told you?"
 
   "Elizabeth wouldn't lie to me," Natalie says, sounding a little defensive.
 
   "She's been lying to me," I reply. "I swear to God, she's hiding something. What about those bones? Where did they come from?"
 
   "They're bird bones," Natalie says uncertainly.
 
   "Bullshit!"
 
   "They are!"
 
   "Seriously? You believe that? They're not bird bones. They're..." I pause for a moment. The truth is, I have no idea what kind of bones they are, but I'm certain they're not from a bird. I just have this gut feeling that Elizabeth isn't being honest with us, and that we can't trust her.
 
   "Elizabeth looks after us," Natalie says after a moment. "She makes sure we're okay, and she... she..." There's a pause, almost as if she's trying to remember a list of reasons why we have to trust and obey Elizabeth. "She keeps us safe. Without Elizabeth, we'd be lost. Without Elizabeth, I'd have been alone down here for the past five years, and I don't know if I could have survived. I'd have gone mad. I might even have died. Sometimes, when he doesn't staple my leg back together properly, Elizabeth fixes it for me. She... she..."
 
   I wait for her to continue, but she seems to be lost in her own thoughts for a moment.
 
   "Has she ever done or said anything that makes you think that she knows more than she's admitting?"
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   I look over at the far end of the basement. There's still no sign of Elizabeth, which makes me wonder if she knows we're talking about her.
 
   "We have to get out of here," I continue, making sure I keep my voice down. "I know she wants us to wait, and to be patient, but I think we should do it today. We already know we can make him hurt. We already know how to do it, and we've got at least as much of his flesh as we had last time. We just have to time it right. When he opens the door, we'll use the doll. He'll be in agony, and we can get out. Once we're past him, and past the door, we can get out of the house and run. We'll get to the nearest town and tell them what's happened, and then we'll go home. There'll be cops all over this fucking place in ten seconds flat." I stare at her for a moment. "You want to go home, don't you?"
 
   She nods.
 
   "You miss your family, right?"
 
   She nods again.
 
   "Your Mom? Your Dad?"
 
   She pauses, and I realize there are tears in her eyes.
 
   "You miss them a lot, don't you?" I continue, before reaching around and giving her a hug. There's a brief pause as she sobs on my shoulder. "Think about how much they must miss you. We're going to get out of here," I whisper, as I hear a noise from the other side of the basement. "Let me handle things. You'll be home before you know it."
 
   Suddenly there's a clanging sound from the top of the steps, and the door opens. A wooden block is thrown down, landing close to us. With a heavy heart, I realize that he's calling one of us up again. He's already taken Natalie in the past twenty-four hours, and it was Elizabeth's turn the other day. If he's treating us equally, I must be next.
 
   "He's speeding up," Elizabeth says, standing over in the doorway that leads to the bathroom. "He never used to do two in a day. He rarely did two in a week. Something's changed."
 
   "It's good, though, right?" I reply, staring at the block. "It means we can get more of his flesh, and then we can use the doll tonight."
 
   "Maybe," Elizabeth says, but it's clear that she's not convinced. Sometimes I don't think I'll ever understand her. She seems conflicted, as if there's a part of her mind that she keeps secret. I know Natalie trusts her implicitly, but I can't shake the feeling that there's something pretty weird about Elizabeth.
 
   Walking across the room, I crouch down by the block of wood and pick it up. There are three notches on the surface, which means that I'm the one he wants. Looking up, I see him standing at the top of the steps, with the cattle-prod in his hand. He's waiting for me, and he knows I'll come. I mean, I've got no choice. The ice bath is waiting, and no matter how bad it'll be, I have no doubt that the consequences of disobedience would be ten times worse.
 
   "It's me," I say, turning to Elizabeth and Natalie. "I'll get it."
 
   "Be careful," Natalie whispers.
 
   I nod.
 
   "Remember," Elizabeth adds, "don't take too much. Slow and steady -"
 
   "Slow and steady wins the race," I reply, interrupting her. "I know."
 
   "I just don't want you to panic," she continues. "If the -"
 
   "Don't worry," I reply, walking toward the steps. As I go up to the door, I remind myself that this is the last time I'll ever let him do this. I'm going to get a good chunk of his flesh, and then I'm going to make sure that we use the voodoo doll tonight. I know Elizabeth and Natalie have managed to survive down here for years and years, but I'm not going to let that happen to me. This is it. He doesn't know it yet, but this is the beginning of the end.
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "She's going to be okay," I say, watching as Holly stands over Samantha's sleeping form. "She's been through a lot, but she's going to pull through. I don't know what they were doing to her at the hospital, but whatever it was, it was killing her."
 
   Reaching down, Holly lifts the bottom of the dressing gown that's covering Samantha's legs, revealing a large gash running from just above the ankle to just below the knee. The wound looks rough and untreated, and slightly swollen.
 
   "She was at the house," I continue. "It happened just after I came to see you. She went out there to take a look around, and something got her. When I found her, she was in the bath. It was filled with ice, and she had a bad cut on her leg. Just like Brenda Baynes a while back, except no-one was around to save Brenda. I was right when I said that there's something still there."
 
   "It's still alive," Elizabeth says, sitting on the sofa with Natalie.
 
   Holly looks over at them. She's barely said a word since she arrived, seemingly preferring to keep a watchful eye on Samantha. This is the first time that Holly, Elizabeth and Natalie have been in the same room for over a decade, but it's Samantha who seems to be the focus of Holly's attention.
 
   "I know you might think we're overreacting," Elizabeth continues, sounding strangely subdued, "but we're not. The evidence is too obvious to ignore. We thought we'd killed it, but we hadn't. I don't know what went wrong -"
 
   "We killed it," Holly says suddenly, before turning to me. "We definitely killed it."
 
   "With all due respect," I start to say, "I don't think -"
 
   "With all due respect, you weren't there," she replies firmly. "I was. We killed it."
 
   "No," Elizabeth says. "We didn't."
 
   "I knew you'd come," Natalie says, unable to hide the smile on her face. "I could tell."
 
   "I just came to stop this nonsense," Holly replies, turning to Elizabeth and Natalie. "I knew it'd all get dug up again one day, but I assumed it'd be journalists or the media or freaks and weirdos who'd do the digging. Not you two. Are your lives really so dull and empty that you have to try starting all of this bullshit up again?" She pauses for a moment. "We killed it. We saw it die. There's no way it could have survived, so let's just ignore this big pantomime and go home. There's a film crew looking to make a movie about it. This is probably just their way of building up some publicity."
 
   "What did you kill?" I ask. "You keep saying you killed 'it', but what was in that place?"
 
   "Up in the -" Elizabeth starts to say.
 
   "We agreed not to talk about it," Holly says, interrupting her.
 
   "I think it might be time to break that agreement," Elizabeth replies.
 
   "We agreed!" Holly says firmly.
 
   "We also agreed to never be in the same room together," Elizabeth says, "but sometimes you have to go back on decisions. You might not like to hear this, Holly, but there's no point ignoring the facts. It's still out there, waiting in the house. We didn't kill it. Maybe we wounded it. Maybe that's why it's been dormant for fifteen years, but it's waking up now, and it's taking people again. Young women so far, but I wouldn't be surprised if its palate changes a little over time."
 
   "I can feel it," Natalie adds. "Even from here, I can feel it. How far are we from the house right now?"
 
   "About ten miles," I tell her.
 
   "I can feel it from here," she continues. "It's stronger now than it was this afternoon. It's reaching out. It reached out for Samantha and it'll reach out for other girls."
 
   "You always were a little excitable, weren't you?" Holly replies. "Always exaggerating what you feel. If you can feel it, why can't Elizabeth? Why can't I?"
 
   "Natalie's sensitive," Elizabeth says. "You know that."
 
   "She's too sensitive," Holly replies firmly, without a hint of compassion. "She's sensitive to things that aren't even there. That's always been her problem. Well, one of them."
 
   "Then explain the girl," Elizabeth says, indicating Samantha. "What happened to her?"
 
   "A copycat," Holly says. "The world is full of freaks. Someone decided to try resurrecting the spirit of the house. They probably hoped to persuade other people that this kind of thing was happening, but I doubt that even in their wildest dreams they thought they could fool any of us. You two have really fallen for the whole charade, haven't you?" She glances over at me. "I guess you've been pushing them along, haven't you? What's in it for you, Mr. Lawler? Why do you give a shit?"
 
   "Two girls are dead," I tell her. "Another's hurt. No-one else seemed to be doing anything about it."
 
   "Really?" she replies. "Are you sure that's your motivation? Seems very noble, but I can't help thinking that maybe there's something else going on. You're not one of those obsessives, are you? You know, if you just wanted our autographs, you could have asked."
 
   "You're so certain, aren't you?" I say. "You're so sure that we're all wrong, but you haven't actually been out there. You haven't spoken to Samantha."
 
   "I saw it die," she says firmly. "With my own eyes. I helped kill it, and I watched it die. We all did. The only mistake we made all those years ago is that we didn't destroy that house and we didn't salt the soil, but that doesn't mean it's still alive. It's dead. Gone. It can't come back. You seem to have forgotten that I got much closer to it than you ever did. I'm the one who ended up in the other room. I'm the one who felt its touch."
 
   "We were wrong," Elizabeth says. "I don't know how or why, but we were wrong. That creature is still out there in the house."
 
   Holly shakes her head.
 
   "Then why are you here?" I ask. "Why did you come all the way back? Just to tell us that we're wrong?"
 
   "I came to stop you stirring things up again," Holly replies. "I came to shut this thing down before you go too far. Do you have any idea how long it's taken me to get past what happened? I had to start a new life, from scratch. I had to reinvent myself."
 
   "Is that why you ignored your family after you escaped?" I ask.
 
   "I had to find a way to deal with the occasional idiots who'd come knocking on my door," she continues, pointedly ignoring my question, "wanting to ask me questions about the house. I had to find a way to get over something that other people keep wanting to drag up. Publishers keep coming to me, asking me to write a book. People want film rights, people write songs about it and send me copies. Artists, graphic novels, video games... Every few weeks, someone or something comes along and tries to remind me of what happened. I've found a way to deal with it, but..." She turns to Elizabeth and Natalie. "If you two idiots are determined to start everything up again, I don't know what..." Her voice trails off, and it's clear that she's struggling.
 
   "It won't go away if we ignore it," Elizabeth says eventually.
 
   "Then what do you want us to do?" Holly asks, raising her voice. "Go back there? You want to walk back into that house and..." She pauses, and for a moment I think I see tears in her eyes. "Is that what you want? Some kind of reunion tour? The three witches going back in to see if they can use the old magic one last time?"
 
   "It's not about what I want," Elizabeth replies.
 
   Walking over to the window, Holly stares out at the storm that's still lashing the town. It's clear that she understands how serious the situation has become, but she still seems determined to avoid going back to the house. I don't blame her; even with my limited understanding of exactly what happened to the three of them all those years ago, I can see why they'd be terrified of returning. Still, Elizabeth and Natalie are willing, and I think Holly will agree eventually. She just needs to get over her fear.
 
   "And you're willing to lay down your life in order to stop this thing?" Holly asks eventually.
 
   Elizabeth looks over at Natalie for a moment.
 
   "Well?" Holly continues. "Are you? Because that's what'll happen."
 
   "I'm willing to do whatever it takes," Elizabeth says.
 
   "Me too," Natalie adds.
 
   Holly sighs. "This Samantha girl. Is she supposed to be here right now?"
 
   "Technically, she's missing," I reply. "She's supposed to be at the hospital, but she was dying. Elizabeth and Natalie got her out and brought her here."
 
   "That's what I thought," Holly says, turning to me as a series of red and blue lights start flashing through the glass. "I guess that explains the police cars that just pulled up. I think you might be in a lot of trouble, Mr. Lawler."
 
   


 
  

Holly Carter
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "You don't need the cow-poke," I say as I walk across the kitchen, with the guy following close behind. I can hear the cattle-prod humming, poised to strike me if I make any attempt to escape. It's kind of pathetic, really. If he lost that thing, or if it failed, he'd probably be completely defenseless. "I'm a good girl. You won't have to poke me with your big long tool."
 
   He doesn't reply, of course. It's almost as if he's running on auto-pilot, going through the same routines every day and barely even having to think about it. Sometimes, I feel as if he's some kind of zombie being pushed around by an unseen master. It's certainly hard to believe that such a hulking, mindless person could have orchestrated this whole situation.
 
   "Let's get this over with," I say as I walk up the stairs. The thought of being submerged in that ice bath again is horrifying, but I keep reminding myself over and over again that this is the last time. After today, this bastard is never going to touch me, or any of us, again. This time tomorrow, we're going to be out of here, and he's either going to be dead or behind bars. In fact, as I reach the top of the stairs and walk toward the room with the bath, I'm filled with the thought that we don't have to just escape. We could kill this bastard and burn the house down. Maybe it's wrong of me, but I want revenge. I want to make him hurt, the way he's made me hurt.
 
   "I'm not going to fight you," I say as I reach the door. "I just -" Suddenly I notice that the bath is empty. There's no water and no ice. I stare blankly, trying to work out what's happening. There has to be an ice bath. That's what he does to people. Every time, without fail. He -
 
   I step back as the guy reaches past me and pulls the door shut.
 
   "Where's the..." I start to say, as my chest starts to tighten. It's almost as if someone has reached into my body and started twisting my heart. I was all set to face up to the bath and get this over with. I was ready to do this, and now suddenly I'm left wondering what he's got planned for me.
 
   With no warning, the guy gives me a shove along the corridor.
 
   "Where are we going?" I ask, looking ahead and seeing a couple of doors nearby, one of which is open. Elizabeth and Natalie never mentioned any other rooms. They've only ever talked about the ice bath. Turning back to look at the guy, I watch as he raises the cattle-prod. It's pretty clear that I've got no choice. I have to go to the open door at the far end.
 
   "Okay," I say quietly, realizing that any attempt to resist will only get me a dose of pain. I make my way over to the door, but the room is completely dark and I can't see a thing in there.
 
   When he catches up to me, the guy shoves me through the doorway. I turn just in time to see him follow me inside, and then he swings the door shut.
 
   I wait for something to happen.
 
   The only sound is the ominous buzz of the cattle-prod, its blue light blazing in the otherwise dark room.
 
   "I don't know what you want me to do," I say, trying to hide the panic in my voice.
 
   He doesn't reply.
 
   "You want to just stand here?" I ask. "Do you want me to do something?"
 
   After a moment, I hear him moving across the room. I turn, but there's no way I can see anything. Seconds later, he grabs my wrist and before I can react, he's fastened some kind of chain around the arm. I reach down and feel a thick metal bang around my wrist, before he takes my other wrist and does the same again. I try to pull away, but it's as if I'm bound and shackled in the middle of the room.
 
   This is wrong.
 
   This is different.
 
   I wasn't prepared for this.
 
   "What do you want?" I ask, my voice cracking with fear. I thought I understood this place, but now I'm terrified. I pull on the shackles, but they seem to be attached to something on the ceiling. "Tell me what you want. I'll give it to you. Just tell me, whatever it is. You don't have to -"
 
   Suddenly there's a grinding sound, as if some kind of machinery is turning above me. I look up, and after a moment I realize that the chains attacked to my manacles are starting to rise. Seconds later, I have no option but to raise my arms, and eventually I'm lifted up off the floor, dangling by my wrists from some kind of contraption. I kick out, trying to find some way of getting free, but I'm slowly lifted higher and higher until eventually the machinery grinds to a halt and I'm left hanging from the ceiling. All I can see is the blue light of the cattle-prod, still buzzing far below.
 
   "What are you doing?" I shout, still struggling to get free. "What do you -" Suddenly two hands reach around from behind my head, clamping themselves over my face. It's still too dark to see anything, of course, but I can feel two sets of thin, bony fingers slowly pressing into my flesh, as if someone is examining me. I've seen the cattle-prod guy's hands, and whereas he's well-built and stocky, these hands are definitely a little smaller and more spindly. I want to scream, but I'm almost frozen with fear as the hands start moving down my body, as if they're determined to feel every inch of me.
 
   No matter how hard I struggle, I can't get free as the hands reach my hips and then my legs. I try to kick out, but it's useless, and eventually the hands reach my feet before starting to move back up and finally caressing my face again. It's not painful, in fact it's almost tender, but it still feels as if I'm being examined by some kind of creature. Finally, the hands slip off my face and I'm left hanging alone in the dark again. Tears are streaming down my face, but I'm terrified to move in case the hands come back.
 
   With no warning, the machinery starts up again and I feel myself slowly being winched back down. I can barely even breathe as I reach the floor, and my knees buckle until finally I'm hunched over.
 
   I wait.
 
   And wait.
 
   Silence all around me.
 
   The only thing I can see is the light of the cattle-prod, indicating that the guy is standing a few meters away. Slowly, his footsteps move further away, until finally the door opens and he steps outside. I try to follow, but the chains hold me in place as the doors swings shut again. Terrified and barely able to think straight, it takes me a moment to realize that he's just left the room.
 
   "Come back!" I shout, trying to get free from the manacles. "You can't leave me here! You have to come back!" I struggle harder, determined to slip loose. I feel as if my wrists are almost able to get out from the metal rings, but I just can't quite make it work. Unable to contain the panic that's rising through my body, I struggle harder and harder, and I can feel my skin tearing against the metal. Finally, completely exhausted but still filled with terror, I pause for a moment, sitting silently in the darkness.
 
   I listen for any sign of movement.
 
   Anything at all.
 
   There's nothing.
 
   And then there's something.
 
   It's slow at first, and high above, but it sounds like a kind of scratching sound. It's almost as if someone or something is scratching a piece of wood. I stare up into the darkness, as the scratching moves directly above me. I want to scream for help, but there's a part of me that's clinging to the hope that somehow, whatever's up there doesn't actually know that I'm here. The last thing I want to do is to draw attention to myself.
 
   Suddenly there's a heavy thud nearby and the floor vibrates a little, as if something has fallen off the ceiling and landed next to me. Instinctively, I crawl away until I bump into the wall, at which point I turn and stare into the darkness. I can hear the scratching sound again, but this time it's closer and it's down here rather than being up on the ceiling.
 
   I open my mouth, ready to say something, but no words come out. I can feel my heart pounding in my chest, and the dull ache in my left shoulder is getting worse and worse. "Go away," I say eventually, my voice sounding harsh and raspy. "I swear, if you come anywhere near me, I'll..." I pause, as I realize that my threats are empty. There's nothing I can do. Desperately, I kick out at the darkness, but I don't connect with anything. For a moment, it occurs to me that this might be all in my mind. Is it possible that my fear has caused me to imagine things?
 
   The scratching sound comes a little closer, moving around to my left. I try to kick in its direction, but I still don't manage to hit anything.
 
   "I swear to God," I say breathlessly, "if you come anywhere near me, I'll kill you. Do you understand?" I wait for a response. "Do you hear me?" I shout.
 
   The sound comes closer, and again I kick out without any success. I crawl away from the noise, but eventually my chains become too tight. I try moving in another direction, but it's hopeless; I'm still attached to the winch that took me up to the ceiling, and while I can keep going around in circles, there's no way I can actually get free.
 
   "Let me out of here!" I scream, lunging forward but only getting a couple of feet before the chains hit their limit and I'm yanked back. Feeling something brush my shoulder, I turn and stare into the darkness, and then I feel the sensation again. It's as if someone is tapping me, but I can't see or hear anyone. Even the scratching sound seems to have stopped.
 
   "If you let me out," I say, lowering my voice, "I'll give you anything you want. Anything. I swear, if you just let me go... Please, just tell me what you want."
 
   Silence.
 
   "Please."
 
   Silence.
 
   "Tell me!" I shout, before I feel the tapping sensation again. I turn, but there's still nothing to see apart from darkness. I know there's something in here with me, but I don't know what it is or what it wants. I don't even know if it actually tapped me on the shoulder, or if I imagined that part. What I do know, however, is that my shoulder and left arm are hurting more and more, and the dull pain that I've felt for a couple of days is starting to get worse. "Just tell me what you want," I whimper. "Just tell me. I don't care anymore. Just tell me and I'll give it to you. Or kill me. If that's what you want, then get it over with."
 
   I wait.
 
   "What are you waiting for?" I ask. "Are you enjoying this? Do you like making me suffer?"
 
   There's no reply. Nothing but silence all around me. Not even the scratching sound. And then, finally, something slowly grabs hold of my hair from behind and starts pulling me back.
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   "Mr. Lawler!" Detective Regan shouts, banging on the door again. "I know you're in there, and I have reason to believe you have Samantha Briggs with you! If you don't open this door immediately, I'll be forced to use force. I'm giving you one last chance to come peacefully."
 
   "I thought you said you'd dealt with this," I hiss at Elizabeth.
 
   "I said we'd distracted them," she replies. "I didn't say it'd last forever."
 
   Stirring on the sofa, Samantha looks over at the door. She still seems groggy, which I guess is to be expected after everything that's happened to her over the past few days. I wanted to protect her, and to keep everyone safe from the evil that still lives in the house on Willow Road, but I can't help wondering whether I've inadvertently dragged Samantha into something far more dangerous than I anticipated.
 
   "Mr. Lawler!" Detective Regan shouts. "Let me be clear, I know you're in there and I know you have Samantha! This is your last chance to comply before I authorize reasonable force!"
 
   "Open the door," Elizabeth says.
 
   "Are you serious?" I ask.
 
   "If you don't, they will," she continues. "I think the time for hiding is over."
 
   "They'll arrest me," I tell her, "and you. They'll take Samantha again. She's not safe with them."
 
   "Just open the door," she replies, before glancing over at Holly and Natalie. "We'll do the rest."
 
   Hearing a banging sound outside, I realize it's now or never. The last thing I want is to open the door, but I figure I need to put my trust in Elizabeth and the others; reluctantly, I make my way across the room, remove the latch and pull the door wide open, just in time to come face to face with a group of cops holding a battering ram.
 
   "It's okay," I say, holding my hands up as I step back. "I'm here. You can come in."
 
   "Ben Lawler," Regan says, stepping past the cops as he approaches me, "you're under arrest for the abduction and attempted murder of -" He stops speaking as he notices the others in the room. "Okay, who are -" He pauses again, and I see a moment of recognition as he realizes who he's dealing with.
 
   "You have to listen to us," I say. "Just let us explain what's happening -"
 
   "Samantha," Regan says, hurrying over to the sofa and grabbing her hand, "you have to get out of here right now."
 
   "I'm not -" Samantha starts to say.
 
   "Right now!" Regan shouts, pulling her from the sofa and manhandling her to the door, where several cops are waiting with their guns drawn.
 
   "Don't worry," Elizabeth says as Samantha is led away, "she'll be okay."
 
   "Mr. Lawler," Regan says, stepping toward me, "you're under arrest. The rest of you are also going to be taken to the station on suspicion of aiding and abetting a kidnapper. You'll be provided with an attorney if you don't have one." He removes a pair of handcuffs from his belt. "Mr. Lawler, I'm going to ask you to turn around."
 
   "This isn't necessary," I say, stepping back.
 
   "Turn around!" he shouts. At that moment, there's a bright blue flash from his hands and he lets out a pained cry as the handcuffs drop to the floor, with smoke rising from the metal.
 
   Before I can react, half a dozen cops come storming into the room, pointing guns at us while Regan looks down at his scalded hands.
 
   "What the hell was that?" one of the cops shouts.
 
   "I don't know," Regan says, his voice trembling, "just -"
 
   Before he can finish the sentence, the cops' guns all do the same thing as the handcuffs: they flash with a bright blue light, causing the cops to drop them and step back.
 
   "You're getting in our way," Elizabeth says, stepping toward the cops as they retreat to the door. "We've got things to do, and we don't have time to deal with you, so I think the best thing would be if you all just go to sleep." As the words leave her mouth, the cops drop to the floor, as if they've all simultaneously fainted. "There," Elizabeth says, turning to me with a smile. "Sometimes the more direct approach is necessary."
 
   "What did you do to them?" I ask, as Regan backs against a nearby wall with a look of terror on his face.
 
   "They're having a nap," Elizabeth says. "They'll wake up when I want them to wake up. As for you..." She turns to Regan. "I'm afraid you're going to have to go to sleep as well. We've got enough on our hands without having to worry about being followed and chased. Don't worry, it won't hurt. It's one of the little skills I've been practicing over the years, so I've got it worked out rather well. I'll just reach into your head and squeeze a few synapses."
 
   Without saying anything, Regan runs to the door, but he drops to his knees after just a couple of meters, and finally he topples over and stops moving.
 
   "How long have we got?" I ask, staring down at the prone bodies.
 
   Elizabeth shrugs. "As long as we need. They're not a problem."
 
   "So it's true," I reply, turning to look at Natalie and Holly. "I mean, I believed it, but it's another thing to actually see it happening."
 
   "The media called us witches," Elizabeth replies. "That's not a term that any of us embrace. We're just three women who were locked together in the basement of a very unusual house, and we gained a little something extra from the experience. If you want to call us witches and claim that we had some kind of coven going on in that basement, then that's fine. Do and say what you want, but the term 'witch' makes the whole thing seem a little melodramatic, don't you think?"
 
   "We're pretty cool," Natalie adds, unable to hide the huge grin on her face.
 
   Over by the sofa, Holly doesn't look to be enjoying this experience very much. In fact, there's a look of genuine fear in her eyes.
 
   "We don't have much time," Elizabeth continues. "The creature in the house must know by now that we're coming. It can sense us, so it'll be ready. We have to work out a plan, and then we have to do what we swore we'd never do. We have to go back."
 
   "I'm scared," Natalie says.
 
   "Me too," Elizabeth replies, "but we don't have a choice. As long as the three of us are together, we're strong enough to defeat this thing." She turns to Holly, who's still keeping a little distance from the rest of us. "You're going to come, aren't you? Please tell me that you understand how important this is."
 
   "I don't know if..." Holly starts to say, and I can see that her hands are trembling. After a moment, she reaches up and touches the side of her head, as if she's in pain. "I mean, isn't there some other way? Can't we just go and burn the place down from the outside?"
 
   "We have to go in," Elizabeth says. "We have to go right to the heart of this thing and rip it out for good. If we don't do the job properly this time, we'll end up back here in five, ten years. Whenever. But this isn't going to go away. I don't know why we ended up with these powers, but we did, so we have to use them. That creature has hidden for long enough. It has to die."
 
   "Maybe we just weren't strong enough," Natalie suggests.
 
   "No," Elizabeth replies, "there must have been something else. Something was holding us back, or reducing our power." She turns to me. "We don't need you to come, Mr. Lawler. You've already done enough by bringing us back together and helping Samantha. There's nothing you can do once we're in the house."
 
   "There's nothing I can do back here either," I say. "At least if I come with you, I might be able to help. Unless you think I'll be too much of a distraction."
 
   "He'll get in the way," Holly says. She clearly doesn't like me very much, and I can't shake the feeling that she blames me for the fact that this whole situation has been brought back to the surface. After everything that happened to her, she must find it hard to trust new people.
 
   "He won't slow us down," Elizabeth replies, "and you never know, it might be useful to have him around. As long as you know the risks, Mr. Lawler, and as long as you agree that you'll do what we say. If we tell you to leave, you have to leave, is that understood?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Then there's nothing to wait for, is there?" she says, turning to the others. "I know none of us thought this moment would ever come, but it seems our work isn't finished yet. We have to go back to the house, and we have to kill the creature. And this time, we have to make sure it has nowhere to hide."
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   "Whatever you want," I say slowly, staring into the darkness, "I'll give it to you. I don't care anymore. You have to listen to me. I'll give you anything. All you have to do is tell me. You don't need to hurt me. Just talk to me. Tell me what you want me to do, and I'll do it."
 
   Silence.
 
   "Please don't hurt me," I say, unable to hold back the tears. "I just want to go home. I don't want to die. I want to go home to my family. Just let me go."
 
   "Anything?" asks a voice from nearby. It's a deep, small voice, and it seems strangely hesitant.
 
   "Anything," I continue, pulling gently on the manacles that are still strapped around my wrists. "I swear to God, I'll give you anything you want."
 
   Silence.
 
   "Any... thing?" the voice asks.
 
   "Anything."
 
   "Or any... one?"
 
   "Any one?" I pause for a moment. "What do you mean? Who do you want?"
 
   Silence.
 
   "Who do you want?" I shout. "You can have it! You can have anyone! Just tell me what you want me to do!"
 
   "What if I told you that I wanted one of the others," he says. "Would you give me one of them, or both of them, in order to save your own life?"
 
   "No," I reply instinctively.
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   "We're in this together."
 
   "What if it was the only way you could ever get out of here alive? What if I told you that it's the only way to avoid a slow, lingering death?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "But you must," the voice continues. "If it means you can get out of here, and live without pain, isn't it worth sacrificing them? They're nothing to you. They're just two random people. If you could save your life by letting them die, wouldn't you do it?"
 
   I pause for a moment. "Yes," I say, immediately hating myself. The truth is, I would sacrifice Elizabeth and Natalie in order to save my own life. I know that makes me a terrible person, but I don't want to die. I want to live. I want to get out of here. I've only know the others for a few days, and I can deal with the guilt later. Right now, I just want to get away.
 
   "Yes what?"
 
   "Yes, I'd give them to you. I'd let them die." I sniff back some tears.
 
   "What's wrong?" he asks. "Do you feel guilty?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Good," he says, "but I don't want them. It's someone else I want."
 
   "Who?"
 
   "If you give this person to me," he continues, "I'll set you free in return, as a sign of my gratitude."
 
   "Who?" I ask.
 
   After a moment's silence, I hear him shuffling closer, until finally I can feel his breath on the back of my neck.
 
   "Who do you want?" I ask, my voice trembling.
 
   "You, Holly," he says calmly. "I want you. Forever."
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   "It hasn't changed," says Elizabeth as we stand outside the house. "It still looks so normal and innocent. It's hard to believe that it could be so..." She pauses for a moment. "I never thought I'd see it again."
 
   We waited until dawn before making the drive out here. None of us particularly wanted to come to the house during the night, so we all took the opportunity to get some sleep before setting off at dawn. Well, we tried to get some sleep, although I certainly didn't manage to relax for a moment and I'm sure it was the same for the others. Finally, as the first rays of sunlight appeared on the horizon, we got into my car and made our way out here. The journey was silent, and now we're standing here, staring at the house that caused so much pain.
 
   "There's the window," Natalie says, pointing at a small, letterbox-shaped gap in the wall just above the grass.
 
   "That was how we hoped to get out at first," Elizabeth says, turning to me. "It was our only contact with the outside world while we were in the basement. We used to stare out at the sky and imagine what it'd be like to be free again." She turns to Holly. "Do you remember when you broke the perspex, and then you tried to -"
 
   "I remember," Holly says firmly, clearly determined to shut the conversation down. Of the three women, Holly seems to be by far the most nervous. Whereas Elizabeth appears to have made a pragmatic decision to return, and Natalie is scared but determined to push ahead, Holly is staying very quiet and I can't shake the feeling that she might turn and run at any moment. I don't know exactly what happened all those years ago - no-one knows, since the women have never talked about it in detail - but it's clear that Holly is far more scared than the others.
 
   "It looks so peaceful," Natalie says, almost as if she's in a trance.
 
   "There are surveillance systems in place," I say. "The Mayor doesn't want people trespassing. They've installed motion sensors and cameras."
 
   "That's okay," Elizabeth says, "we'll just cut the power. Natalie?" She reaches out and takes Natalie's hand, and they stare at the house for a moment. Just when I'm about to ask what they're doing, they let go of one another's hands. "It seems the fuses have just blown," Elizabeth explains with a smile. "All those wonderful security features have been knocked offline."
 
   "You can really do stuff like that, huh?" I ask.
 
   She nods. "We don't know the true extent of our powers, but we can achieve a great deal when we focus. Of course, we need all three of us for the really big jobs." She turns and looks over at Holly, who seems to be loitering unenthusiastically a few meters away.
 
   "So what now?" I say. "If you're ready to go inside, one of the metal plates over the windows is loose."
 
   "First we need some ground rules," Elizabeth says, turning to the others. "Remember, the creature is devious. It knows we're here, it knows what we're planning to do, and it probably has some ideas about the methods we're planning to use. It'll fight back. It's probably already started to set traps for us. The main thing it'll want to do is divide us. It knows that our powers are diminished if we're separated. It might even try to turn us against one another. Once we go inside, we all have to be on our guard."
 
   "Let's just get on with it," Holly says sourly, stepping past us and walking up the steps to the front door. She tries the handle, but it's locked. "I want to be out of here in a couple of hours," she continues, turning back to face us. "Maybe the rest of you don't have anything better to be doing with your time, but I've got a life, and it doesn't involve running around old houses looking for ghosts."
 
   Rolling her eyes, Elizabeth walks over to the nearest boarded-up window. She pulls at the sheet of metal and manages to peel it away with very little effort. "There," she says. "Now we should be able to see once we're inside. The last thing we want is to go stumbling around in the dark."
 
   "It's alive in there," Natalie says, with tension in her voice. "I can hear it reaching out to us. It knows we're here and it's..." She pauses for a moment, as if she's listening to something that the rest of us can't here. "It's..." Her voice trails off, and she seems dumbstruck by some kind of hidden message.
 
   "Be careful," Elizabeth says, stepping toward her. "It'll try to get into your mind, Natalie. Don't let it go too deep. Just enough to hear its voice, but don't no further."
 
   "It says we're welcome," Natalie continues after a moment. "It says we're welcome back. It says it didn't expect us to return, but that it's glad we're here. It wants to know if we've missed it."
 
   "Who are you talking about?" I ask. "You keep referring to someone being in the house, but who do you mean? The man who kidnapped you?"
 
   Elizabeth shakes her head. "Not the man who kidnapped us. He was as much a victim as the rest of us. Natalie's hearing the voice of the creature that lives in the house and controls everything. It's the creature that's behind the whole thing. The man who put us in the ice bath, the thin-faced man... they were all part of the creature's game."
 
   "When you say 'creature', do you mean human?" I ask. "Or..."
 
   "It might have been human once," Elizabeth replies. "Sometimes I think it was probably just some poor soul who wandered into the house and became trapped. Other times, I think it's the root of all the evil in this place. Whatever it is and whatever it wants, it knows all about us. It wants us to -"
 
   "It's asking why we haven't gone inside yet," Natalie says suddenly. "It's promising not to hurt us. Do you think it's telling the truth?"
 
   "Of course not," Elizabeth replies, "but we have to go in. We have to kill this thing."
 
   "Bullshit," Holly mutters, still standing a little way behind the rest of us.
 
   "Do you have a problem?" Elizabeth asks her.
 
   "Me? Hell, no. I'm not the one who thinks she can hear voices from the house. I'm not the one who thinks that thing's still alive in there. You told me a long time ago, Elizabeth, that it was important to protect poor, frail little Natalie. And now look at you. You're indulging her fantasies. You're prolonging her pain. What's wrong with you? After all these years, do you still get off on playing Mommy?"
 
   "This is your last chance to go back," Elizabeth says, turning to me. "I don't know what's going to happen once we're inside, but I can't guarantee your safety. There's no reason for you to come with us, Ben. I'm worried you're putting your life at risk for nothing."
 
   "I've come this far," I reply. "I want to see it through."
 
   "Once the creature has been seen," she says, "it can't be unseen, no matter how hard you try. You can't forget that it exists. A lot of people talk about evil, Mr. Lawler, but it's another thing entirely to come face to face with a creature that has pure evil burning in its soul." She pauses for a moment. "You're either very brave, or very foolish."
 
   "Let's get this over with," Holly says, pushing past us and climbing through the window.
 
   Glancing over at Elizabeth, I see a look of concern in her eyes.
 
   "What's wrong?" I ask.
 
   She shakes her head. "Nothing. I was just thinking back to the last time we were here. I was trying to work out how the creature could have survived, but..." She pauses. "It's nothing. Let's just go inside." With that, she follows Holly through the window.
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   I don't know how much time passes while I'm in that room, but it feels like an eternity. I drift in and out of consciousness, occasionally rousing myself just long enough to listen out for any sign of life. The voice seems to have fallen silent, and I'm filled with a kind of tiredness that prevents me from sitting up. I'm just here on the floor, still shackled, waiting as time continues to pass. I want to get up and run, to get out of this place, but I feel as if I'm weighed down by my own body.
 
   Eventually, I hear a noise nearby. I try to turn my head, but the effort is too great. Instead, I focus on the noise itself: it sounds like two pieces of metal scraping against one another. It's a familiar sound, but at first I can't quite place it until, finally, I realize that it sounds like someone very slowly turning the handle of a door. As I stare ahead, I realize that the darkness is beginning to fade, and there seems to be a source of light off to one side. The door's being opened, which means someone is coming in, which means I might be able to get out of here. All I want is to be free, to be outside again, to feel the warmth of the sun on my skin...
 
   "Mom?" I mutter.
 
   Rough hands reach down and unlock my manacles, before grabbing my arms and dragging me out to the bright hallway. I hear the noise of the door being shut, and then I'm dragged toward the top of the stairs. Finally able to summon up a little energy, I turn and look over at the wall, and I watch as I'm dragged to the room with the ice bath. This time, there's water and ice overflowing from the tub and spilling onto the floor, and I'm laid in a patch of freezing cold water on the floor while the man gets his tools together.
 
   "I'm not..." I try to mutter, but the pain in my left arm is becoming worse and worse. "I'm not who you think I am," I manage to say eventually, but it's too late: the man hauls me up and drops me into the ice bath, before reaching down and pushing my face firmly under the surface.
 
   "I'm not who you think I am!" I try to shout underwater, but there's no way he can hear me. I reach up and try to grab his arms, remembering that I have to get a piece of his body to take back down to the others. All I can think of right now is that I mustn't disappoint Elizabeth and Natalie. No matter how hard I try, however, I can't seem to get a grip on his skin, and gradually I start losing consciousness once again, and I barely even register the pain on my leg as he cuts out another piece of bone. Just as I think I might be about to drown, however, I'm pulled up out of the water and thrown down onto the cold, wet wooden floor. Like a fish tossed up onto land, I gasp and struggle to get back to safety.
 
   "It hurts," I whisper, realizing that despite the fact that I'm freezing cold, I also seem to be sweating. I try to get up, but my arm is throbbing with pain and my chest feels tight. Slowly, the tightness becomes a kind of crushing, agonizing pain that slowly radiates to my armpits and then to the tops of my arms. I try to call out for help, but all I manage to do is roll onto my side. As the pain gets worse, I try curling up into a ball and then I try rolling onto my back, but nothing helps. My upper chest starts to tingle and become numb, and the feeling spreads rapidly to my neck. Finally, I'm filled with the overwhelming need to vomit, but I've eaten so little over the past day that nothing comes up other than a small amount of bile.
 
   "What's wrong with me?" I blurt out, as the man grabs the collar of my shirt and lifts me up. He seems to be examining me, and for the first time I get a good view of his face. He's middle-aged, with cold, dead eyes and very visible veins around the sides of his head. He looks to be massively pumped up, almost steroidal, and his skin is a kind of flushed, angry red color. "Please," I say, reaching out and placing a hand on his shoulder. "Help me."
 
   He doesn't reply, of course. He just stares at me for a moment before putting two fingers against the side of my neck and checking my pulse. I stare into his eyes, hoping for some kind of compassion, but suddenly he lets go of my collar and I drop back down to the floor, the back of my head banging hard against the floorboards.
 
   As I hear the man walking away, I try rolling onto my side again. The crushing pain in my chest is getting worse, as if my breastbone might cave in at any moment. I reach up and try to grab hold of the side of the bath, but I can barely even control my arm right now. The most I can manage is to look up at the bare bulb that's hanging directly above me. For a moment, I imagine that I'm back in the other room again, with that creature's hands on my face. Just as I think that I'm going to pass out, I'm pulled away from the bath and slammed back down onto the floor, and I see that the man has a small hypodermic syringe in his hand. Before I can even register what's happening, I feel the needle slide into my bare neck, followed by the pressure of the plunger being pushed down.
 
   Almost instantly, the pain starts to subside. I reach up and try to grab hold of the man's shoulder, but he lets go of me and I drop down hard against the floor. Expecting the pain to return at any moment, I roll onto my side and try to curl up into a ball. Gradually, though, I realize that the pain seems to have gone for good, and I'm left staring at the legs of the bath. I can hear the man moving nearby, and I doubt he's finished with me just yet.
 
   "What was that?" I ask, looking up at him.
 
   He's busy over in the corner of the room, putting some items back into a small cloth bag.
 
   "What was wrong with me?" I continue, hoping against hope that he might actually bother to respond.
 
   I watch as he finishes with the bag, and then he comes back across the room and stands over me, staring down at my exhausted body. It's almost as if he views me as some kind of injured animal, and for a moment I wonder if he's about to put me out of my misery permanently.
 
   Slowly, he leans down, grabs my hands and drags me out of the room. I try to get free, but I don't have the strength, and I'm helpless to stop him as he pulls me down the stairs with such speed that my head bounces against each wooden step. When we get to the bottom, he drags me across to the kitchen and then to the door that leads down to the basement. He unlocks the door before hauling me up and staring into my face for a moment. Last time, he just tossed me back down there, but this time he seems to be looking deep into my eyes.
 
   I stare back at him.
 
   "You had a heart attack," he says suddenly, his voice sounding rough and deep. "You'll be okay now."
 
   "But -"
 
   Before I can finish, he lets out a cry of pain and then he drops me to the ground, before taking a step back and clutching his head. I watch as he stumbles a couple of steps away before falling to his knees. For a moment, I can't work out what's happening, but finally I feel a hand on the side of my face, and I turn wearily to see Elizabeth and Natalie kneeling over me.
 
   "We're out!" Natalie says gleefully.
 
   "What did he do to you?" Elizabeth asks, clearly concerned. "Something's different. You were gone so long, Holly. What happened?"
 
   "We got the door open," Natalie continues with a grin, "and we used the doll!" As if to prove her point, she holds up the voodoo doll, which has various pins sticking out of its head and chest.
 
   I look over at the man and see that he's still struggling with the pain. Is it true? Are we really free? Turning back to face the steps, I see that the door's hanging open.
 
   "We should go," Elizabeth says. "Holly, do you think you can walk?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "We'll carry you," she says, reaching under my body and scooping me up. "It's okay. We're getting out of here."
 
   As Elizabeth carries me across the kitchen, I find it harder and harder to concentrate on the fact that we're escaping, and the man's words still echo in my head. I had a heart attack. I'll be okay now. He spoke to me. but why did he speak to me? He's never spoken to the others, so why me? As I try to come up with an answer, and as Elizabeth gently taps the side of my face in an effort to get me to wake up, I feel all the energy drain from my body. Is it true? Did I really have a heart attack? And more importantly, are we finally free? Unable to concentrate, I start drifting into the grayest, deepest sleep; the last thing I see, though, is the sudden blare of sunlight and the feeling of a warm breeze on my skin as Elizabeth finally carries me out of the house and across the garden.
 
   We're free.
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   "The basement," Elizabeth says, as we stand at the bottom of the stone steps. "This was my home for ten years, Mr. Lawler. It was Natalie's home for five, and Holly's for about a week. This is where we first encountered the power, and where we first tested its limits." She walks over to the middle of the room. "This is the exact spot where we created our first doll. We could hear him up above, stumbling around in pain. It was the moment when I finally realized that we could use the power for our benefit. Before that, I was never sure. I was scared."
 
   "It's hard to believe you could have survived down here for so long," I say. "I think I'd have gone crazy."
 
   "It's not down here," Natalie says, her voice trembling. "It's somewhere else."
 
   "It's probably up in its room," Elizabeth says. "It rarely left. As long as it's in there, it'll feel as if it can take us on. I'm not saying it's right, but that's what it'll think. It's superstitious in many ways. Although it's powerful, you mustn't make the mistake of assuming that it's rational. After all, it's spent so many years hiding away in this place, directing others to do its dirty work."
 
   "It probably doesn't even have a body anymore," Natalie says. "You remember what it was like by the time we'd finished with it. Its body was nothing but ashes."
 
   "But its mind survived," Elizabeth says. "When we saw its body die, we assumed that the rest of it was also gone. We should have been more careful."
 
   "So what's the plan?" I ask, glancing back and seeing that Holly is still only halfway down the steps. She keeps touching her left arm, as if she's got some kind of nervous tic. To be honest, I don't quite understand why she's here at all. She seems so scared and so reluctant to be with us, but at the same time she's followed us all the way down to the basement. I guess she has her reasons.
 
   "Last time," Elizabeth replies, "we tried to burn the creature. We thought it had worked, too. We need to understand what went wrong. With the power of all three of us together, we should have succeeded. I don't understand how it survived. Everything went according to plan."
 
   "Maybe we weren't strong enough," Natalie mutters.
 
   "We should have been more than strong enough," Elizabeth says. "Two of us would have struggled, but three of us should have had no problem. The fact that it's still alive today makes me think that we missed something. It found some strength from somewhere, or it was able to hide away and find the time to recover. Natalie, how strong does it seem? Can you tell?"
 
   Natalie looks up at the ceiling. "Strong," she says eventually. "It's confident, too. It keeps asking why we're down here when we could have just gone up to see it as soon as we came inside. It says it's been so lonely since we killed the cattle-prod guy. It says he wants to see our faces again, but..." She pauses for a moment. "It keeps telling us to come up to its room, but I don't think it's up there. It feels like it's closer."
 
   "We won't make the same mistake this time," Elizabeth replies. "We'll kill it."
 
   "It says you're cute when you're angry," Natalie adds.
 
   "Stay on your guard," Elizabeth says. "It's going to try something soon." She turns to me. "Ben, I was wrong to let you come here with us. I want you to go outside. If we have to worry about protecting you, we might not be fully focused on the task at hand. Even the slightest distraction could be catastrophic. I appreciate that you want to help, but the three of us have this covered. You've seen some of the things we can do. Together, we're more than a match for the creature."
 
   "But -" I start to say.
 
   "Please," she says firmly. "I want you to leave. I need you to leave. I know you think you can do something to help, but you can't. Just get out of here and let us get on with what we have to do. Okay?" She stares at me for a moment. "You know, I can't help wondering why you're really here. Is it really just curiosity?"
 
   "Fine," I say, turning to go back up the steps. "I just -"
 
   Up ahead, there's a flash of movement. I barely have time to register the fact that there's no sign of Holly, before the door at the top of the steps slams shut. Seconds later, I hear the sound of metal grinding against metal, followed finally by the simple click of a lock being turned.
 
   "Holly?" Elizabeth calls out.
 
   Silence.
 
   "Holly?" she shouts again, hurrying across the room and making her way up to the door. "Holly, what are you doing out there?"
 
   I look over at Natalie, and I realize she seems to be frowning, as if she understands what's happening.
 
   "Holly!" Elizabeth shouts, banging on the door. "What are you doing?"
 
   "It's laughing," Natalie whispers. "The creature's laughing at us."
 
   "What do you mean?" Elizabeth asks, turning to look down at us. "Why's it laughing?"
 
   "It thinks this is funny," she continues. "It says it was angry when we got away, and it's been waiting a long time for us to come back." She pauses for a moment, as if she's listening to the voice as it continues to whisper in her mind. "It's shouting," she says eventually, her voice starting to tremble. "It says we're dumb. It says it knew it could get us back eventually, but it had to play a long game. It says it hates us, and it says we were idiots to ever think we could get away forever, and it says it's going to..." Tears are rolling down her cheeks now. "It says it's going to punish us. It says it's going to make us regret ever stepping foot out of the house. It's going to hurt us. It says it's going to be a thousand times worse than the ice bath. It says..." She pauses again. "It wants me to turn around," she says finally.
 
   "Why?" Elizabeth asks.
 
   "I don't know," she replies. "Should I do it?"
 
   I look over at the far end of the basement. There doesn't seem to be anything behind Natalie at all.
 
   "Of course," Elizabeth says hesitantly. "Turn around, Natalie."
 
   "Is there anything there?" she asks, with tears in her eyes.
 
   "There's nothing," Elizabeth says.
 
   Slowly, Natalie starts to turn around, but almost immediately she steps back as if she's seen the most terrifying thing in the world.
 
   "What is it?" Elizabeth asks.
 
   "It's him!" Natalie shouts, running over to the far end of the basement and curling up in the corner. "It's the thin-faced man!"
 
   "I don't see anyone," I say, looking around the empty room.
 
   "He told me I'd see him again!" Natalie shouts, burying her face in her hands. "He warned me, and he told me it would mean that one of us was going to die!"
 
   "No-one's going to die," Elizabeth says, turning back to the door and banging on the metal. "Holly!" she shouts. "You have to let us out of here! I don't know what kind of sick joke you think you're playing, but you have to open this door immediately! Do you understand me?" She waits for an answer, but there's nothing. It's almost as if Holly has completely vanished. "Holly!" Elizabeth screams, clearly losing control. "I can't go through this again! Let us out of here! Why are you doing this? Let us out! You can't make this happen to us again!"
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Although it burns bright and high, the sun is in fact a cooling star. It gives us life, but at the same time it has already started to die. As I sit on the front steps and stare out at the afternoon sky, I can't help but feel that all of existence is essentially futile; after all, eventually the sun is just going to go supernova and burn this entire world to a crisp. What's the point of creating anything lasting, anything worthwhile, when it's all going to be reduced to cinders floating through space? Once you strip life of its meaning, you're left with nothing but the dirt in your hands. After six months living alone out here in this out-of-the-way house, I've become more certain than ever that life is totally meaningless.
 
   I look down at the pile of papers by my feet. My manuscript, the culmination of all my recent work, is a mess. I've worked and re-worked every line until eventually I lost track of what I was doing. It started out as a novel about acceptance and self-discovery in modern New York, then it became a historical thriller about a murderer, then it became a non-fiction account of underground medicine, then it became a biography of Charlie fucking Chaplin, then it became a horror novel about a man with a hook hand, and now... Now it's just a worthless pile of paper. As I light another cigarette, I find myself wondering if maybe I should turn it into a cookbook, or a manual for torture.
 
   "Waste of fucking time," I say quietly, as I flick some cigarette ash onto the ground. "Waste. Of. Fucking. Time."
 
   From somewhere back in the house, there's a banging sound. I guess that stupid bitch is trying to escape again. Sometimes I wonder whether it was truly an accident that she happened to wander past my house just when I glanced out the window. I still remember how beautiful and elegant she looked, and I still remember the instant desire that filled my heart: I knew I had to have her. I remember rushing out of the house and hurrying after her, and I remember the way she politely but firmly rejected my invitation to come inside. She tried to walk away, but I couldn't let her go. That's when she started to struggle, and then everything just went wrong. It seemed like a mistake at the time, but now I see that it was the best decision I ever made. Since Catherine arrived, things have been different. It's almost as if the house and I are in agreement. She's given me a new focus in life.
 
   A gust of wind ripples the shirt on my back. Maybe I'm imagining things, but I can't help feeling that the house is nudging me, reminding me of my duties. After all, we have an agreement and I need to uphold my side. Sighing, I slowly get to my feet. It's time to get back to work. Trudging back up the steps to the front door, I grab the cattle-prod that's leaning against the wall before heading inside for my next session with Catherine. I feel like I'm making real progress with her these days. I'm developing new ideas and new theories. I'm living the dream.
 
   "Yeah yeah!" I shout, glancing up at the window above the front door. "I'm coming!"
 
   "Excuse me!" calls out a voice from down by the road.
 
   Turning, I see a man waving from the other side of the fence.
 
   "I'm sorry," he continues, opening the gate and hurrying across the grass. "I don't mean to disturb you, but I'm afraid my car has broken down about a mile down the road. Do you mind if I call a mechanic from your phone?"
 
   Staring at the guy, I can't help but notice that he has an unusually thin and narrow head. Jesus, I don't know how a brain can even function in a skull that's such a weird shape.
 
   "I didn't mean to bother you," he continues, seeming a little nervous. "I can pay for the call."
 
   I continue to stare at him. I don't have a problem inviting someone into the house, but once he's through the door, he'll never be able to leave again. Not without my blessing, anyway.
 
   "Sure," I say after a moment. "Come on in."
 
   "Thank you so much," he says, hurrying up the steps to join me at the door. "I think it's just a problem with the gas pick-up."
 
   "Phone's in the hallway," I reply, pushing the door open.
 
   "I appreciate this," he says, heading inside. "When I left New York, I was sure the old girl could handle the punishment." As he reaches the phone, there's a banging sound from below, and Catherine calls out for help. The thin-faced man freezes, before turning to look at me, and I can see the sudden fear in his eyes.
 
   "Don't worry about her," I say, pushing the door shut before stepping toward him. "She's harmless. You'll get used to the noise." With that, I raise the cattle-prod and jam its tip straight into the man's open, gawking mouth.
 
   


 
  

Part Seven:
 
   Sunflowers
 
   


 
  

Holly
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   "Holly!" Elizabeth whispers, gently nudging the side of my face. "Holly, wake up!"
 
   Opening my eyes, I immediately realize that something's wrong. It's as if my body is panicking, but my mind hasn't caught up yet. The last thing I remember is the feeling of warm sunshine on my skin, and the abrupt sensation of being free. Right now, however, all I can see is the faces of Elizabeth and Natalie staring down at me, and the ceiling of a room above them. It takes me a few seconds to work out that the ceiling isn't part of the basement. Still, there's something else, something nagging and gnawing at the back of my mind.
 
   "You're okay," Elizabeth continues, helping me to sit up. "You were gone for so long, we were worried about you. You've been unconscious for hours."
 
   "I..." I start to say, before pausing for a moment. Where have I been? The last thing I remember is being on the floor of the room with the ice bath, wracked by intense pain. Before that, I was in the bath itself, and before that... I feel as if there's something important missing from my memory, but at the same time there seems to be a kind of fog in my mind, obscuring most of the past twenty-four hours. It's as if I have a kind of tunnel memory: whenever I try to remember something specific, I remember only the parts around that event, but not the event itself. Something definitely feels wrong. It's almost as if I'm not quite myself.
 
   "Don't rush," Elizabeth says, brushing my hair away from my face. "You look pale, Holly. Did he leave you in the ice bath too long? Your leg wound isn't properly stapled. It's as if he was in a rush."
 
   "I had a..." I think back to the moment I felt the syringe slip through my skin. "I had a heart attack," I say eventually. "After the ice bath. I had a heart attack. He injected me with something and the pain went away. It was the most intense thing I've ever felt." I reach up and put a hand on my chest, feeling the spot where the pain was focused. Right now, I feel strangely numb, as if all the pain has been sucked out of my body and I'm left with a hollow, vibrating nothingness at my core. "I'm okay," I say eventually. "He saved me. He saved my life."
 
   "We need to get you to a doctor," Elizabeth continues. "I was always scared that something like this would happen. Those ice baths cause a massive shock to the system. Thank God they're over."
 
   "Over?" I ask wearily.
 
   "You never, ever have to go through anything like that again," she says with a smile. "None of us do. It's all over. We're out."
 
   Looking around, I see that we're in a messy, crowded room filled with old, faded furniture and bags of what appear to be newspapers. I'm resting on a grubby, hole-pocked sofa, with a tatty blanket covering my legs, and Elizabeth and Natalie are kneeling next to me on the floor. It's a strange scene, peaceful but imbued with the knowledge of everything that has gone on in this place. I can't help looking down at the floor, and thinking of the basement deep below.
 
   "It's okay," Elizabeth says, putting the back of her hand against my forehead to check my temperature. "We're upstairs. We're free."
 
   "Upstairs?" I look over at the door that leads to the kitchen.
 
   "We're still in the house," she continues, "but he's not in control. When you were gone for so long, we started to panic, so we decided to try the doll when he opened the door to bring you back down. We thought maybe... Well, we were able to disable him with the pain, and we took the chance to get out. He's secured upstairs, but you looked so weak, we didn't think we could move you. It was hard enough just getting you to the sofa. For a moment, I actually wondered if we might lose you."
 
   "We need help," I say, startled by the thought that we might actually be getting out of here. I've got a killer headache developing, but pure adrenalin seems to be helping me through. "Have you called for help?"
 
   "There are no phones," she replies, "but we're confident we can follow the road and find a town or another house. I mean, the road has to lead somewhere, doesn't it? Don't worry about all of that, Holly. You just need to recover your strength a little first. Trust me, you look very pale and weak. Natalie and I have talked about it, and we think it'd be better to wait here for a day or two and allow you to rest, rather than forcing you to move. In your current state, there's no way you could survive the journey."
 
   "I'll be fine," I say, flinching with pain as I try to move my legs. "It can't be far."
 
   "You don't know that."
 
   "We can't wait here," I say, starting to panic. "Are you fucking insane? We have to get out of here!" I try to get up, but my head immediately starts feeling dizzy and I have to settle back down on the sofa. "We're not safe here," I say. "We have to get out of the house!"
 
   "We're perfectly safe," Elizabeth says calmly. "He's not a danger anymore. We've got him chained up and subdued. Don't you think we've taken every precaution? We're not idiots."
 
   "But the others," I say. "What about the others?"
 
   "There are no others," Elizabeth replies. "We've double-checked every room. It's like I said all along. He was working alone. Rather than running out of here like headless chickens, we need to rest a little and let you recover. Sometimes it's important to follow logic and intellect, rather than letting emotions rule the day."
 
   "She's right," Natalie says. "We've been here for years. What's one more day?"
 
   "You're just scared," I reply. "Both of you. You're scared of going back to the real world."
 
   "We're not," Elizabeth says, shaking her head.
 
   "I am," Natalie adds. "A bit."
 
   "You're in no fit state to move," Elizabeth continues, smiling at me with motherly concern. "If you were fit and healthy, we'd be out the door immediately. As things are, we have to wait for you to recover. I know you want to get going, but really, we're not the ones holding us back. We could have left you here, but we didn't."
 
   "Bullshit," I say, trying again to get off the sofa. This time, I manage to get to my feet, but my first attempt to start walking is a failure and I start to fall. Elizabeth reaches out and grabs me, and she carefully manhandles me back onto the sofa. I want to push her away, but it's clear that she's right about one thing: I'm in no fit state to move.
 
   "See?" she says. "You can't do it. Your leg is bad and you're recovering from a heart attack."
 
   "Fuck!" I shout, trying to get up again. This time, once I'm on my feet, I stay completely still for a moment, swaying slightly. "The second I can walk properly," I continue, "we're out of here, okay? I don't want to spend another second in this place if I don't have to." I take a step forward, but as soon as I put any weight on my left leg, I feel hot pus ooze out from between the staples in my flesh. The pain is deep, and I'm forced to stop.
 
   "Holly -"
 
   "Fine," I mutter, still swaying a little as I stand next to the sofa. It's insane to realize how badly my body is damaged after the heart attack, and I honestly feel worse than I've ever felt before. I know that Elizabeth is right, but I can't shake the feeling that it's a mistake to still be in the house. Looking up at the ceiling, I remind myself that they've checked every room and found no-one else here, but I know they're wrong: there's something else in the house, something that's watching us, and we won't be safe until we get as far away from this place as possible.
 
   "We should check on him," Elizabeth says. "Wait here, Holly. We'll be back in a moment."
 
   "Check on who?" I ask as she and Natalie head to the bottom of the stairs.
 
   "Him, of course," Elizabeth replies, glancing back at me. "I told you, he's not dead. We disabled him with the doll, and then we chained him up, but he's still alive. We've got him in one of the rooms upstairs. To be honest, we're not quite sure what to do with him yet, but we have to check every hour, just to make sure he hasn't made any attempt to get free."
 
   "He hasn't," Natalie says. "I can tell. He's calm. He's just waiting."
 
   "Waiting for what?" I ask, feeling my skin start to crawl at the thought of that man still being in the house with us.
 
   "We're going to get the police here as soon as possible," Elizabeth replies. "I'm sure they'll have plenty of questions for him. They'll want to know everything about him."
 
   "And who he was working with," I suggest.
 
   "He wasn't working with anyone," Elizabeth says. "It was just him." With that, she turns and heads up the stairs, leaving Natalie loitering uncomfortably in the doorway.
 
   "You know there's someone else here, don't you?" I ask, leaning against the wall as I try to regather my strength.
 
   "Elizabeth says -"
 
   "You know," I continue, interrupting her. "You can feel him, can't you?"
 
   "I can feel a lot of things," she replies. "It's not -"
 
   "But you can feel him," I say, refusing to let her change the subject. "He's in this house. Not the guy with the cattle-prod. That's someone else. There's another presence here. Watching us. Listening to us. I don't know if Elizabeth genuinely doesn't notice it, or maybe she just refuses to acknowledge its existence like she did with the power, but it's here, and you can feel it."
 
   Without replying, Natalie turns and hurries off up the stairs. Like an obedient puppy, she has to go and join in with whatever Elizabeth's doing. It's clear that their little double-act is going to survive all my interruptions, and it's hard to believe that they'll separate once we all get back to the real world. For better or for worse, they're stuck together for life. I can't help feeling, though, that they're not fully acknowledging the true nature of this house. There's something here, something far more powerful than the man with the cattle-prod. Despite what Elizabeth and Natalie believe, we're not safe yet.
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Please," Natalie whimpers, curled up at the top of the steps and scraping her fingernails against the metal door. "You have to open the door. Holly, please. I can't take this. Not again."
 
   "Fifteen years," Elizabeth says, standing at the bottom of the steps. "It's been fifteen years since we got out of here. Fifteen years back out there in the real world, believing that this part of our lives was over. Fifteen years with the sun on our faces and the freedom to go anywhere, do anything... And now we're back in this basement, behind that locked door." She turns to me. "We're right back at the beginning. Do you realize that? It's like the day before Holly arrived. We were never really free. We were just away for a while, but now the house has pulled us back. Everything's been undone. It was always going to be like this."
 
   "But you've got powers now," I say. "You're stronger than last time. You know how to get out of here." I wait for one of them to answer, but they both seem locked into some kind of trance, as if their spirits have been crushed. "Right?"
 
   "We need all three of us to be together," Elizabeth continues. "That's the whole point. The power of three. With just two of us, there's nothing we can do except..." She looks over at the cracked sink in the corner. "There's nothing we can do except go back to how we were before. The old life."
 
   "Holly?" Natalie says, still up by the door. "Are you there? It's me. It's Natalie. Can we talk?"
 
   "She's not there," Elizabeth says sternly. "Why would she sit out there and listen to you whining?"
 
   "Holly?" Natalie continues, close to tears. "Please let us out. I can't stand this again. I can't be down here. Please, Holly... I'll do anything, but you have to let us out. Why are you doing this to us?"
 
   "Don't be pathetic," Elizabeth snaps, before pausing for a moment. "I'm sorry. Natalie, come down here."
 
   "I want to talk to her," Natalie replies.
 
   "Natalie, come down here!"
 
   Obediently, almost like a well-trained dog, Natalie gets to her feet and scurries down the stairs to join Elizabeth in the middle of the room. Wiping her eyes on the sleeve of her shirt, Natalie cuts a sad figure, and it's clear that the thought of being trapped down here again has crushed her spirit.
 
   "Why would she do this?" I ask. "Why the hell would she lock us down here?"
 
   "She's been turned," Elizabeth says. "I don't know how we could have been so stupid. All those years ago, we thought we'd defeated this thing. Looking back, it's hard to believe we were so gullible. It seemed so easy. Too easy, it turns out. We didn't kill the creature. We just beat it back, and then we left it to recover. It must have been waiting all these years."
 
   "What creature?" I ask. "The guy who kidnapped you is dead. You killed him, the police found a body..."
 
   "He wasn't the real danger," Elizabeth continues. "He was just another poor soul, caught up in this whole mess. He must have wandered into the house by accident, long ago, and ended up becoming the latest in a long line of puppets. The real danger was in one of the rooms upstairs, controlling everything, hiding, waiting..." She smiles sadly. "All my life, Mr. Lawler, I've assumed that I'm intelligent. Not a genius. Not brilliant, by any means. But reasonably intelligent. And now I realize I'm a fool. I allowed myself to believe what I wanted to believe. The creature tricked us and he led us back here, and we followed like sheep until it had got us back where it wanted us, and then it slammed the door shut again!"
 
   Above us, there's a banging sound, followed by a set of footsteps crossing the room directly over the basement.
 
   "It's him!" Natalie shouts.
 
   "Don't be stupid!" Elizabeth replies. "Of course it's not him! It's her! It's Holly. She's in charge of this place now. She's his eyes and his ears. It's taken a few years, but the creature finally has its new puppet."
 
   "But you escaped last time," I say, starting to panic as I search through my pockets for my phone. When I pull it out, I find that I've got no signal. "You got out last time, so you just have to do the same thing again, right?"
 
   "There were three of us back then," Elizabeth says. "That's the whole point. The creature made a mistake last time by putting three of us down here, and that's how we were able to form the coven. It forgot that the number three has a certain power, and it didn't realize that we'd gain power from being together. It won't make the same mistake again. With Holly up there, the power of three is no longer available to us. I guarantee that the creature will never again allow three women to be in this basement together."
 
   "What about me?" I ask. "I'm down here. There are three of us right now!"
 
   Elizabeth smiles. "No offense, Mr. Lawler, but you're a man. I really don't think it would work. It needs to be three women, or the power won't respond."
 
   "That's insane," I reply. "We have to try!"
 
   She shakes her head. "The power is much more sensitive to the female soul. As far as the power is concerned, men are just objects in a room. It's drawn to women."
 
   Hurrying over to the far side of the basement, I grab a chair and push it against the wall before climbing up and holding my phone next to the letterbox-sized window just below the ceiling. I wait for some kind of signal, but there's nothing; it's as if, this far out of town, there's just no way I can manage to call anyone. Either that, or the house is somehow insulated against mobile phone signals. We're not that far out of town, so I can only assume that someone has deliberately shielded this patch of land.
 
   "There has to be a way out of here," I say, staring intently at the screen of my phone. "We're not trapped down here!"
 
   "I'm afraid we are," Elizabeth continues with a calm, flat voice. "Unless the creature makes a mistake and sends another woman down here, there's nothing we can do. It's not stupid. It won't do that again. With just the two of us, we can barely summon the power at all. Besides, Holly knows how it works. Last time, we had an advantage, but now we're starting from the beginning again. There's nothing we can do. We had our chance, and we allowed ourselves to be tricked into walking back through the door of our prison."
 
   "Why did she do this?" Natalie asks, with tears streaming down her cheeks. "Why does Holly hate us?"
 
   "She was taken by the creature," Elizabeth replies. "She had no choice."
 
   "But when?" Natalie continues. "When did it get into her mind?"
 
   "I don't know," Elizabeth says, "but I suspect it was a long time ago. Probably when we were here the last time. She's probably been manipulating us for a very long time. Do you remember when she was upstairs for so long, shortly before we escaped? If I had to guess, I'd say the creature has been in her mind ever since, waiting for the opportunity to grow strong and trap us again. All those years, just lurking in her head. The only thing I don't understand is how we were so stupid. Why didn't we realize she'd changed?"
 
   


 
  

Holly
 
   15 years ago
 
    
 
   It takes me forever to get up the stairs. Each step is a separate agony, and I constantly feel as if my legs are about to give way. Blood is trickling down over my ankles, as the staples from the most recent ice bath session begin to fall out, and every step forces a little more pus out from the wound. I don't share Elizabeth's belief that I'll just start healing up in time to get out of here in the next day or two. If anything, I think I might be going to get worse and worse. Finally, however, I make it to the top of the stairs, where I have to pause for a moment to catch my breath.
 
   Nearby, there's another cry of pain. I don't know what Elizabeth and Natalie are doing to the man, but it sounds like he's in excruciating pain.
 
   I hobble along to the nearest door, and as soon as I look inside I see the full extent of the madness that has descended upon this place. The man is chained to the wall; Elizabeth and Natalie have clearly gone way overboard, wrapping chain after chain around his torso and arms, even going so far as to pass the chains out through one of the windows and in through another. It's quite clear that no-one could ever get free from such a position, but they've gone further still: the man is completely naked, his body covered with cuts and scratches, and his face is barely human, with two fierce, wide-open white eyes staring out from a bloody, pulpy mess. I still recognize him, though; he still has the same expression he had back when he was pushing me into the ice bath.
 
   "You shouldn't be up here, Holly," Elizabeth says, standing in the middle of the room and facing the man. "You need to rest. It's a waste of energy for you to -"
 
   "What are you doing to him?" I ask, hobbling over to join her. My head is hurting more and more, and I'm starting to feel nauseous; I also feel strangely heavy, as if something's dragging me down.
 
   "We're practicing," she says calmly.
 
   I look over at Natalie, who's sitting on the floor in the far corner.
 
   "Practicing what?" I ask cautiously.
 
   "The power," Elizabeth says. "You were right when you said that we didn't fully understand it. Fortunately, fate has dropped a live specimen into our laps, so we can test things out and try new ideas." She pauses for a moment. "Relax, Holly. We're not going to kill him. We're just going to hurt him. After everything he's done to us, I think we deserve that opportunity."
 
   "You're torturing him," I say, shocked that Elizabeth could be so callous, and that Holly could sit around and watch.
 
   "Ten years," Elizabeth replies. "I spent ten years in that basement, living in fear of this man every single day. Natalie spent five years. You've been here for a week. Do you really think you're in any position to tell us how to deal with him?"
 
   "But you can't torture him," I continue. "You can't do this. You're just -"
 
   "Watch," Elizabeth says, staring at the man. Slowly, the flesh on his chest starts to stretch, and finally it tears open, causing him to let out another anguished cry as blood drips down from the wound. "Did you see that?" Elizabeth asks. "I did that with the power of my mind. I didn't even need any help from you two. I did it all by myself. I'm getting stronger. We all are. Now that there are three of us, together, we're learning how to use the power properly."
 
   "To hurt people."
 
   "There's not much else to do," she replies. "I know it's an awful thing to see, Holly, and I know the power should be used for good, but the truth is... I've waited a long time for this. I was so good and obedient. I didn't make a fuss. I kept the basement clean and I looked after you and Natalie. All those years, just settling for the new life I'd been forced to endure. Believe me, I had plenty of time to think about what I'd do to this monster if I ever got the chance, and now that chance is here."
 
   "And this is your answer?" I continue. "You want to kill him?"
 
   "Not kill him," she says. "Hurt him. Keep watching."
 
   I look over at the man and see, to my horror, that the skin on his left arm is starting to turn red, as if it's being burned by some invisible energy source. He lets out another cry of pain, 
 
   "It's amazing what a little motivation can do to the learning process," Elizabeth says. "I'm discovering new things all the time." She glances over at me. "Don't think I haven't recognized the look on your face, Holly. I know you're disgusted by all of this, but we have to pass the time somehow while you're recovering from your injuries. Would you prefer it if we sat around playing cards or talking about our feelings?"
 
   "He spoke to me," I say, staring at the man's pain-wracked face.
 
   "Nonsense," Elizabeth replies.
 
   "He spoke to me," I say again. "He told me I'd had a heart attack. He injected me with something that helped ease the pain. He's not some kind of dumb animal. He can talk and think."
 
   "No," Elizabeth says firmly. "I'm sure he was like that once, but years and years of causing brutal suffering to other people have robbed this man of any kind of soul. He's just a lump of meat and bone, animated by the desire to inflict pain on everyone around him."
 
   "Have you tried talking to him?" I ask.
 
   "Of course," she says. "Years ago."
 
   "Try again."
 
   "I'm not interested in anything he has to say."
 
   "You're just scared," I reply. "You don't want him to speak, because then you'd have to consider the fact that you're torturing another human being to death. I know you think he's the one who did all this to us, but he's not. There's something else in the house. We're all just pawns in someone else's game."
 
   "Maybe she's right," Natalie says, still curled up in the corner.
 
   "There's no-one else here," Elizabeth says coldly. "We've searched every room."
 
   "But Natalie feels it," I say. "Don't you, Natalie?"
 
   "I don't know..." Natalie says feebly.
 
   "She's scared to admit it," I continue, staring at Elizabeth, "but she knows I'm right. There's something else in this house and we're not safe until we get away from here."
 
   "Fine," Elizabeth says. "Can you run? Can you even walk?"
 
   "Not yet," I reply, "but look at my leg. Do you really think I'm going to get better any time soon?"
 
   She looks down, and I can see from the look on her face that she knows I'm right. My leg is a mess, and the staples have ripped holes all along the side of the original incision. The pain, which so far seems to have been masked by my groggy state and the injection the man gave me yesterday, is slowly getting worse and worse. There's no way I could manage any kind of a journey, no matter how long I can spend trying to recover first.
 
   "What do you think we should do?" Elizabeth asks. "Leave you here?"
 
   I pause. The thought of being left alone here while the others go for help is terrifying, but at the same time I don't think I'm going to make it unless I'm seen by a doctor soon.
 
   "We can't leave her," Natalie whimpers. "Not alone. Not with him."
 
   "He's half dead," Elizabeth says, turning to the man who's chained against the wall.
 
   "Not him," Natalie continues. "The other one." She stares at us for a moment, with tears in her eyes, before putting her head in her hands.
 
   "I told you," I say quietly, staring at Elizabeth. "There's something else here."
 
   Elizabeth stares back at me for a moment. "Natalie," she says eventually. "It's your turn."
 
   Obediently, Natalie gets to her feet, wiping the tears from her face as she comes over to join us.
 
   "Whatever you're about to do," I say, "you don't -"
 
   "Let her get on with it," Elizabeth replies, interrupting me. "She's suffered too. She needs closure. She wants to hurt him."
 
   Before I can say anything, Natalie reaches out and the cattle-prod, which has been resting against the wall, slowly starts moving across the room. Although I've started to get used to the idea that the three of us have certain unusual powers, it's still startling to see the cattle-prod actually floating in mid-air. As it moves past us and drifts closer to the chained man, the blue light starts to glow and buzz more powerfully than ever before.
 
   "Natalie, this isn't you," I say, hoping I can get her to stop. "I know you're angry, but you're not a torturer. You're not this kind of person. You're not cruel."
 
   "You don't know anything about me," she replies, still sobbing as she stares at the man. "Both of you. You think I'm some sweet, fragile little thing. You don't think I'm capable of hurting anyone. I'll show you what I can do. I've seen things in this house that both of you have only ever dreamed about. I've lived this nightmare over and over again, and it was all his fault!"
 
   Suddenly, the cattle-prod moves toward the man. He grunts and struggles, but he can't avoid the electric tip of the prod as it sinks into the exposed meat of his bloody chest. He lets out an anguished scream, but Natalie keeps the tip firmly wedged into his flesh. After a few seconds, I realize that there's no prospect of Natalie stopping this torture any time soon. She's just staring at the man and there's a smile on her face, as if she's enjoying his agony. Eventually, unable to handle his screams any longer, I limp over to him and push the cattle-prod to the ground.
 
   "You're interfering," Elizabeth says firmly.
 
   "And you're turning into monsters," I reply. "This man didn't torture us because he's evil. He did it because the house made him. Some kind of force took control of him, encouraging him to do all these things. We need to get out of here, and we need to take him with us."
 
   "Nonsense," Elizabeth says. "You're just being foolish. He spent ten years torturing me, Holly. Ten long, agonizing years. And now you claim, after being here for just a few days, that he wasn't in control of what he was doing?" She waits for me to answer. "Are you seriously trying to lecture me about what's been going on here?"
 
   "I'm just trying to show you the truth," I say. "I know it's easy to focus on this guy as the cause of everything. I know he put us into the ice bath and he cut us open, but he had no choice. He spoke to me last night, and I could just feel it in his voice. There's humanity in him, under all the violence. You can hurt him and torture him until he dies, but you won't achieve anything. The evil in this house is all around. It's..." I pause for a moment, as I remember being in the dark room and feeling something touch my shoulder. "It's not him," I continue. "It's the house. You have to worry about the house. There's something in one of the other rooms."
 
   "She's right," Natalie says, her voice sounding meek and quiet over in the corner. "He's not evil. He's just like us."
 
   "You're being too sympathetic," Elizabeth replies, but I can tell that there's less certainty in her tone. Maybe she doesn't trust me, but she trusts Natalie. "This man is a beast," she continues. "He hurt us all, and now we've got a chance to turn around and hit back at him, you want to show him sympathy?"
 
   "The house made him like this," I say. "If you don't believe me, fine, but just look at yourself, Elizabeth. In less than twenty-four hours, you've gone from being kind and compassionate to being someone who tortures other people. You're using your power to rip him apart. The house turned him into a monster, and it's doing the same thing to you. No matter how angry you are, and no matter how much pain you've felt, torturing this man isn't the answer!"
 
   "For God's sake," she replies, "what is..." Her voice trails off, and finally she turns to look at the man as he hangs from his chains. "Oh God," she says eventually, her voice sounding drained and shocked. "What have I done?"
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   Standing in the middle of the basement, I stare at the ceiling and listen as Holly's footsteps move from one side of the kitchen to the other. She seems to be pacing about up there, almost as if she's not sure what to do next.
 
   "We can reason with her," I say, determined to stay calm. "I've talked to her before. She's not evil. Maybe she's misguided, but she won't -"
 
   "She's not herself," Elizabeth says, interrupting me. "She's been taken over by the creature. It's guiding her every move, and informing her every thought. It must have been inside her for years, just letting her be herself when it suited its purposes. She's just like the man who held us captive all those years ago. The house has won. We had our chance to get out of here, and we blew it. It's over."
 
   "You can't just give up," I say, watching as she walks over to the sink and turns the faucet. The pipes splutter and bang for a moment, and finally a thin stream of brown water runs down to the plughole. "You got out of here before," I continue. "You can do it again. You've got powers. You can do this!"
 
   "Everything's going to need to be washed," Elizabeth says, running her hand under the water. "It's so dirty. Don't worry, Mr. Lawler. We can make it quite comfortable down here, if we just get used to the routine. I know you must be desperately keen to get back to your friends and family, but those feelings will fade. There's no point wasting energy on futile escape attempts, so we might as well..."
 
   I wait for her to continue.
 
   "Might as well what?" I ask.
 
   She doesn't reply.
 
   "I never thought I'd be back here," she says quietly, turning her hand under the flowing tap. "I thought about this place many times, and I had nightmares about it, but I was certain I'd never be back here like this." She turns the handle on the tap, and after a moment I see steam coming from the bowl. Finally, wincing, she pulls her hand out from the stream of boiling water. "I suppose that means it's not a dream. If it was a dream, I'd have woken up by now."
 
   "I can't take this," Natalie whimpers, wandering back over to the bottom of the steps and staring up at the door. "I don't want to live down here again."
 
   "It won't be so bad," Elizabeth replies. "We managed before. We'll manage again."
 
   "I can't do it," Natalie says. "I'd rather die."
 
   "Don't be so melodramatic," Elizabeth says. "Please, Natalie. We've just got to accept the situation. Don't you remember how things used to be? We managed perfectly well -"
 
   "No!" Natalie screams. "I'm not doing it! Why won't you listen to me? I'd rather die! I swear to God, I'd rather drop down dead right now than spend another second in this place!"
 
   "Please," Elizabeth says, trying to stay calm, "if you just -"
 
   "No!" Natalie screams at the top of her voice. Above us, the ceiling creaks and a small amount of plaster dust sprinkles down. "Do you really think we can go back to how things used to be?" she continues, hurrying over to Elizabeth. "It hurt so much. Every day, it hurt more than I ever thought I can handle. I know we found ways to survive, but that was when we thought we could escape. Now we know there's no chance. We can't trick Holly. She knows our secrets. She knows how we think and she knows the limits of our powers, especially now there are just two of us. I can't do this all again!"
 
   "Getting angry won't help," Elizabeth says after a moment. "You need to settle down."
 
   "Stop telling me what to do," Natalie replies bitterly.
 
   With no warning, Elizabeth reaches out and slaps the side of Natalie's face. Recoiling in horror, Natalie seems shocked by the force of the impact.
 
   "Life has to go on," Elizabeth says after a moment, sounding calmer than ever. "We have to be strong. There's no point making a fuss. This is how things are, and we just have to be patient. I'm sure another opportunity will arise, but until then we have to make the best of it. The alternative is pain, Natalie, and I don't want that. I can't handle the pain again."
 
   Natalie glances over at me for a moment. "If we can't get out of here," she says quietly, "then we only have one option... only one way to deny the house what it wants. We have to die."
 
   "Don't say such stupid things," Elizabeth snaps at her.
 
   "I'm serious," Natalie continues. "I can't handle the thought of a whole lifetime down here, and I can't go back to how things used to be. All those visits upstairs to the ice bath. All the misery. Waking up every day, hoping that somehow this would all turn out to have been a nightmare. We'll die down here anyway, so why not take control?"
 
   "It wasn't so bad before," Elizabeth suggests. "Before Holly came, we had a way of living."
 
   "It was hell," Natalie says firmly. "You know it was hell." She pauses for a moment. "Don't take this personally. I just can't handle being down here. The long, dull waits while the house decides whether to call us up again. The ice baths. The cutting. The staples. The fear. It's too much. We don't have much power left, but there's one thing we can do. All of us."
 
   "Joe Kukil's going to work out where we are," I say. "He knows I'm involved in this. When he doesn't hear from me, he'll realize something's happened."
 
   "I wouldn't count on any help from the outside world," Elizabeth says. "The house has ways of keeping itself hidden. Now that it no longer wants to draw us here, I imagine it'll become very quiet."
 
   Looking down at my phone, I see that I still have no signal. I swear, the other day I had plenty of signal out here. It's almost as if something is deliberately blocking all our attempts to get a message out to the world.
 
   "I refuse to believe," I say after a moment, "that in the modern age, four people can go missing in a high-profile location and no-one ever comes looking for them."
 
   "You believe in modern technology?" Elizabeth asks.
 
   "I believe in basic human curiosity," I reply. "They're going to start looking for us, and at some point it's going to occur to them to come out here. Even if it doesn't, there are other people. The Mayor's got plans for this place. There are movie people crawling all over the town. Things have changed. This isn't some overlooked, rundown old place anymore. It's a magnet. I swear, there'll be people out here within days, maybe even hours."
 
   "Perhaps," Elizabeth says, although her tone of voice makes it clear that she doesn't believe me. "Natalie, do you see anyone?"
 
   Standing on a chair and looking out through the small window, Natalie seems transfixed by the view. "No," she says after a moment. "All I see are sunflowers in the field across the road."
 
   "Those sunflowers are so beautiful," Elizabeth replies. "Every year, I'd wait for them to reach their peak. I know it must sound strange, Ben, but the sunflowers were a wonderful comfort. They were a constant reminder that the world was still turning. I'd look out the window and see that despite everything that was happening here, all the cruelty and violence, the natural world was still going about its business."
 
   "There's got to be another way," I say, heading up the steps to examine the metal door. "We don't have to die down here. We can break the window, or we can smash through the door, or we can make a hole in the ceiling. We can do something! You've still got powers. You just need to come up with a plan!"
 
   Before I can finish, there's the sound of movement on the other side of the door. I watch as the metal swings aside to reveal Holly standing in the doorway; I open my mouth to say something, but there's a sudden flash of bright blue light and I feel an intense pain spark into the side of my neck, radiating throughout my body and sending me tumbling down the steps until I land in a heap on the concrete floor. Instinctively, I try to get to my feet, but the pain is still strong and all I can do is watch as a small block of wood is tossed down and lands next to me.
 
   "No!" Natalie shouts.
 
   "Be quiet," Elizabeth hisses at her.
 
   "We're not doing this again!" Natalie screams, rushing past me and heading up the steps. I hear a loud buzzing, cracking sound, and Natalie falls back down, landing on my legs.
 
   I watch as Elizabeth hurries to the block of wood and picks it up. "Three," she says, before looking at me. "I was always one, Natalie was always two. Holly was three, but now it must be you, Ben. You're being called upstairs."
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   "It's a kind of presence," Natalie says as we sit at the kitchen table. "I didn't want to say anything earlier, because I wasn't sure. I assumed you'd both be able to feel it as well, but I guess I'm just more tuned into these things. It's like there's another person in the house, and his presence is all around us, mixed in with the power. I don't know any other way to describe it, but I can feel it. I can hear it. He's got a voice. I'm not strong enough to understand what he's saying, not yet, but he's trying to tell us something. Sometimes, I think he's laughing at us."
 
   "I can feel it too," I say after a moment. My head is still pounding, but I'm just about managing to think clearly. "It's in the walls and in the floor and in the air. It's everywhere. It's like an entire mind, moving from room to room. It's here now. It can probably hear us. I'm convinced it can get inside us and change us." I turn to Elizabeth. "You must be able to feel it too. Admit it. You know we're right. There's something here."
 
   "We have to get out of here," Elizabeth says. "We can't risk staying in this place a moment longer. It's obvious that there's something here that we can't see, and it's able to get into our minds. It was pushing me to torture that man, and it'll keep trying to manipulate us until one of us breaks."
 
   "Except, I can't walk," I point out. "Going up and down the stairs was hard enough. I don't mean that I find it hard to walk, or painful to walk... I can't walk, at least not more than a few steps at a time. If I try to walk out of here, I'll just end up collapsing. My leg's probably already infected, but you... You two, you're fine. Maybe you should go and get help. I'll take my chances here."
 
   "After everything you've just said about this house?" Elizabeth replies. "Absolutely not. We're not leaving you."
 
   "I'll be fine," I say. The truth is, I'm not scared of being left here alone. In some strange way, I actually like the idea. The pain in my head seems to ease for a moment as I imagine what it would be like to wander through these rooms without anyone to disturb me.
 
   "You won't be fine," Natalie adds. "You know what'll happen if you stay here alone."
 
   "It can't do anything to me," I reply.
 
   "It's not safe," Natalie continues. "We're not leaving you behind!"
 
   We sit in silence for a moment. I don't know what the others are thinking, but I'm focusing on the fact that just when we're finally free to get out of here, it seems as if things are conspiring to keep us in the house. If we'd managed to get out a day earlier, we'd already be miles away, maybe even in a local town. As things stand, my leg is holding us all back. I can't shake the feeling, though, that while Elizabeth and Natalie are willing to stay here in order to look after me, I wouldn't have done the same for them. I want to be a good person, and the kind of person who'd do anything for her friends, but there's a voice in the back of my mind that's telling me to only think of myself.
 
   "I'm willing to do it," I say eventually. "I'm terrified, but I'm willing to stay here alone while you two go and get help."
 
   "There's another choice," Elizabeth says eventually, dabbing her eyes. "It's not something I'd choose to do, but it might work."
 
   "What?" I ask.
 
   She pauses for a moment. "We destroy it."
 
   "Destroy what?" Natalie asks.
 
   "Everything. The house. The presence. The creature. We burn this place to the ground."
 
   "Burning it won't help," I say. "The presence -"
 
   "Then we find another way!" she replies, raising her voice a little. "We're smart. We've got the power at our disposal. Are you seriously trying to tell me that the three of us, working together, can't put a stop to whatever's living here? I know it won't be easy, but we can do it!"
 
   "It's powerful," I point out.
 
   "So are we!" she says firmly. "We're getting stronger all the time, so why don't we go and find this presence and destroy it? It's somewhere in the house, so why don't we confront it? If we look into its eyes, maybe we can find a way to get rid of it forever? We'll take our anger and we use it to kill this thing. Whatever it is, it can't be human."
 
   "How?" I ask. "It's all around us. It's in the air. It's -"
 
   "It has to have a body," Elizabeth continues, as if she hasn't even heard my protests. "It has to have a focal point. Natalie, isn't there a part of the house where it's stronger?"
 
   "Upstairs," Natalie replies, with a look of fear on her face. "It's definitely stronger upstairs. If it lives anywhere, it's in one of the rooms at the far end, furthest away from the top of the stairs."
 
   "Then that's where we'll look," Elizabeth says. She's clearly scared, but she seems determined to face this presence and make sure it never hurts anyone ever again. "Between us, we can do this. We can't run, because we can't leave you, Holly, and we can't stay here and just wait for something to happen, so we have no choice. We have to find this thing and kill it. Whatever it is, it seems to hide away, using other people. That means it must be weak, or at least it has vulnerabilities. Why would something stay closeted away in a remote house, unless it's scared?"
 
   "I don't think you can just go charging in there," I say. "It might be -"
 
   "Maybe we're the only ones who can do this," she says firmly. "Maybe, after everything that's happened to us, we don't have a choice." She looks down at my leg. "Unless you think you can magically fix that wound and start walking properly, Holly, I think this is our only option. We have to defeat this thing."
 
   Before I can answer, there's a loud noise from upstairs, as if something is slamming a series of doors.
 
   "He's loose!" Elizabeth shouts, hurrying to the bottom of the stairs. Joining her, I look up just as the banging stops, but there's no sign of any movement.
 
   "It's not him," Natalie says. "He's still chained up. It's the presence. It's angry."
 
   "Or scared," Elizabeth suggests. "It might be terrified. It knows we've got a plan."
 
   "Maybe," I say, feeling a dull, driving pain start to develop in the back of my head. For a moment, it's almost as if the fog is lifting and I can remember everything that happened to me up in the room, right before I was taken through to the ice bath. As quickly as it comes, however, the memory quickly dissipates, but I'm left with a twisting, grinding kind of pain.
 
   "You okay?" Natalie asks.
 
   I nod.
 
   We head upstairs, with Elizabeth leading the way until we reach the room where the cattle-prod guy is still chained to the wall. He looks to be unconscious, and it's clear that he wasn't the one who made all the noise just now. Chained and bloodied, he looks pathetic. We feared him for so long, but now we can see him for what he really is: just another victim of the forces that lurk in this house.
 
   "You know what to do," says a voice behind me. "There's no point delaying the inevitable."
 
   Turning, I see that there's no-one there. Still, the voice was familiar, even if I can't quite work out where I've heard it before. For a moment, I'm reminded of my time in the room last night, when I met... something. My mind is still too foggy and confused, and the pain is still too strong, for me to be able to remember exactly what happened.
 
   "Holly?" Elizabeth says, having noticed my confusion.
 
   "I'm fine," I say. "Let's just get on with this." I glance over at the cattle-prod guy and suddenly I'm overcome by a feeling of absolute confidence: I know exactly what we have to do, and how we have to do it, and I know which room we have to go to in order to find the presence. "It's over there," I say, pointing at a door over by the far wall. "It's in there. Whatever it is, that's where we'll find it."
 
   "We need to get ready," Elizabeth says, her voice filled with tension. "We need to take a moment to make sure our powers are aligned. If we're not in perfect harmony, we won't be able to use the power to its maximum effect."
 
   "I'll be there in a moment," I tell her, trying not to show any sign of the pain that's getting worse and worse. It's as if someone is flashing a bright light just behind my eyes. "Just give me a moment with this guy first."
 
   "What for?" Elizabeth asks.
 
   "I want to try talking to him again. I want to hear his voice. Maybe he'll only speak to me when you're not around. That's what happened last time."
 
   "There's no -"
 
   "Just let me do it!" I say, raising my voice almost to the point of shouting. With this agony in my skull, I can't handle an argument right now. "Just let me. Please. After everything we've been through, I want to ask him some things. I think he'll open up to me."
 
   Elizabeth eyes me suspiciously for a moment. "Fine. We'll be out here. Don't take too long."
 
   Once she and Natalie are out of the room, I walk over to the cattle-prod guy and stare into his ravaged face. He always seemed so bulky and strong before, but now there's an undeniable sense of weakness about his body. As he stirs and opens his eyes to look at me, I try to understand what could possibly be going through his mind. Does he remember how his life used to be, before he came to this house and became a toy for the presence that lurks in the shadows? Does he remember what he did to Elizabeth, and to Natalie, and to me?
 
   "You saved my life," I say quietly, keen to ensure that the others can't hear me. "Why did you do that? Were you told to look after me?"
 
   He doesn't reply. Instead, he just stares straight into my eyes with a kind of vacant expression.
 
   "When I had the heart attack," I say, "you helped me. You could have let me die, but you helped me. Why?"
 
   Silence.
 
   "You've been very useful to him," I continue. "You've served him for ten years, and you've done your job well. That cattle-prod was a nice touch, but I guess you had to use whatever was at hand." I pause for a moment, waiting for some sign of recognition in his eyes.
 
   "It's you now," he whispers, his voice weak and frail.
 
   "What's me?" I ask.
 
   "You'll find out."
 
   "Tell me," I say. It's strange, but as the pain in my head gets stronger, it almost feels as if there's another voice competing with my thoughts. "It's over now," I say after a moment, almost as if someone else is speaking with my voice. I want to stop it, but at the same time it seems to be mixed in with my own thoughts, invading my mind. "It's not your fault. No-one could have kept the three of us locked up. A mistake was made, but it's going to be rectified. He wants me to let you know that he's grateful for your help, and that he appreciates all the sacrifices you've made for him. He knows his gratitude wasn't your primary motivation, but he's offering it nonetheless."
 
   "Do it," he whispers, barely able to get the words out.
 
   "Did it hurt?" I ask. "All those years, giving us the ice baths. Did you have this pain in your head the whole time?"
 
   "I knew what I was doing," he replies, "but I didn't have the power to stop it. Now it's your turn."
 
   "And the pain never went away?"
 
   "It's gone now. Finally, after all these years. I only came here to write. It's been so long now. I swear to God, I couldn't stop myself. The house was guiding me." He pauses for a moment. "You want to know why I helped you? It's because I knew he was going to leave my body and enter yours. He likes weak people. He can get deep into their minds."
 
   "I'm not weak," I reply.
 
   "He chose you," he continues. "He could have chosen one of the others and entered their bodies, but he chose you. Haven't you asked yourself why?" Finally, he smiles. "He's been waiting for someone like you for a long time."
 
   "It's okay," I say, placing my hand on his torn chest, directly over his heart. "He doesn't need you anymore. He's got me. You're wrong when you say I'm weak. He chose me because I'm the strongest one. He's done with you." With that, I focus on his heart, and soon I feel a powerful vibration beneath his ribs. Moments later, he starts to gasp and blood begins to flow from his mouth, and he makes a brief attempt to get free from his chains before finally he falls still. I press my fingers through his skin and muscle, pushing his ribs out of the way, until finally I wrap my hand around his hot, wet heart. There's still a hint of life in his body, but not for much longer. Smiling, I tug down hard on the heart and I feel it come loose from the rest of his body, and then I carefully take it out and stare at it in my hands. This feels wrong but, at the same time, it's as if I can't stop myself; some other mind is controlling my body, pushing me to do these things.
 
   Finally, I hold the heart up and take a bite from the side, chewing the slimy, thick muscle before finally swallowing. It's a disgusting feeling, but at the same time there's a part of me that savors the taste. It takes me a couple of minutes to finish the entire organ, and then I wipe my lips and look at his dead face. There are tears drying on his cheeks, but his soul is long gone. He's done his work, but he's been replaced. I'm in charge now, and as the pain gets sharper and sharper in my head, I can't help but smile even as part of my mind is screaming. Who needs the power of three? The power of one is more than enough.
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   "What must be me?" I ask, still struggling to get up from the cold concrete floor.
 
   "The ice bath," Elizabeth replies.
 
   Turning, I look up to see Holly still standing at the top of the steps, holding what appears to be a cattle-prod. There's something very different about the look in her eyes, as if she's focused on one thing and one thing only: she wants us to obey her. I've read a lot about the events that happened at the house all those years ago, and it's clear that Holly has assumed the role that was previously played by the man who held the women captive for all those years. I don't fully understand whatever sick game is being played with us, but some kind of entity is obviously controlling things behind the scenes, and right now it's using Holly as a puppet.
 
   "I'm not going up there," I say.
 
   "You have no choice," Elizabeth replies quietly.
 
   "She'll kill you," Natalie says weakly as she sits up. The house never wanted men down here. If you go up there, you'll be dead. I can sense it. She'll drown you in that thing."
 
   "What will she do if I refuse?" I ask, desperately trying to think of a way out of this situation.
 
   "She'll hurt you," Natalie replies.
 
   "I'm not doing it," I say, grabbing the block of wood and getting to my feet. "I'm not coming up there!" I shout. "If you want me, you'll have to come down!" With that, I throw the block of wood and it hits her leg before dropping harmlessly to the floor. "Come on! You've got nothing to be scared of, have you? You're the one with the weapon and the power! Come down here and make me follow you!"
 
   Holly stays where she is, staring down at me from the top of the steps. It's almost as if, faced with rebellion, she doesn't know what to do. I guess she just assumed that she could use fear alone to control our every action.
 
   "What are you scared of?" I shout. "I'm right here!"
 
   "You're making the most terrible mistake," Elizabeth says, with a hint of fear in her voice. "You're going to make her angry, and then the house will be angry, and then -"
 
   Suddenly Holly takes a step back, and seconds later the metal door swings shut.
 
   "Okay," I say, turning to the others. "I guess she's not so brave after all."
 
   "She'll be back," Natalie says darkly.
 
   "Of course she will," Elizabeth adds. "All you've done is make her angry. Do you think she'll just give up? Of course not. She'll be back and next time she won't let you refuse. The creature always gets its way, Ben. Eventually you'll learn that it's best not to put up a fight."
 
   "I want her to be angry," I say, looking up at the ceiling as I hear Holly's footsteps overhead. "I want this whole house to be angry. I want to force them into a mistake!"
 
   "That's just not how it works," Elizabeth replies.
 
   "Listen," I say, hearing the footsteps get fainter and fainter. "Where's she going?"
 
   "Upstairs," Natalie says. "She probably has to go and talk to the creature. They'll come up with some other plan. We've bought some time, but probably not much."
 
   "She'll be back down here eventually, then," I reply. "That's our chance. Our only chance. The next time that door opens, we have to be ready for her. I know I'm not like the rest of you, but there's still three of us against just one of her."
 
   "You're making a mistake," Elizabeth says.
 
   "I'm in," Natalie says suddenly. "I spent five years in here without fighting back. I was terrified then, and I'm terrified now, but at least this time I'm going to do something about it."
 
   "Natalie," Elizabeth says, "you have to -"
 
   "Don't tell me what to do!" Natalie shouts. "You always tell me what to do! Look at us! We're back where we started!"
 
   "Are you with us?" I ask Elizabeth.
 
   She stares at me, and I can see that she doesn't know what to do.
 
   "I'd rather die fighting," I tell her, "that live a whole lifetime down here."
 
   "Me too," Natalie says, and for the first time since I met her she actually sounds confident.
 
   Above us, there's the sound of something breaking in the house, almost as if part of the structure itself is being torn apart.
 
   "See?" Elizabeth says. "I told you this would happen. You've made her angry. You've made the whole house angry, and now it's going to make us suffer."
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   "He's in there," Natalie says as we stand facing the door. "Can't you sense him? He's in there right now, waiting for us. I think he's..." She pauses for a moment. "It's weird, but it's like he wants us to come inside, but at the same time he wants us to stay outside."
 
   "He's scared," Elizabeth says firmly, as if she's trying to persuade herself that it's true.
 
   "You don't know that," Natalie replies.
 
   "It's the only thing that makes sense," Elizabeth continues. "He's hiding away in this house. Why else do people hide?"
 
   "Maybe he's toying with us," Natalie suggests. "Maybe he likes messing with our heads."
 
   "Let's just get this over with," I say, staring at the door. The pain in my head has become steady, but it's still making it hard for me to think. Since I killed the cattle-prod guy and ate his heart, I've been struggling to maintain my thought processes. It's almost as if something else is in my head, pushing me in certain directions, and my conscious mind is being dragged along.
 
   "Follow my lead," Elizabeth says.
 
   "Who put you in charge?" I ask.
 
   "This isn't the time for another argument."
 
   "You're still not the boss," I reply. "Maybe Natalie lets you push her around, but you can't tell me what to do." I pause for a moment, as the pain in my head gets worse and worse.
 
   "I have experience with this kind of thing," Elizabeth says, with the same tone of voice you'd use to admonish a talkative child. "I'm afraid I haven't been entirely honest with either of you. Natalie, long before you came down to the basement, there was someone else. Her name was Catherine and she taught me a few things about the power. She had some old bones that belonged to a child she'd had while she was down in the basement. The child didn't survive. When Catherine died, I was scared. I didn't want anything more to do with it, so I pushed it away until..." She glances over at me. "Thank you, Holly. If you hadn't arrived, Natalie and I might have been locked down there forever."
 
   "Let's just get on with it," I say firmly.
 
   Stepping forward, Elizabeth reaches out for the door handle. For some strange reason, there's a part of me that wants to stop her; in fact, I almost feel as if I'm protective of the room and its contents. After all, until today, Elizabeth didn't even know that there was anything up here, whereas I've actually been into the room and met the creature. The headache gets worse as I try to remember what happened in there exactly, and when I glance over at Natalie, I can see that she's worried about me.
 
   "I'm fine," I say quietly, even though the pain is making it hard for me to think. It's almost as if there's another mind in my head, pushing my consciousness out of the way. "Stop looking at me."
 
   Slowly, Elizabeth pushes the door open to reveal the darkness within. So far, there's nothing to indicate that anything's alive in there, although I know for a fact that this is where the creature lives. I watch as Elizabeth steps through the door, and I half expect her to immediately be attacked by the same creature that ran its hands over my body. Reaching up, I feel a slight pain in my left arm once again, but it's nothing compared to the pounding sensation in my head. I just want to turn and run, but I can barely even walk. Right now, it's taking all my energy just to stand, and I swear I can feel the flesh of my leg starting to swell and distend as a cold sweat develops on my brow.
 
   "It's okay," Elizabeth says cautiously. "I don't think there's anything in here."
 
   "I can feel it," Natalie replies.
 
   "In the room?" Elizabeth asks.
 
   Natalie nods. "It's close."
 
   "I don't see anything," Elizabeth says.
 
   "Maybe it doesn't have a body," Natalie suggests.
 
   As Elizabeth walks across the room and disappears into the darkness, I'm left standing by the door with Natalie. Elizabeth's certainly brave, although I'm worried she might be a little too eager to see what's in this place. I guess she has complete confidence in the power, and in our ability as a trio to deal with whatever she finds. She has no idea of the creature's true power.
 
   "It's okay," a voice whispers in my ear. "Come inside."
 
   I take a deep breath, realizing that the creature is in my head. Strangely, instead of being scared and telling the others, I'm filled with a powerful sense of calm. Somehow, the creature seems to be twisting my thoughts so that I'm happy to let it direct my actions. The voice is weak and raspy, and I'm certain that I'm the only one who can hear it. I guess it must have got into my head when I was in the room yesterday. My first instinct is to tell the others, but something's holding me back: I keep telling myself that I'm going to be okay, and that Elizabeth would only makes things more complicated. I can deal with this without her interference. All my fear and pain is being pushed down, replaced by a sense of calm.
 
   "You're stronger than I expected," the voice continues. "The three of you, together, are much better at manipulating the power. Just go along with whatever I do. I promise, I won't hurt you."
 
   For a moment, I feel a strong sense of panic fill my chest, before it's quelled by the calm that radiates down from my head. As the pain in my head continues, I feel a powerful wave of nausea in the pit of my stomach, and I have to lean against the door for a moment.
 
   "Holly?" Natalie asks.
 
   "Go inside," I say, feeling short of breath. "It's okay. Just go inside."
 
   "Are you ill?" she continues.
 
   "Just go inside!" I say, raising my voice a little.
 
   At that moment, there's a sudden flood of light from the far side of the room, as Elizabeth raises a blackout blind that was covering the small window. Finally, the room is revealed in its bare glory. Looking up, I see a kind of winch system set into the ceiling, with a set of manacles dangling down.
 
   "There's nothing here," Natalie says, stepping forward. "Nothing alive, anyway."
 
   "You can't feel it anymore?" Elizabeth asks, before noticing something on the floor. "What about that?"
 
   Looking down, I see what appears to be a pile of shriveled skin over in the far corner.
 
   "It doesn't have a body anymore," Natalie says. "It's everywhere."
 
   "Is it in here right now?" Elizabeth asks, using the tip of her shoe to push the skin aside.
 
   "I can feel it," Natalie replies, "but I can't see it. How do we kill something that doesn't have a body?"
 
   "We don't," I say, suddenly filled with a sense of panic. "We have to get out of here." I turn back to the door, but Elizabeth grabs my arm and holds me in place.
 
   "We need to stay together," she says firmly. "It's no good with just two of us. We all need to be here!"
 
   "Not me!" I say, struggling to get free. "You've got no right to make me stay! I want to get out of here right now!"
 
   "I think you're forgetting something," she hisses. "Natalie and I could walk out of here at any moment! You're the one with the bad leg! You're the one who's forcing us to stay behind! You can barely even make it up and down the stairs!"
 
   "I'm not forcing you to do anything!" I shout, unable to break her grip. "Go! Leave me here! I don't care! I'm not scared of this place! Just get the fuck out if you think it's so bad!" Finally, I manage to get loose, but before I can reach the door I'm struck down by a massive pain straight through the center of my head, which forces me to drop to my knees. Staring straight ahead, I realize I can't see properly, and my thoughts are fragmenting as a kind of hot white light grows in the core of my brain.
 
   "What's wrong with her?" Natalie asks.
 
   "This is good," the voice whispers in my ear. "You're doing brilliantly, Holly."
 
   "Get out!" I scream, feeling as if my head is about to split open as the pressure builds and builds. "Run! Don't come back!"
 
   "We have to get you out of here," Elizabeth says, as she and Holly haul me up from the floor and drag me out of the room. They set me down on the floorboards near the top of the stairs, and I feel the pain starting to recede.
 
   "Leave me here," I whisper, barely able to summon the energy to speak.
 
   "What happened to you, Holly?" Elizabeth asks. "When you were away for so long last night, what really happened?"
 
   "I was in the room," I say quietly. "I was in the room with it."
 
   "With what?"
 
   "She met it!" Natalie says excitedly. "What did it look like? Did you see its face?"
 
   "Where is it now?" Elizabeth asks. "Holly, you must know where it is!"
 
   "It's in me," I whisper, as tears stream from my eyes. "I can hear it in my head. I can feel it moving through my body." As the words leave my lips, my stomach is gripped by a terrible pain, and I have no choice but to let out an agonized scream. It's as if I can feel something scuttling through my body, and through my brain, making its home in my mind and drumming its fingers on the inside of my skull. "Make it stop!" I shout. "I don't care how you do it, just make it stop!"
 
   "We can't kill it while it's in you!" Elizabeth says. "You have to help us draw it out!"
 
   "I can't!" I shout.
 
   "Don't worry," the voice whispers, forcing itself into my thoughts. "I've got this all under control. You're going to be okay, Holly. Just play along with me."
 
   "Fuck you!" I scream.
 
   "Here comes the light show," the voice adds, before suddenly I feel the most intense heat flashing through my body. I look at Elizabeth and Holly, but they're bathed in a white and orange flame that seems to be emerging directly from my chest. As I stare at the patterns in the flame, however, I start to make out the vaguest hint of a face, looking back at me and smiling.
 
   "Get it away from me!" I scream, as my body starts to convulse with pain.
 
   "Focus!" Elizabeth shouts, as she and Natalie back away to the top of the stairs. "Holly, you have to focus with us! This is our only chance!"
 
   "I can't!" I scream.
 
   "You have to!"
 
   "I can't!" I whimper, as the bright light gets bigger and bigger. I can feel the energy being ripped from my body and drawn into this thing, and I can see its smiling face staring down at me.
 
   "Take your time coming back," the voice whispers. "I'm patient. I can wait forever if necessary." With that, the figure flares until it has engulfed the entire room, maybe even the entire house, and finally I feel the pain start to recede. Short of breath and still feeling weak, I stare up at the ceiling and try to work out what just happened. Seconds later, Elizabeth and Natalie lean over me, and I can see the fear in their eyes.
 
   "Holly?" Elizabeth asks. "Can you hear me?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Can you talk? Say something."
 
   "It's gone," I say weakly.
 
   "I can't feel it anymore," Natalie says with a frown. "It's like it just disappeared into thin air."
 
   "We were focused on destroying it," Elizabeth says. "Holly, were you focused too?"
 
   I nod, even though I'm not sure if that's true. I was barely able to think while that thing was inside me, but at least my mind feels calm now.
 
   "We got rid of it," Elizabeth continues. "We stopped it. I don't know what it wanted, but we banished it. The power of three was enough."
 
   "You don't know that for sure," Natalie replies.
 
   "How else do you explain what just happened?" Elizabeth asks. "Holly, do you still feel it inside you?"
 
   I stare at the ceiling.
 
   "Holly?"
 
   "No," I say, feeling strangely still and calm. "I don't feel anything."
 
   "Then it's gone," Elizabeth continues. "It wasn't strong enough to stand up to us."
 
   "I want to go home," I say, still feeling nauseous.
 
   "Me too," Elizabeth says, "but first we need to find a way to get you moving. Your leg looks bad, Holly. We need to get you to a doctor as soon as possible, but you can't walk."
 
   "I'm fine," I say, struggling to get to my feet. Eventually I have to give up, and I can tell that my body is almost completely drained of energy. "I'm fine," I say again. "I'm totally fine."
 
   "We're going to get out of here," Elizabeth says as I close my eyes. "I promise, Holly, you're going to be okay. Just hang in there. You're going to be fine."
 
   I try to answer, but I can no longer move. All I can do is wait as my mind goes dark; the last thing I feel is a set of arms reaching under my body and lifting me from the floor, and the last thing I hear is the faint sound of someone laughing deep, deep within my mind.
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   "Something's different," Natalie says, as we wait for Holly to come back down. It's been at least an hour since her last appearance, and from the sound of things her anger upstairs has only become stronger and stronger. It's as if she's smashing things in all the rooms, overturning chairs and tables while ripping holes in the walls. She doesn't sound like someone who's in control; she sounds like someone being torn apart.
 
   "Maybe she's fighting it," I say quietly. "Maybe Holly isn't ready to give herself over to the creature just yet."
 
   "The house has had more than a decade to secure itself in her mind," Elizabeth replies. "It's quite clear that it was already inside her head when we left all those years ago. It must have been waiting for the right moment to come out again. Perhaps it needed time to recover and get stronger. I wouldn't be surprised if everything that's been happening lately has been part of a plan to get us back here."
 
   "Why would it do that?" I ask.
 
   "Revenge," she suggests. "Natalie, Holly and I were probably the only women who ever managed to escape. There were others down here, before us, and they all died. I only met one of them. Her name was Catherine. The creature used to keep two girls down here at all times, but eventually it became greedy and added a third. It won't make the same mistake again." She pauses for a moment, as we hear Holly's footsteps in the room directly above the basement. "When it realized we were going to escape," she continues eventually, "it hid in Holly's mind and decided to play a long game, slowly teasing us back here. It all makes sense now. No wonder it seemed to die so easily all those years ago. It was tricking us."
 
   "It worked," Natalie says. "We walked right back through that door."
 
   "You don't understand this place," Elizabeth continues. "That creature is filled with hate and anger. It's going to want to punish us for daring to leave. In a way, Ben, you're lucky. It'll kill you quickly, but Natalie and I are going to be made to suffer. Holly's the unluckiest, though. It'll keep her alive, controlling her, for as long as it can. It'll get more girls in here after we're gone, and Holly's going to be the one who keeps them under control. I can't imagine how much pain she must be going through. I'm quite certain she's still alive in there, but the creature has control of her body. The house always wins."
 
   "When you talk about the house," I say after a moment, "you make it sound as if it's alive."
 
   "It is alive," she says. "Or at least, there's something alive here that extends its mind throughout the building. I don't know why, or how, but somehow this house has become a focal point for a kind of power. Over the years, I've had time to do some research into this place. I believe that long ago, some kind of creature or spirit came to live here, attracted by the power that already existed. That creature is the one that has turned the place into what it is today. The creature uses the power to control others, and to feed itself, but the same power can also be used for good. That's what Natalie and I were able to do, and then when Holly arrived, suddenly there were three of us and we inadvertently formed a coven."
 
   "But what does it want?" I ask.
 
   "It's hungry," Natalie says darkly, from over in the far corner.
 
   "It wants to live," Elizabeth continues. "That's all. It's quite happy being here, hiding away. All it wants is to have a few lost souls down in the basement, so it can feed off our bodies. Apart from that, it wants to be left alone by the outside world."
 
   "You never told me about the others," Natalie mumbles. "You always said you were alone before I arrived."
 
   "Would you have preferred to know the truth?" Elizabeth replies. "That there were others down here and they all died?"
 
   "How long has this house been here?" I ask. "How long have people been dying?"
 
   "A long time, I imagine," Elizabeth says. "Catherine told me that there were at least four women before her. She told me not to fight it. She told me that the ones who fought, always died early. That's why I chose to accept my fate down here. I was just too scared of pain and death. Catherine taught me about the power, or at least about part of it. Then she died, like all the rest, and I was left alone until Natalie arrived." She pauses for a moment. "After that, all I cared about was keeping Natalie safe. Maybe I mothered her a little too much, but my intentions were honest."
 
   "How did the others die?" I ask.
 
   "No-one can survive this kind of punishment forever," she says. "Their bodies just gave out. I was lucky. For some reason, after a while, he seemed to lose interest in me. I was rarely called up to the ice bath. The others, though, were pushed beyond their breaking points. Even Holly, after just a few days, suffered a heart attack. She must have already been weak when she arrived here. The human body can't withstand a place like this. That's why the creature has to send for new girls occasionally. It uses the thin-faced man, another extension of whatever evil lurks in this place; it sends him out to find fresh meat. Once Natalie and I are dead, there'll be more girls. And more after that. And after that, more again. I understand it now. The creature will never be defeated, and the house is going to stand here forever."
 
   "Or we could use this," Natalie says, reaching into her pocket and pulling out a small cigarette lighter.
 
   "Where did you get that?" Elizabeth asks.
 
   "I told you I'd picked up some bad habits over the years," Natalie replies. "There are sheets down here. Not many, but maybe enough. If we can get a proper fire going, we can burn this place down. There's enough lighter fluid to get a good blaze started. I know we won't be able to salt the earth, but at least the house will be gone. The evil won't have a home, so it won't be able to bring people here. It'll be left to wander aimlessly."
 
   Elizabeth looks over at me. "This would be suicide," she says after a moment, with a steady voice that makes me feel as if she's already made her decision. "We'd never be able to get out, but the fire might do enough damage."
 
   "There's got to be another way," I reply.
 
   "It's this, or spend years, maybe even decades, trapped down here at the mercy of that creature, with Holly as our torturer," she says. "Natalie and I know what it's like to be held prisoner in this place. If you don't agree with the plan, we won't do it, but you have to understand that this is the best option."
 
   I look up at the metal door. I can't help thinking that we still have a chance to jump Holly next time she comes down. After all, she's just one woman, albeit armed with a cattle-prod.
 
   "I think we should wait," I say eventually. "We can always set fire to the place later, but right now I think we should plan to get her when she opens the door. It's worth a try."
 
   Elizabeth nods sadly. "I expected you to say something like that. We'll try. It won't work, but we'll try."
 
   "No," Natalie says, from the other side of the room. "We won't."
 
   Looking over, I see that she's gathered together the bedsheets and set them on fire. Already, the flames are reaching up to the ceiling, and thick smoke is spreading quickly across the basement. Sitting next to the fire, Natalie has the strangest, saddest smile on her face. It's the smile of someone who knows that, finally, she's going to be free from all her pain and fear.
 
   "Put it out!" I shout, hurrying over but quickly realizing that the flames are already too well established. I head to the sink, but there's no way to get water over to the fire. "Do something!" I shout at Elizabeth.
 
   "There's nothing to do," she says calmly. "At least this way, we'll destroy the house."
 
   "I'm not going to die here," I shout, making my way to the other side of the room and climbing up to take another look at the window. There has to be a way out of here, but as soon as I grab the bars, I can tell that they're too solid to simply pull away. After a moment, however, I realize that there's something outside, something staring in at me. I stare back at a face that, for a few seconds, I can't quite make out. Finally, I realize who I'm looking at.
 
   It's Samantha Briggs.
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   "What are you doing here?" I shout.
 
   Staring back at me, Samantha seems lost in thought, almost as if she's in some kind of trance. Her face is pale and there's none of the usual vitality in her eyes, but right now she's the only person who can help us get out of here. In the rush to get out here to the house, I'd almost lost track of Samantha; after Detective Regan and his men turned up at my apartment, Samantha was taken away and I just assumed she was okay. Now, however, she's right in front of me, and suddenly she's the greatest, most brilliant thing I've ever seen. She's our way out of this place, provided I can get her to respond to my questions.
 
   "Samantha!" I shout again, reaching my hand between the bars and tapping the side of her face. "How did you find us?" I wait for a response. "Samantha? Can you hear me?"
 
   "She must have followed us," Elizabeth says, hurrying over to join me. "She must have been drawn to this place. After everything that happened to her, she can't shake the link."
 
   "There's got to be some way for her to get us out of here," I reply, turning to see that the flames on the other side of the basement are now spreading to the area near the steps. At this rate, we're going to be burned alive within a few minutes unless we can come up with some kind of escape plan. "Samantha, can you go through the front door and then come into the kitchen and -"
 
   "If she goes inside, Holly will get her," Elizabeth says, interrupting me. "Besides, I doubt the door's going to be easy to open, and the creature already knows she's here. It'll be cautious, but it won't want to let her interfere."
 
   "Samantha," I continue, "you have to listen to me. We're trapped down here. If you see Holly Carter, you can't trust her. You have to..." I pause for a moment, realizing that Samantha doesn't seem to be paying any attention to me at all. It's as if she's completely out of her mind, just staring blankly into the house. "Samantha?"
 
   "She's one of us," Natalie says, still standing close to the flames.
 
   "What do you mean?" I ask.
 
   "I can hear her mind," Natalie continues. "She came here because of the power. Maybe she doesn't know what it is, not exactly, but she's drawn to it."
 
   "Samantha, you have to listen to me," I say. "We're going to die if you don't help us!"
 
   "Natalie's right," Elizabeth says, coming closer. "Samantha is one of us." She pauses for a moment. "She's been inside the house. She's been in the ice bath. She's had a piece of her leg cut open. She's just as much one of us as Holly ever was. It might be enough."
 
   "But she can't -" I start to say, before suddenly I start to understand what she means. "Are you serious?"
 
   Elizabeth nods. "The power of three requires three women to be down here, but it doesn't have to be three specific women. And Samantha's just on the other side of the window, so she might be close enough. Get out of the way." Pushing me aside, Elizabeth steps up onto the chair and reaches through the bars to touch the side of Samantha's face. "Can you hear me?" she asks. "We need your help. We've been through the same thing you've been through. We've been in this house for a long time, and we need your help to get out."
 
   Slowly, Samantha turns to look at her.
 
   "Can you feel it?" Elizabeth asks. "Is that why you were drawn here today? Can you feel the power? That sensation you can't explain, the feeling that something in here is reaching out to you... it's real! It's a powerful force that we can use if we work together, but we can't do it without you!"
 
   "I feel..." Samantha says, but she seems lost and confused. "There's something wrong with me."
 
   "There's nothing wrong with you," Elizabeth replies. "In fact, there's something very right with you. I just need you to focus on something for me. Can you do that? I'll explain later, but for now you just have to do exactly what I say. Don't worry about understanding why things work. Just focus on what I tell you to do." She waits for a reply. "Samantha, are you listening to me?"
 
   She nods. "What do you want me to do?"
 
   Elizabeth turns and looks back across the basement, which is rapidly filling with thick smoke. "Natalie!" she calls out. "Go over to the door!" She turns back to Samantha. "This is going to feel very strange," she continues, "but you have to focus on the image of the metal door, and you have to imagine it being torn down. Can you do that? We're all going to think about the same thing, and if we do it right, the door's going to break open. Do you understand?"
 
   Samantha shakes her head.
 
   "Just try it," Elizabeth says, as Natalie gets in position over by the door. "Just think about the door. You're part of the coven now, Samantha, so focus on using your powers. Think about the door. Allow your thoughts to join with our thoughts.
 
   "I don't know what you're talking about," Samantha says, pulling back before Elizabeth reaches further through the bars and grabs her wrist.
 
   "We don't have much time!" Elizabeth says firmly. "Just focus on the door. You'll see how it works! Just try!"
 
   "Let go of me!" Samantha shouts, having apparently emerged from her trance-like state. "I don't even know why I'm here!"
 
   "It's starting!" Natalie shouts, barely visible across the smoke-filled room. "Keep trying!"
 
   "Focus!" Elizabeth shouts, turning to look across at the door.
 
   Shielding my face from the smoke, I duck down and hurry over to the steps and then up to the door. So far, there's no sign of it moving at all, and it seems impossible that it could ever be forced open. After a moment, however, there's a deep, ominous clanging sound from the hinges, and the whole thing seems to start vibrating a little.
 
   "It's moving!" I shout.
 
   "Keep focusing!" Elizabeth calls to Natalie. "Samantha, we need you to help us!"
 
   "I can't!" Samantha shouts.
 
   "Just try!"
 
   "I can't!" Samantha shouts again. "Get the fuck off me! I don't want to be here!"
 
   "Just for one second!" Elizabeth shouts. "Try!"
 
   "No!" Samantha screams, and at that moment the door buckles straight across the middle before seeming to melt down toward the floor.
 
   Retreating back down the steps, I watch in awe as the entire door just flows like liquid down to the basement floor, leaving the doorway completely clear.
 
   "We did it!" Natalie shouts, hurrying up the steps and stopping when she gets to the doorway.
 
   "Wait right there!" Elizabeth shouts. "Samantha, we still need you! You have to just wait right by the window! Do you understand?"
 
   "We have to get out of here," I say, grabbing Elizabeth's arm and leading her to the steps. With the smoke now spreading across the entire basement and the flames having caught hold of the timbers, we make our way up into the kitchen, which appears to have been badly damaged. The table has been overturned and the chairs have been ripped apart.
 
   "Holly," Elizabeth says calmly. "She must be in agony."
 
   "What do we do now?" Natalie asks.
 
   "We have to find her," Elizabeth continues. "First we have to get Samantha, and then we have to go and find Holly and..."
 
   "And what?" Natalie asks after a moment.
 
   "We can't allow this to continue," Elizabeth says, with a hint of sadness in her voice. "Whatever's in her body, it's not Holly anymore. You have to understand that, Natalie. If we can defeat this thing forever, one life isn't a great price to pay."
 
   "You want to kill her?" Natalie replies, shocked.
 
   "I want to make sure this never happens again," Elizabeth says, hurrying through to the hallway and opening the front door. A moment later, she returns with Samantha in tow. "We won't get another chance. There are three of us, right here, right now, and if the past has shown us anything, it's that we have to take opportunities when they arise." She pauses for a moment. "Natalie, I always told you I was waiting patiently for the chance to end this. I know you thought I was stalling, and maybe I was, but that chance is here now. We failed last time, but we won't fail again."
 
   "I don't understand any of this," Samantha says, turning to me. "I just want to go home!"
 
   "Why did you come out here?" I ask.
 
   "Because I..." She pauses, and it's clear that she doesn't know.
 
   "Samantha," Elizabeth says, holding her by the shoulders, "you have to listen to me. You know what's in this house. You might not remember everything that happened to you, but the fact that you're out here is proof that somewhere, deep inside, you have a connection to the power that exists here. Right now, we need to have three people here who can use that power. I'm one, and Natalie is another, but we need you to complete the trinity. I know you don't understand what's happening, but there's no time to explain right now. If I just tell you what to do, will you help us?" She waits for an answer. "You feel it, don't you? In the air, all around us. When he hurt you the other day, when he put you in the ice bath, you were opened up to the pain that exists in this place. We need to destroy this house, and we can only do it with your help."
 
   Samantha stares at her for a moment. "I can feel it," she says eventually. "I don't know what it is, but I can feel it and I can hear it. It's everywhere."
 
   Above us, there's a loud banging sound, as if Holly is smashing the rooms apart.
 
   "The fire's still burning," I point out. "We don't have long."
 
   "If we let the house burn down," Elizabeth continues, "the evil can escape. It'll be powerless, but it'll be loose and one day it might find another home. Now that there are three of us, we can end it once and for all."
 
   "And save Holly?" Natalie asks.
 
   "It's not about saving one particular person," Elizabeth replies.
 
   "But we're going to save her, right?" Natalie continues. "We can't kill Holly!"
 
   "She's just one life," Elizabeth says. "If we have to sacrifice her in order to destroy this thing, then we have no choice." She pauses, as there's the sound of more destruction above us. "It's time" she says after a moment. "We have to go up there and face her. We've waited long enough. It's been twenty-five years since I was first brought here. That's more than two thirds of my life. Natalie, it's been twenty years for you. We have to end this. The three of us have to go up there right now and end this evil forever."
 
   She reaches out her hand, and Natalie quickly does the same. Slowly, reluctantly, Samantha also reaches out, and all I can do is stand back and watch as the three of them prepare to go and face the evil that has lurked for so long in this house.
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   "Holly!" Elizabeth calls out as we reach the top of the stairs. "I know you're up here! We need to talk to you!"
 
   Silence.
 
   "She's hiding," Natalie whispers.
 
   "She's scared," Elizabeth replies.
 
   "Not necessarily," I add, looking along at the doors at the far end. "She might just be waiting for us. This might be a trap."
 
   "Who are you talking about?" Samantha asks. She seems a little more aware of her surroundings now, and a little less dazed.
 
   "There were three of us," Elizabeth replies. "Holly was just like us, a long time ago, but somehow the evil from this house got into her mind and turned her against us. The creature has a long history of using puppets to get what it wants. The true evil hides somewhere up here. We've never been able to work out what it wants, but right now it seems to have taken control of Holly."
 
   "It's all true," I say, stepping toward Samantha. "I know it sounds crazy, but this house... There's evil here. Real, pure evil."
 
   "But we can leave," Samantha says, clearly starting to panic. "It's not our job to deal with this. We can just leave, and tell people, and then the government can send the army or someone to deal with it. They can blow this place up and put a fence around it, or they can cover it with cement, or they can do something! Why do we have to have anything to do with it?"
 
   "Because we're the only ones with the power to stop it," Elizabeth replies. "The creature's power and our power are two sides of the same force. The difference is, there's only one of it, and there are three of us."
 
   "Do I have a choice?" Samantha asks, with tears in her eyes.
 
   "If you turn and run," Elizabeth replies, "Natalie and I will go in there and try to stop this thing, and we'll almost certainly die. And no matter how far or how fast you run, eventually you'll end up back here, or it'll catch up to you. Right now, you just have to believe that we can do this. Don't you feel the power around us?"
 
   Samantha glances over at me, and I can see from the look in her eyes that she's torn. She's been through so much over the past few days, and now she's being asked to put her faith in a group of people who must sound completely insane.
 
   "Okay," she says eventually. "I don't know how, but I can feel it. It's like a connection between us..."
 
   "It's a coven," Elizabeth replies. "A coven is formed when three women join together at a place where there are certain forces. That's what's happening right now."
 
   Looking over at Natalie, I see that there are tears in her eyes.
 
   "I saw him," she says after a moment, her voice trembling with fear. "I didn't want to say anything before, but I saw him."
 
   "Saw who?" I ask.
 
   "The thin-faced man," she replies. "It was just for a moment in the basement, in all the smoke, but I saw him. He was looking at me."
 
   "It's okay," I tell her. "Just stay focused."
 
   "You don't understand," she continues. "I haven't seen him for fifteen years. Not since we were here last time, but... The last thing he said to me, all those years ago, was that the next time I saw him, once of us was going to die. And now I've seen him again, so..."
 
   "That doesn't mean anyone's going to die," I say, trying to calm her down.
 
   She looks over at Elizabeth. "You're going to kill Holly, aren't you?" She waits for an answer. "I know you said you wanted to find a way to get her free, but you're just going to kill her. It's true, isn't it?"
 
   "If we can kill her while the creature is still in her mind, this whole thing will be over," Elizabeth replies. "Once she's dead, the creature will be trapped. We just have to make sure that it can't get out before we strike."
 
   "And you're willing to sacrifice her?" Natalie continues, clearly shocked.
 
   "I'm willing to sacrifice a life in order to end this," Elizabeth says calmly. "One life, that's all. It's a price I'm willing to pay if it means we can end this today."
 
   "That's nice to know," says a voice nearby, and we turn to see that Holly is standing in a nearby doorway. She looks completely different, as if she's been ravaged and knocked around, with cuts and bruises all over her face. There's a kind of terrifying intensity in her gaze, and I can't help noticing that she's holding onto the side of the doorframe, almost as if she's too weak to stand up properly. The wounds in her legs have opened up again, after all these years, and blood is dribbling down onto the floorboards.
 
   "Get out of her body!" Natalie shouts.
 
   "You should have stayed where I put you," Holly replies. "You had a nice, comfortable life down there in the basement, didn't you? You never had to work. You never had to wonder where your next meal was going to come from. Sure, you weren't free, all hidden away down there, but you were safe."
 
   "The others weren't safe," Elizabeth says. "The ones who came before us. Catherine died. You would have killed us eventually as well."
 
   "Nothing lasts forever," Holly says with a smile. "The whole world will kill you, if you give it long enough. All you had to do was put up with the occasional bath, and sometimes give up a small piece of bone as a kind of offering." She reaches into her pocket and takes out a small white object, the size of a pea. "I stored the bone up, you know. For a rainy day. It makes a nice snack. That's all I really wanted you for at first. I needed food. You made me angry, though. You were so ungrateful, as if you didn't care that I gave you so much." Carefully, she places the piece of bone in her mouth and starts chewing; she bites down hard, and eventually there's a cracking sound. "You'd be surprised how many times I lose a tooth doing this," she continues with a smile, before swallowing what's left of the bone.
 
   "Why did you take Holly?" Elizabeth asks. "Why not me? Why not Natalie?"
 
   "Weakness," she replies. "Holly thought she was the strongest of you all, but in many ways she was the weakest. She has a slight heart tremor. I don't know if she ever realized this when she was here before, but her body has always been troubled. She's already had one heart attack, and I have no doubt that she'll have others as time goes by."
 
   "Then you'll need another body," I say. "Holly won't last forever."
 
   "The previous idiot lasted for a long time," she replies, "but you're right. Holly will burn up sooner or later."
 
   "And you're content to just hide in here?" Elizabeth asks. "You're happy to just hide away in a room, feeding off people you trap in the basement?"
 
   "At least I'm safe," she replies with a smile. "With you in the basement, I have an easy source of food. I don't want much from life, Elizabeth. I'm like you. I'm happy to just sit around and make my little corner of the world as comfortable and tidy as possible."
 
   "What are you?" I ask.
 
   "I've asked myself that same question many times. I was born in this house. The people who lived here, many years ago, before I existed, were cruel and evil. They hurt one another, and they caused pain and suffering to other people. They didn't cut each other's flesh. It was worse than that. It was mental suffering. A whole family that delighted in twisting the knives in one another's backs. Some of them killed themselves. Some of them soldiered on. Eventually they died off, but they'd already left their mark. When they were all dead, their fear and pain hung in the still air, and eventually it settled on the floor like a fine dust. After enough time had passed, and the house had stood empty for a while, all that pain was left undisturbed and eventually the little particles of dust started reacting against one another, fighting among themselves just as the family had fought, and over time they gathered together until... Well, here I am, and now I've got a body of my own."
 
   "But it's a weak body," Elizabeth says, gently pushing Natalie back before stepping forward. "You said it yourself. Holly's the weakest of us all, so why settle with her?"
 
   "I'm not ambitious," Holly replies. "All I need is a body. Any body. I'm not looking to take over the world or even leave the house. I'm happy as I am. Of all people, Elizabeth, you should understand that. You were so willing to accept your fate. Accept it again, just as I accept mine."
 
   "But aren't you tempted?" Elizabeth continues. "Are you so scared of the world that you'd hide away here forever? Look at you. Holly's body can't contain you. We found some discarded skin here long ago. Was that one of your old bodies too? Aren't you tired of these temporary homes? Wouldn't you like to get something more permanent? Don't you yearn to feel strength? Just once? Why do you keep taking weak bodies? Why not try taking a strong body for once? Imagine walking out of this place. Imagine exploring the world."
 
   "I belong here," she says.
 
   "You're alive," Elizabeth says. "Wherever you came from, you're alive right now."
 
   "There's nowhere for me to go," she replies, sounding a little less sure of herself. I have no idea what Elizabeth is planning right now, but she seems to be deliberately riling Holly, and encouraging her to see things differently.
 
   "You can't stay here," Elizabeth continues, getting closer and closer to Holly.
 
   "You just want to kill me," she says, stepping back.
 
   "I want to give you a chance," Elizabeth replies. "The world is huge. Do you really want to stay cooped up in this old place? Besides, it's burning. Can't you smell the smoke? What are you going to do when the house is gone? You have to leave. Everyone's home falls apart eventually."
 
   "I'll rebuild it," she stammers, backing up against the wall.
 
   "You're not strong enough!" Elizabeth says. "Look at you. Holly's body is weak. Her heart can't take much more strain. Her leg's ruined. Soon the house will be gone and you'll be left with nothing. Just a weak, crumbling body that's no use for anything."
 
   "I'm alive," she replies uncertainly. "That's enough!"
 
   "You're not alive," Elizabeth says firmly. "Not if you're happy to just hide away. You might have a mind, but you're not alive. Not really. You can't be alive if you're not truly living. You're just an echo of an emotion, trapped in a house by your own fear." She pauses for a moment. "I accepted my life in the basement because I was scared, and because I still had hope that one day I'd get out. But you don't even have hope. You're just rotting here."
 
   "Fine!" she shouts, her anger suddenly bubbling over. "I'll take you!"
 
   "I dare you," Elizabeth replies. "I'm too strong for you. You wouldn't know -"
 
   Before any of us can react, there's a bright flash of energy and Holly's body drops limp to the floor. The energy burns in the air for a moment before it seems to be absorbed by Elizabeth's body, leaving her standing completely still.
 
   "What was that?" I ask.
 
   "It's in her," Natalie says, sounding terrified.
 
   "Now!" Elizabeth shouts, turning to Natalie. "Do it! Lock it inside me!"
 
   "How?" Natalie shouts back.
 
   "Just do it!" Elizabeth screams. "Don't let it leave! It's already trying to find a way out! It's realized its mistake and it wants to move on! Both of you, focus on keeping it trapped inside me!"
 
   "What are you doing?" I ask as Elizabeth stumbles to the top of the stairs.
 
   "It has to stay in my body," she replies. "I'm stronger than Holly. Natalie, didn't I always tell you I was the strong one?"
 
   "What are you going to do with it?" Natalie shouts back at her.
 
   "I'm going to kill it!" she shouts. "I'm going to trap it inside my body, and there's only one way to do that!" With that, she turns and looks over at Natalie one final time. "I told you I was willing to sacrifice someone today, but not Holly. Get her out of here. Make sure this place can never, ever grow back. It has to end!" Without saying another word, she starts making her way slowly down the stairs, as if she's struggling with every step. "Focus!" she calls back to us. "Both of you, make sure it can't escape from my body! If it escapes, we're back where we started! I can already feel it trying to force its way out. It's terrified."
 
   "Where are you going?" Natalie asks, hurrying after her with Samantha in tow. I follow them all as we make our way downstairs and Elizabeth finally stumbles through the smoke-filled kitchen to the door that leads down to the basement.
 
   "There's one last thing you have to do!" Elizabeth calls back to us, standing by the door as flames roar up from the basement. "Natalie, Samantha... Make sure the door stays shut. Whatever happens, nothing can get out of this basement. Then you have to leave the house and let the flames do their work."
 
   "You can't die!" Natalie shouts.
 
   "You'll see," Elizabeth says, glancing back at us for a moment. "Remember to salt the earth."
 
   We watch as she walks down the steps and into the flames that have engulfed the basement. Seconds later, the broken door starts to reassemble, as if Elizabeth's mind is putting it back together piece by piece. As the final section returns to its slot, we hear an agonized scream from the basement, as the flames finally overwhelm Elizabeth and devour her body. The strangest thing is, it's almost as if there are two screams.
 
   


 
  

Ben Lawler
 
   Today
 
    
 
   Making my way upstairs, I struggle in vain to cover my face from the thick black smoke that's filling the house. I can barely see a thing, and I can feel a wall of heat directly ahead of me. Just when things seem hopeless, however, I spot a figure curled up on the floor, over in the far corner. Realizing that this is my last chance to save Holly, but not even sure if she's still alive, I rush over and scoop her up into my arms before running back down the creaking stairs and finally tumbling out the door and into the garden.
 
   "Over here!" Natalie shouts.
 
   Still carrying Holly, I make my way to the far end of the garden before setting her down on the ground and turning to see the extent of the fire that has gripped the house. The entire building is burning, and seconds later I watch as part of the upper floor collapses. It's hard not to think of Elizabeth's body down in the basement, with the creature trapped in her mind. At least she probably died quickly, although her scream is still ringing in my ears.
 
   "Where are you going?" I shout, grabbing Natalie's wrist as she suddenly starts running back toward the house.
 
   "I can bring her back!" she says, shifting angles and trying to kick me away.
 
   "If you go in there, you'll die!" I insist. "Listen to me, Natalie. She's gone. She's dead. There's nothing you can do to bring her back! You heard what she said earlier. The power can't save people back once they're gone. She sacrificed herself. Just let it be." Hearing a wheezing, groaning sound from Holly, I look over to see that she's starting to wake up. "If you want to save someone, Natalie," I continue, "save Holly. She needs help."
 
   As Natalie goes to check on Holly, I look over at Samantha and see that she's sitting on the grass, staring at the burning house.
 
   "So it's all true," she says after a moment. "Everything they said about what happened here." She glances over at me. "They were witches."
 
   "I'm not sure that's a word they like so much," I reply.
 
   "They described themselves as a coven," she points out.
 
   "Well, whatever they are, you're one of them now. If you hadn't come back today -"
 
   "I don't know why I did," she says, interrupting me. "It's like I wasn't in control. I don't want anyone to know about this. I don't want it to be on the news, I don't want anyone to ever find out that this happened."
 
   Just as I'm about to reassure her, there's a crashing sound from the house and we look over to see the entire structure collapsing. Flames are still burning, but it's clear that the house has now been completely destroyed. After all these years, the house on Willow Road is gone, and its burning wreckage has crashed down into the basement.
 
   "There's one thing we still need to do," Natalie says. She reaches out to Holly, who takes her hand and slowly gets to her feet.
 
   "They need your help," I tell Samantha.
 
   "I'm not like you," she says, turning to Natalie. "I'm not one of you."
 
   "We need to do one final thing," Natalie replies, "or this could happen again. After today, you can go and do whatever you want, wherever you want, and you never have to see us again."
 
   "Please," Holly adds, looking pale and ill. "We can't risk that thing ever coming back."
 
   Sighing, Samantha gets to her feet and takes Natalie's hand, and the three of them walk toward the house. After a moment, they stop and Natalie looks up to the sky.
 
   "Now what?" Samantha asks, sounding concerned.
 
   "Just focus on the rain," Natalie says. "I'll do the rest."
 
   Looking up, I see that dark gray clouds have begun to form in the otherwise blue sky, and soon I feel the patter of rain on my face. Within a few seconds, the rain has become much stronger, pouring down and quickly dousing the burning house. As I watch steam rise from the ruins, I suddenly realize that something seems strange about this rain. I put a finger to my lips and realize that Natalie has finally done the one thing that should prevent evil from ever growing in this place again. She's brought salt rain, purifying the soil and ridding this place of the remaining vestiges of its past. Drenched, all I can do is sit and watch as the rain falls all around us and the last of the evil is destroyed forever.
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   "Holly, what's wrong?" Elizabeth asks, stopping and turning to me.
 
   "Nothing," I reply, still trying to shake the terrible headache. "Just keep moving." Turning, I look back the way we came. We've managed to get a couple of hundred meters away now, and the house on Willow Road is barely visible behind the trees. It's so tempting to think that we've finally escaped, but I can't shake the feeling that somehow it's still with us. My leg is hurting and I don't know how much longer I can walk.
 
   "Something's wrong," Natalie says cautiously.
 
   "Nothing's wrong with me," I snap at her. "Is something wrong with you?"
 
   She stares at me, but I can tell she's suspicious. I swear to God, Natalie has always been irritating, but now she's really starting to piss me off.
 
   "My fucking leg is agony!" I shout, trying to deflect her attention. "Have you got any idea how much pain I'm in?"
 
   "Sorry," Natalie replies quietly, looking shocked by my outburst.
 
   "We can't stop," Elizabeth continues. "We have no idea if the house is able to reach out this far. For all we know, something could be following us!"
 
   "Then let's get going!" I say, pushing past her. I only manage a few steps, however, before my leg gives way and I fall to the ground. The pain is excruciating, briefly eclipsing my headache. As I struggle to get up, I try to ignore the voice in the back of my mind that keeps telling me that something's wrong. I just have to focus on getting away from this place. I have to go home, back to my family. Everything else can wait.
 
   "I don't think you can make this journey," Elizabeth says as she helps me up. "Maybe you should wait by the side of the road while we -"
 
   "And do what?" I ask testily. "Waste away while you two go wandering off? Sit and stare at the fucking sunflowers?"
 
   "We can get help," Elizabeth says.
 
   "Is that what you want?" I ask, turning to Natalie. She's still staring at me with that suspicious look in her eyes. "What's wrong with you?" I shout. "Are you too fucking scared to voice an opinion? Are you waiting for Elizabeth to tell you what to think?"
 
   "Something's wrong with you," Natalie says.
 
   "There's nothing wrong with her," Elizabeth snaps.
 
   "Sorry," Natalie mutters.
 
   "You're pathetic," I sneer, sitting down on the grass. The truth is, I can't walk any further. My leg is so painful, I can barely think, and my head is pounding with a kind of deep, splitting pain. Maybe I should just sit here and... what? Wait to be rescued? Wait to die?
 
   "There has to be a town eventually," Elizabeth says, remaining calm as usual. "Maybe Natalie and I should go in opposite directions. As long as we stick to the same road, we'll have no trouble finding each other later."
 
   "I don't want to go alone," Natalie mumbles.
 
   "Fuck you," I say quietly.
 
   "Holly," Elizabeth replies, sounding truly offended, "you've got no right to talk to her like that!"
 
   "What's wrong?" I reply. "Worried your precious little idiot might break?" I look over at Natalie again. "You know that's what you are, right?" I continue. "You're an idiot. I don't know if you're actually, clinically disabled. Like, I don't know if you have a proper developmental problem, or if you're just a moron, but there's something so fucking wrong with you, I just want to..." I spot a small rock nearby, and for a moment I'm tempted to grab it and kill the stupid little bitch. "Forget it," I say eventually. "It's not even worth wasting my breath. Why don't the two of you just get going, and I'll be fine here. Seriously, I can look after myself. Someone's bound to drive past eventually. If not, well, fuck it, I'll just die right here."
 
   "We're not leaving you," Elizabeth says.
 
   "What about you?" I ask Natalie. "Don't you want to leave me here to die?"
 
   Natalie looks at Elizabeth.
 
   "You still can't think for yourself, can you?" I continue. "You're such a fucking idiot." I turn to Elizabeth. "And you. You're not much better. You're terrified of everything. You probably liked being held in that basement. You're probably missing it. I bet you were praying for him to give you a little action in the bedroom. Those ten years were just one long bit of foreplay for you, weren't they?"
 
   "I have no idea where all this anger has come from," Elizabeth says calmly, "but -"
 
   "Leave me here," I say, looking down at the grass. All I want is for them to go away. I can drag myself back to the house and wait. There's something about the house that feels strangely comforting. I know I just accused Elizabeth of wanting to stay there, but the truth is that I want to stay there. It's insane, and it makes no sense, but I just want to stay there forever and -
 
   "There's a car," Natalie says suddenly.
 
   Looking along the road, I see that she's right. A car is coming closer and closer, and after a moment I realize that it's not just any old car: it's a police cruiser. Elizabeth and Natalie run toward the vehicle as it comes to a halt, and I'm left to just sit and watch while they babble to the officer as he steps out. He looks totally stunned as he's bombarded by a torrent of claims, with Elizabeth insisting that he has to call for back-up to go to the house, while Natalie begs to be taken back to her family.
 
   "Okay," the cop says eventually, "let's just take this one step at a time." He reaches into his car and grabs the radio. "This is Officer Joe Kukil, out on Willow Road. I've got a situation here with three ladies who claim to have escaped from someone's basement. Requesting back-up and an ambulance."
 
   While he speaks, I look over at Natalie and we make eye contact. Maybe I'm paranoid, but I swear to God: she seems to know what's wrong with me. It's almost as if she understands that I'm carrying the evil in my soul. As I stare at her concerned face, I can't help but let a slow, knowing smile spread across my lips. This isn't over yet. I'll get these bitches back to the house eventually.
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   "The Mayor's plans are in disarray," Joe Kukil says as we walk across the town square. "Without the house, he's got nothing to sell to the studio. He's got to pay back the money they gave as a deposit, except he's already spent that on part of his re-election campaign. I think he's gonna have some explaining to do over the next few days."
 
   "No-one should go out there," I reply, seeing Natalie and Samantha sitting on the grass nearby. "I know it's safe after the ground was salted, but still... Just to be safe, I think the whole place should be out of bounds."
 
   "The house isn't on any maps," Joe says as we walk over to the others. "If you ask me, the whole thing's gonna fade into obscurity. You know what people are like these days. No-one's got much of an attention span. Now that the house is gone, I think the town can start to move on."
 
   As he speaks, there's a small bang on the ground between Natalie and Samantha. They both sit back, looking a little surprised as a plume of smoke rises above them.
 
   "What are you two doing?" I ask as we reach them.
 
   "Nothing," they say in unison.
 
   "Nothing?" Joe asks, raising an eyebrow.
 
   "Practicing," Natalie says, glancing nervously at Samantha before breaking into a smile. "Checking our powers out."
 
   "I thought you didn't want anything to do with this kind of thing," I say to Samantha.
 
   "I don't," she replies quickly. "Well, I didn't. Well, I mean, I might as well see how it's going, right? If I've got them anyway, it'd be stupid to not know how they work." She pauses for a moment. "Natalie's gonna teach me."
 
   "You are?" I say, turning to Natalie.
 
   "I don't know much about it," Natalie says, "but I've got a small head-start. We're just going to see where it goes. It's totally a secret thing, though, so don't go telling anyone."
 
   "Who would I tell?" I ask, glancing over at Holly, who's sitting alone on a bench nearby. "The last thing we need is for tourists to come and turn the whole town into a theme park. We need to forget what happened out there, not revive it. Besides, it's gone. There's nothing left to look at." I turn back to Natalie. "I didn't get a chance to say it earlier, but I'm sorry about Elizabeth. I know you two were close."
 
   "She saved us," Natalie replies. "She did a good thing."
 
   "What about her?" Samantha asks, looking across at Holly. "Is she going to be okay?"
 
   "I think so," I reply. "Eventually."
 
   "We thought about asking her to join us," Natalie says, "but I get the feeling she needs some time alone. Anyway, we're going to see what we can do with just the two of us. Having three was a bit crazy. We can do some pretty cool stuff without anyone else around. A complete coven might be taking things too far."
 
   Without saying anything, I turn and head over to Holly. She doesn't respond at all when I sit next to her on the bench; since the house was destroyed, she's seemed lost in her own thoughts. To be honest, I'm worried about her; she went through a lot, and she doesn't seem to be dealing with it very well.
 
   "So when are you going home?" I ask.
 
   "What?" she replies, turning to me. "Oh. Yeah. I've got a leave of absence from work. I don't know if I want to go back."
 
   We sit in silence for a moment.
 
   "Is Natalie going to be okay?" she asks eventually.
 
   I nod. "She's going to help Samantha out. I'm not quite sure what they've got in mind, but I don't think they'll cause too much damage."
 
   Holly smiles uneasily.
 
   "What about you?" I continue. "You don't want to go with them?"
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   "You're scared?"
 
   She takes a deep breath. "How do I know that it's gone?" she asks, turning to me. "It was inside me for so long. How do I know it's really gone? When it ditched my body and entered Elizabeth, it could have left something behind." She pauses for a moment. "I keep trying to calm my thoughts and make my head go completely silent. I keep listening for any hint of something else being in my mind."
 
   "And?" I ask.
 
   "Nothing so far."
 
   "Then I think you're safe. You knew, last time, didn't you?"
 
   She nods.
 
   "So you'd know this time. I understand why you're worried, but I really think it's gone. Just don't go crazy sitting here and listening to the silence in your own head, okay?"
 
   She smiles.
 
   "I mean it," I continue. "You could really lose your mind."
 
   "So what caused it all?" she asks, changing the subject. "Was it really what the voice said? Was there just so much pain in that house that eventually it became alive?"
 
   "Sounds nuts," I reply. "Who knows? Something made it happen. I'm taking six months off from work to research the place. I'm going to really dig back into the local records and find out who owned the house after it was first built. I've got one lead so far; there's a family called the Willards who apparently owned the land, but apart from that, it's slow going."
 
   "And you don't know the name of the guy who held us there? Or the thin-faced man?"
 
   "The thin-faced man might have been a guy named Albert Clements from New York. He went missing not far from here, about thirty years ago. As for the guy with the cattle-prod, I have no idea."
 
   "Do me a favor," Holly says. "If you ever find out the rest, don't let me know. I just want to forget about the whole thing."
 
   "I don't know if you can do that," I tell her.
 
   "I'm going to try," she says, and I can tell from the look in her eyes that she knows it's a hopeless task. I doubt anyone could go through what these women went through and ever hope to forget their experiences. She just needs to learn to deal with it better. "Wait here a moment," I say, getting up and heading back over to Joe Kukil.
 
   "She okay?" he asks.
 
   "I don't know. I don't think she's really let it sink in. She spent the best part of fifteen years with something living inside her mind. That's enough to drive anyone crazy. I'm going to see if I can pull a few strings and get her some help from a friend at Harvard. I'd hate to see her life ruined."
 
   As Natalie and Samantha start walking away, I turn and look over at Holly. She's sitting on the bench, staring into space, and I can tell exactly what she's doing: she's emptying her mind, suppressing all her thoughts so she can listen to the silence and make sure there are no other voices hidden in her head. I understand why she's doing it, but at some point she's going to have to accept that the creature is gone. If she doesn't, she's going to lose her mind.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   "Over there!" I shout, as the car speeds along one of the rural roads a few miles outside the town limits. A huge field of sunflowers is flashing past, but I'm looking for something else. I'm looking for the old house.
 
   "Bullshit," Ed replies, not even bothering to slow down. "I'm calling it now. Total bullshit."
 
   "I swear to God," I continue, staring at the fields as they flash past in the early evening gloom. "There used to be this house out here. It was totally creepy, like it was hidden under some trees and you could barely even see it. I can't remember exactly where it was, but it was somewhere on Willow Road. It's where those women were kidnapped."
 
   "What women?"
 
   "It was years ago," I sigh, settling back into my seat. "My Dad told me about it."
 
   "So where is it, then?" he continues, grinning like an idiot. "Where's this spooky old house? I swear, Katey, if we see it, we'll totally stop and take a look. Not too long, though. The gig starts at nine."
 
   "It's here somewhere," I reply, pissed off at him for not taking me seriously. "Maybe if actually slow down for a few miles, I might be able to see it."
 
   "I'm not slowing down. These old roads are the only place I ever get to really open the engine out."
 
   "It's here," I insist, still looking out at the darkness. "I'll show you the sites when we get home. There's loads of pages about it. There's pictures, too. I saw the house a few times when we drove past when I was a kid. Those three women were held captive there in the basement by some guy."
 
   "Sounds fucked up," Ed replies.
 
   "Up there!" I say, spotting a turning to the right. "I remember now! It was right on that corner! Just slow down for two seconds, Ed! Please! I swear to God, the house is right here!"
 
   Sighing, he slows the car down a little. As we approach the turning, however, I see that the house has gone. The whole area is exactly how I remember it, except that the house on Willow Road, the one from the news stories, has vanished.
 
   "See?" Ed says. "No house."
 
   "It was here," I say, "and -" Suddenly I notice something over by the trees; there's a person, standing right where the house used to be. It's as if she's staring at the fields of sunflowers. As we drive past, I make eye contact with the woman, but she has the strangest, saddest look in her eyes, and she's holding her mouth wide open. Before I can say anything, we've gone too far and I can no longer see her, but I swear she was right there.
 
   "You okay?" Edward asks.
 
   "Did you see her?" I reply.
 
   "Who?"
 
   "The woman!"
 
   He laughs. "I wasn't looking. There's nothing there. I'm sure there was once, but it's obviously long gone. Stop getting so worked up!"
 
   Turning, I look out through the back window, but all I see is the dark road receding into the distance. I know what I saw, though. Where the house used to be, there was a woman. She looked to be in her thirties, and she stared straight at me. There's a part of me that wants to get Ed to stop the car, so we can go back and see if she needs help. Something about her, though, made me feel uneasy. Turning back to look at the road ahead, I fall silent. I no longer want to get Ed to come with me to look around where the house is, or where it used to be. I just want to get out of here. As we keep driving, however, I can't stop thinking about the look on that woman's face, and I can't stop imagining a silent voice screaming for help.
 
   


 
  

The Night Girl
 
  
 
  



Book 1:
 
   The First Shift
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   "Isn't this where that woman died?" I ask, staring out through the rain-spattered window as my father parks the car. It's late at night, and Crestview Retirement Home looks suitably gloomy in the squall, with just a few lights flickering in the darkness. I've walked past this place so many times and barely even noticed it; now, somehow, it's become my destination, and I really don't want to be here.
 
   "That was six months ago," my father says, sounding tired.
 
   "But still," I say, turning to him, "it's not a good thing, is it? I mean, it makes you wonder what's really going on in there if some woman can just die like that. Do they think about the safety of their staff at all?"
 
   He stares at me, clearly not impressed.
 
   "What I mean is, there's obviously a question mark over the security of -"
 
   "Nice try," he says, forcing a smile. "One-off incidents aside, there's nothing wrong with Crestview. Do you think I'd send my only child to work there for the summer if I thought there was any danger of an ax murderer stalking the corridors?"
 
   "It was an ax murderer?" I say, clutching my backpack as I stare wide-eyed at him.
 
   "No!" he replies, leaning over and opening the door next to me, "it was not an ax murderer, as you well know." He sighs as he glances at the dashboard clock; it's 9:51pm, just two minutes before my first shift is due to begin. "Juliet, I really think you should get going. You don't want to be late. You have to set a good first impression, so they can tell you're a reliable person. If they don't like you, they won't want to keep you on."
 
   "I don't want them to keep me on," I say.
 
   "Come on," he replies wearily, "time to get going."
 
   "It's not gonna take me nine minutes to get to the door," I point out.
 
   "Better to be early than late," he says, unbuckling my seat-belt and giving my arm a gentle push. "We've talked about this, Juliet. There's no way I'm going to let you sit around all summer, twiddling your thumbs and spending all your time chatting to people online. That's not how things work in the Collier household, okay? You're an adult now and you're going to work and earn money, and you're going to save most of that money for when college starts in a few months. Laziness is not an option."
 
   "I can find another job," I point out, as the clock rolls over to 9:54pm. "One where I don't have to become completely nocturnal."
 
   "I gave you two weeks to find your own job," he replies, "and you got nowhere."
 
   "I got that job at the mall," I remind him.
 
   "And how long did that last?"
 
   I take a deep breath. "Twenty-seven minutes," I say, "but it wasn't my fault. They didn't give me any training, and they -"
 
   "Whatever," my father says, interrupting me. "It's time to do some real work. Trust me, it'll be good for you. Most kids have started working way before their eighteenth birthday. It's my fault for cutting you too much slack. You've got no idea how privileged you've been so far, but a dose of work in the real world is going to set you straight. Now get moving. You don't want to be late on your first day. In the meantime, if you need me, you know where to find me."
 
   "Fine," I say, getting out of the car and slinging my back-pack over my shoulder. With rain pouring all around, I turn back to face him. "Good night," I say sourly. "Sleep well in your big, comfortable bed while your daughter toils away in a retirement home for minimum wage."
 
   "I'll pick you up at 8am," he says, pulling the door shut. I step back and watch as the car pulls away, and then I turn and hurry along the driveway that leads to Crestview's main entrance. I'd never realized how big this place is, but I can see now that there are darkened sections leading off in both directions. Reaching the door, I find that it's locked, so I ring the bell and wait, sheltering under a small awning. Glancing over at a nearby window, I stare at the darkness and suddenly realize there's a person in there, watching me. A shiver runs down my spine, but moments later I hear a key being turned in the lock and I turn to see a middle-aged bald man opening the door.
 
   "Juliet Collier?" he says, not looking particularly enthusiastic as he checks his watch. "Right on time. Come on in."
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "You'll have to excuse me for just a minute," the man says as he re-locks the door behind us, "but here's your first lesson." He slides the second lock across. "Always keep the external doors and windows fastened. Some of the residents can be a little flighty, and if one of them wanders off, we could have a huge problem on our hands, especially when the weather's so bad." He secures the third and final lock, before turning to me. "Do you know what our main job is here at Crestview?"
 
   "Caring for people?" I ask tentatively.
 
   "Avoiding lawsuits," he says flatly. "Lawsuits from litigious families. If one of the residents got outside in a storm like this, we could be sued for millions." He pauses for a moment, letting his words sink in before holding out a hand. "My name's Charles Taylor, by the way. We spoke on the phone. I'm the manager of Crestview."
 
   "Hi," I say, forcing myself to smile as I shake his cold, clammy hand. "Juliet Collier."
 
   "Nice to meet you, Juliet," he continues. "Take a seat and I'll be with you in just a minute. I have a couple of pieces of paperwork to finish." With that, he turns and heads into a nearby office, leaving me to wander through to what turns out to be a high-ceilinged reception area with a bunch of sofas arranged around a small coffee table. The first thing I notice about the place is how warm it is, but I guess that's because old people get cold easily; the second thing I notice is that there are three dark corridors running off in various directions, which I assume must be three of the four wards. I suppose the lights are low since it's late and the old people are in bed, but as I sit down on one of the sofas, I can't help feeling a little overcome by the hushed silence of the place.
 
   After a few minutes of glancing around the room, I pick up a magazine from the coffee table and start flicking through the pages. It's all about plants, which I guess is what people like to read about in a place like this. Spotting a plant next to the sofa, I reach over and feel the leaves, finding that it's made of plastic. The old people probably don't even notice; I suppose they're not the most observant types. Putting the magazine down, I glance along one of the dark corridors and suddenly realize that there's someone at the far end, standing in the darkness and staring in my direction. I can't make out his or her features, and I guess it's just one of the residents up and about. Still, it feels a little creepy.
 
   "Hi," I say, waving meekly.
 
   "Okay, Juliet," says Charles as he emerges from his office. "Let's go and find your colleague for the night and so she can give you a quick run-down of your duties." He leads me away from the reception area and along one of the corridors. "I have to leave in five minutes," he explains, clearly in a hurry, "but Lizzie's a great worker, she'll show you the ropes." We reach a junction in the corridor and Charles looks left and right before sighing and taking a phone from his pocket. "Just a minute," he mutters as he pulls up a number and dials. After a moment, he puts the phone away. "I guess she's busy with a patient," he says. "Come on, let me show you the rec room."
 
   He leads me into a small, warm room with a number of chairs spread around, all of them facing a TV in the corner. So far, this place is kind of disorientating. All the long, darkly lit corridors seem to be the same, and I already feel as if I'm lost in some kind of warm, plastic labyrinth.
 
    "This is the recreation room for the green ward," Charles explains. "Each of the wards has a room like this, so the residents can gather and socialize. It's important that they don't just sit in their bedrooms and wither away, you know? We need to keep their minds active, or they can end up sinking into lethargy and from there it's a short trip to the grave. Anyway, I think Lizzie might be on the red ward, so let's go and find her."
 
   As we hurry along another corridor, I see a set of double-doors off to one side, with a large padlock over the handles and some tape down the middle. I pause for a moment and take a look through the small window, seeing a brightly-lit but deserted corridor; it looks just like the rest of the corridors, except that the lights are on full and the padlock on the door suggests someone really doesn't want anyone going in there. I give the door a gentle tug, but it's firmly secured.
 
   "That ward's not in use," Charles says, putting an arm around my shoulder and steering me away. "Come on, we have to find Lizzie, I should have left already."
 
   Adjusting my backpack, I follow him to the red ward, which turns out to be just as dark and empty as the green ward.
 
   "Huh," Charles says, trying to call Lizzie again but still having no luck. "This kind of thing happens sometimes, Juliet. The night shift tends to be fairly uneventful, but occasionally something happens that requires your attention. Lizzie's probably helping one of our residents. The important thing, though, is to make sure you answer your phone if it's at all possible. As the night progresses, you need to make an effort to stay in touch with your colleague." He sighs. "Okay, we're clearly not going to be able to find Lizzie before I leave, so let me find you something to do."
 
   "Sure," I say under my breath, already feeling overwhelmed.
 
   "Take a look around this rec room," he continues, checking his watch again. "If you find anything that needs cleaning, give it a wipe." He opens a small cupboard to reveal a set of cleaning supplies. "I don't really know what's in here, but I'm sure you'll find something. Just make sure you don't leave anything out that someone could trip over, okay? I promise you, Lizzie will be through very soon to go over your duties with you, but the basics are pretty simple. You're here to support the trained medical professional who's on duty, but the most important thing is that you remember that you yourself have no training and therefore can't provide direct medical care. You're just an assistant. A night girl. Once again, we're in danger of a major lawsuit if an untrained worker attempts to perform medical duties, so if you're ever in any doubt, always ask Lizzie, okay?"
 
   "Totally," I say, starting to feel that this place is a kind of fly-by-night operation. I guess I'm just the dogsbody, hired to carry things and clean up after the residents.
 
   "There are some forms you have to sign," he continues, "but Lizzie can get you to do that in the office before you leave. Okay, I have to head off, but just hang on in here for a few minutes and I'll make sure Lizzie comes through. Don't worry, she's one of the nicest people you could ever hope to meet. You'll be fine." Checking his watch again, he hurries to the door. "Just work hard and use your common sense, Juliet, and you'll have no problems. Welcome to the team!" With that, he runs off down the corridor, and I stand alone for a moment, just listening to his footsteps racing away. After a moment, I hear him speaking to someone on the phone; it sounds like he's telling someone he'll be late to meet them at a restaurant.
 
   "Okay," I say quietly to myself, turning to look around the low-lit room. All around me, there's nothing but silence and emptiness. It's as if I've been dumped in the middle of a large building and just left to get on with whatever work I can find, which isn't exactly how I expected to start my first shift here at Crestview. Walking over to the cupboard, I pull out a duster and a container of spray-polish, and figure I might as well do a little light cleaning. If this Lizzie woman is going to show up eventually, I might as well look busy when she arrives. I set my backpack down on a nearby chair, turn the lights up so I can see what I'm doing, and start running the duster along the top of the TV. The place is thick with dust, so I guess no-one's been in here to clean for a while.
 
   Reluctantly, I start giving the room a proper clean, occasionally glancing up to see if there's any sign of Lizzie. After an hour, I'm still cleaning and I'm still alone. Suddenly, however, I hear a shuffling noise in one of the nearby corridors; pausing for a moment, I hear it again, and I realize there's definitely someone nearby. When the shuffling noise continues, I realize it sounds as if one of the residents has got out of bed. Figuring I should go take a look, I quickly put the cleaning supplies away and hurry along the corridor. Sure enough, when I get to the next junction, I spot a hunched figure in the distance, disappearing around the next corner.
 
   "Hey," I call out, taking a step forward. As if startled, the figure disappears quickly from view. "Hey!" I say again, running over. To my surprise, however, I find that there's no-one in the next corridor. I'd assumed that all the old people in this place would be slow and lumbering, but this one definitely seems to be a little more sprightly.
 
   "You must be the new night girl," says a voice right behind me.
 
   Spinning around, I find a tall blonde woman smiling at me. She's wearing a light blue nurse's uniform, and she looks to be in her thirties or forties.
 
   "I'm Juliet," I say, my heart racing.
 
   "I know," she replies, smiling. "Charles told me you'd be around here somewhere. Sorry I took so long getting to you, but I was over on the blue ward. One of the patients had fallen over, and it was hell to get him up. Have you been okay?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, glancing back along the corridor. "I thought I saw someone through here, though. I was gonna go and see if they were lost, but they moved too fast."
 
   "It was probably just a trick of the light," she says. "None of our residents can move at more than a snail's pace."
 
   "Huh," I say, convinced I saw an actual person in the darkness. "I swear it was -"
 
   "Come on," she replies, putting a hand on my arm and leading me back to the rec room. "Let me guess. Charles told you almost nothing about what you're supposed to be doing here, did he? He set you loose with virtually no instructions, and expected you to work out your responsibilities along the way"
 
   "Yeah," I say. "I did some cleaning."
 
   "Typical Charles," she says, smiling again. She has a happy, friendly face that has already started to put me at ease. "The guy's always in a rush. He never has time to do anything properly. I guess he just plonked you down and told you to wait for me."
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "He could have at least made sure you had some training before you started," she adds as we reach the room and she peers at the top of the TV. "Wow, you really have been cleaning, haven't you?"
 
   "Yeah," I say. "I think he tried to phone you to let you know I was here, but you didn't pick up."
 
   "He did?" She pulls her phone from her pocket. "I guess. Do you have a phone with you?"
 
   We quickly swap numbers, before Lizzie shows me around the rec room. She explains that there are three wards at Crestview, and they're all identical, so once I know one of them, I'll know the rest. She tells me that my job is basically to be her assistant, and to help her out with whatever needs doing. There are twelve residents altogether, with four on each ward, and during the day there's a team of nurses and porters to look after their needs; at night, however, budget cuts mean that only one nurse is on duty to cover the entire facility, with a 'night girl' hired to help out. My priority has to be to keep listening out for any sign that one of the patients has woken up; as Lizzie explains, sometimes one of them will wake up and go for a wander, and our main job is to just help them back to their room.
 
   "You'll be surprised by some of them," she says. "You might think old people are boring, but this lot are a real bunch of characters. They've all lived such full lives, and just because they're old, it doesn't mean they've lost their personalities."
 
   I smile, not really knowing what to say.
 
   "You're nervous," she continues. "That's fine. It's good to be nervous, it means you're taking the job seriously. Just remember to take things slowly, and don't be afraid to ask questions if you're not sure about something."
 
   "Okay," I say.
 
   "There's also Mrs. Brown," Lizzie explains as we walk along one of the corridors. "She used to be one of our most interesting residents, but about two months ago she started to deteriorate. She's very close to death, unfortunately. Part of this job is dealing with that kind of thing. It's hard the first time, but you get used to it. Do you think you can handle being around people when they're at that stage, Juliet?"
 
   "Sure," I say, although to be honest I'm kind of terrified at the thought of seeing someone die. I've seen someone when they're close to death, but I've never seen the moment itself.
 
   "Don't worry," she replies with a smile. "It gives you a new perspective."
 
   "What's the deal with the other ward?" I ask, stopping as we pass the sealed-up door that leads to the abandoned ward.
 
   "We don't use that part of the building," she says. "Come on, I'll show you the office."
 
   "Why don't you use it?" I ask.
 
   "Various reasons," she says, seeming a little evasive.
"Is that where the girl died?" I ask, peering through the window.
 
   "I think so," Lizzie says, gently taking my arm and leading me away. She clearly doesn't want to talk about it, and I can't say I blame her. "Charles left some forms for you to sign." She glances over at me as we walk. "I know it seems like a lot to take in, but you'll get used to it. My first day was crazy, but I quickly settled in. The most important thing to do is to just follow your head. Be logical, and consider the needs of the residents. Just because they're old, don't assume they're dumb, and never forget that they all have feelings. Most of them are frustrated, because they still have fairly sharp minds but their bodies are starting to fall apart. I don't know if you've been around old people very much, but it can be quite an eye-opener. When they get into their eighties and nineties, many of them start experiencing some very major difficulties, things that don't get discussed much in public. Embarrassing things. Humiliating things. Our society tends to push these things out of sight. It can be a sad thing to see."
 
   "I'll do my best," I say.
 
   "Treat them the same way you'd treat anyone else," she continues. "At the same time, remember that they can be tricky sometimes. Not all old people are sweet and lovely."
 
   "I know," I say as we reach the reception area. "My grandmother in Connecticut is a bitch." I immediately regret saying that; I can tell from the look in Lizzie's eyes that she disapproves. "I didn't mean it like that," I add quickly. "I mean, she's difficult, but I didn't mean that she's a bitch. She's just..."
 
   "Relax," she replies, leading me into the office. "Some people are bitches. Just try not to use that kind of language when you're at work. It doesn't always go down well with the residents. They're kind of old-fashioned, for the most part. Even a word like 'damn' can get some of them worked up. They were just born in a different era, but it's something to keep in mind."
 
   "Sorry."
 
   She smiles as she looks for the papers on the desk. "I guess he forgot to leave them," she says after a moment. "One thing you're going to have to learn about Charles Taylor is that he's the most disorganized manager in the history of the world. When he says he's done something, it usually means he's planning to do it, or he think he might do it at some point in the next few days. It very rarely means he actually has done it."
 
   I smile awkwardly, feeling as if I still don't quite understand the full extent of my role. I figure my best bet is just to follow Lizzie around and let her show me what to do.
 
   "It's almost midnight," Lizzie continues, "so we're going to have to go on a quick check of the wards. I'm going to throw you in at the deep end, okay? Go and walk around the red ward, and make sure no-one's up. If all the doors are shut, that's a good sign. Go to each of the rooms, open them very gently, and make sure that each resident is okay. You have to make sure you can either hear them breathing, or see the bedsheets rise and fall. Don't worry about waking them up, most of them are sound sleepers. You've got my number, so you just call me if there's anything you need, okay? If there's any kind of problem, don't try to sort it out yourself. Call me. Understood?"
 
   I stare at her for a moment. "By myself?"
 
   "By yourself," she says, smiling. "It's really not a big deal, Juliet. You seem pretty sharp and on the ball. Just make sure to ask if you have any doubts at all, okay?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, though I really don't like the idea of doing this by myself. "I don't know," I add, "maybe if you came with me the first time, just in case I get something wrong..."
 
   She shakes her head. "You'll be fine."
 
   "Sure," I say, feeling absolutely terrified at the thought of going into the residents' rooms by myself, but aware that I mustn't let the fear show. "Okay."
 
   "Great," she continues, leading me out of the office and over to the corridor that leads to the red ward. "Good luck. You'll do a great job. I'll be in the green and blue wards, doing pretty much the same thing that you're doing, so don't hesitate to give me a call if there's anything you want." With that, she pats me on the back and walks away, leaving me standing alone and staring into the gloom. After a moment, I turn to ask her if maybe she could reconsider and come with me, but to my surprise I find that she's already disappeared down one of the other corridors.
 
   "Great," I mutter, taking my first tentative steps toward the red ward. I feel totally unprepared for this kind of thing, and it's a little bit like I've just been thrown into my first shift without any training at all. I'd expected the first night to be a little more mellow, with a less steep learning curve. As I reach the first door, I take a deep breath and tell myself that this is just a job, and there's no reason why I can't be a success. I put my hand on the door handle, but it takes me a moment to psych myself up to the point that I can actually go inside. "Okay," I whisper to myself before finally pushing the door open and peering into the darkness.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "You've got a stain," says my father, kneeling down and examining the spot of ketchup that dropped onto my dress during lunch. I'd hoped he might not notice, but now he seems pissed off. Grabbing a napkin from the table, he spits on his finger and starts trying to get the ketchup out. It doesn't help that my dress is white.
 
   "Sorry," I say, glancing over at the waitress behind the counter. She smiles when she notices me, but then she goes back to cleaning the coffee machine.
 
   "It's okay," my father says, clearly getting stressed, "but you want to look your best for Mommy today, don't you? She's been waiting almost two weeks to see you, and I told her all about your new dress." He finishes wiping the stain away. "There. Most of it's gone. You're proud of your new dress, aren't you?"
 
   I nod. I don't really care very much about the new dress at all, but my father wants me to care, so I make the effort.
 
   "We should get going," he says, glancing at his watch. "Juliet, can you wait right here while I go to the rest-room?"
 
   I nod again.
 
   "Don't wander off," he continues. "Don't talk to strangers. Don't do anything. Just stand here and wait for me, okay? I'll be two minutes, maximum." He turns and hurries over to the rest-room, leaving me standing by our booth.
 
   "You going somewhere nice, honey?" asks the waitress, smiling.
 
   I look over at her.
 
   "You're all dressed up," she adds. "I wish I'd had a pretty little dress like that when I was younger. Is it new?"
 
   I stare at her. She's a stranger, but I'm pretty sure it's okay to talk to her. After all, she's not a man. Still, I've always been told not to talk to people I don't know, and I really don't want to get into trouble. Not today, of all days.
 
   "I'm going to the hospital," I say eventually.
 
   "Oh," the waitress replies, and I can see the hint of doubt in her eyes. Suddenly she's not sure what to say. It's kind of fun to see how I've put her off her stride.
 
   "It's not for me," I continue. "It's for my Mom. She lives there."
 
   "Does she?" she replies. "Well, I hope she doesn't have to live there for much longer."
 
   "I don't think she will," I say.
 
   "That's good." With that, she turns and starts wiping the counter. I guess she doesn't want to talk to me any more, which is fine.
 
   Glancing over at the rest-room door, I see that there's still no sign of my father. I turn to the table, take the ketchup bottle, squeeze a dollop onto my finger, and carefully add a small red dot to the shoulder of my dress. Wiping the rest of the ketchup off my finger, I smile as I look at the dot. It's small, no bigger than a penny, but my father will definitely notice it eventually, and then he'll get into that funny mood again where he's clearly mad but he doesn't want to be angry with me. Sometimes it's funny to make my father get a little mad, especially on a day like today.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   The room is so dark, it takes a moment before I can make out the shape of a bed. As my eyes become accustomed to the gloom, I finally see that there's a person under the bedsheets, but I don't hear any snoring. I take a tentative step into the room, but the person still seems completely still and quiet. It'd be just my luck to stumble upon a dead resident on my very first night. Creeping closer, I desperately watch for any sign of the bedsheets rising and falling. I swear to God, if this person turns out to be dead, I'm quitting.
 
   Suddenly the figure in the bed sniffs and rolls over, and then he opens his eyes and stares straight at me.
 
   "Sorry," I say, taking a step back. "I was just..." My heart is pounding and I have no idea what to tell him. "Just go back to sleep. Everything's fine. I was just checking on you to make sure you're alive." Once I've backed out into the corridor, I pull the door shut and stand completely still, listening out for any sign that the man might be getting out of bed. After a moment, I turn the handle and open the door again; I immediately see that the man in the bed is still staring at me.
 
   "Sorry," I say again, quickly pulling the door shut. "Fuck!" Deciding the best thing would be to just leave him alone, I walk along to the next door. Fortunately, this time I hear snoring as soon as I step into the room, so I back out and move along the corridor until I reach another door. Just as I'm about to check the third resident, I glance over at the final door and realize that it's already slightly ajar. Hurrying over, I look inside the room and immediately see that the bed is empty.
 
   "Great," I mutter under my breath. "A walker."
 
   I turn and make my way along the corridor, determined to find the missing resident. I mean, these people are all in their seventies or older, so I really don't see how one of them can be too difficult to track down. It's not like he can climb out through a window, or even walk very fast. Surely this has to be the easiest part of the job, right? When I get to the next junction and realize there's no sign of him or her, however, I pull my phone out of my pocket and bring up Lizzie's number.
 
   "How's it going?" she asks, her voice a little distorted over the choppy connection.
 
   "One of the rooms is empty," I say. "Room 109. The door was open when I got here, and there's no sign of anyone."
 
   "Room 109 is Mr. Jenkins," Lizzie replies. "Did you check to see if the bed felt warm?"
 
   "Uh, no," I reply, hurrying back to the room and putting my hand on the sheets for a moment. "Kind of," I say.
 
   "Then he hasn't been out for too long," Lizzie says. "Mr. Jenkins is one of the more active residents. He tends to wander off quite a lot, but he'll be somewhere in the building. If the others on the ward are all asleep, you're going to have to go and walk around the corridors until you find him. Remember, he could be anywhere. Some of the residents get a little confused, and they make some odd decisions. Check cupboards, check behind the sofas in the rec room, basically check any space that a human could fit into. Seriously, don't under-estimate the capacity that these people have for slipping into weird places."
 
   "Okay," I say. "I'll go take a look."
 
   "But don't worry too much," she continues. "Mr. Jenkins is a nice guy. You won't have any trouble with him once you find him. Just watch out for his wandering hands. He gets a little frisky sometimes."
 
   Once I've put the phone away, I start wandering the corridors, keeping an eye out for any sign that Mr. Jenkins has passed this way. I look in every cupboard and under every table, and I check the rec room twice over. After half an hour, I head back to his room, just in case he's made his own way to bed, but there's still no sign of him. I start checking all the external doors and windows, but I don't see how he could possibly have got out of the building. Still, if this guy's hiding somewhere, he's doing a damn good job. I take out my mobile phone and look for Lizzie's number as I head along to the corridor where I started.
 
   Just as I'm about to hit the Call button on my phone, however, I see the door to the abandoned ward up ahead, and this time it's open. Whereas earlier there was a padlock over the handles, and tape stuck all around the edges, now the door has been unsealed. I stare ahead at the dusty, brightly-lit corridor, and it occurs to me that this is really the only part of the building I haven't checked yet. Grabbing hold of the door, I take a look at the padlock and find that although it has been opened, there's no sign of a key. I guess maybe someone forgot to lock it up properly, and now Mr. Jenkins has taken the opportunity to go for a midnight wander.
 
   "Mr. Jenkins!" I call out, leaning through the doorway. I'm immediately struck by how the abandoned ward feels quite a lot colder than the rest of the building. Above, a long electric strip light is buzzing and flickering. Frankly, I don't feel much like wandering around in a bunch of deserted corridors, but at the same time it seems like this is by far the most likely place for Mr. Jenkins have got lost. I try calling Lizzie on my phone, but this time she doesn't answer. Figuring I'd better show some initiative, I step through into the abandoned corridor and immediately feel that something's different; it's as if the air in here is different somehow, or the energy of the place is slightly off-kilter.
 
   "Mr. Jenkins!" I call out, desperately hoping that he'll come running to me once he hears a friendly voice. I walk along the corridor, and it feels like I'm the first person to come into this part of the building for a long time. When I get to the first junction, I glance around and see nothing but another set of corridors. I really don't see why Mr. Jenkins would have come down here, especially since it's so cold compared to the hothouse of the rest of the building, but I guess maybe some of the old guys around here aren't entirely logical. I open a nearby cupboard, half expecting that there'll be an old man coiled up inside, but the only thing I find is a small furry blob that appears to be a mummified rat.
 
   "Mr. Jenkins!" I call yet again as I slam the cupboard door shut, my voice echoing along the lonely corridor. Figuring he might be scared, I decide to try another approach. "Mr. Jenkins, my name's Juliet," I call out loudly. "There's no need to be scared, I'm just looking for you so I can help you get back to bed!" I start walking toward the next door. "It's cold in here! Don't you want to come back to your bedroom?" I pull the door open and find myself looking in at a bare, abandoned room. This was clearly home to one of the residents in the past, but all the furniture has been moved out. "Come on, Mr. Jenkins," I mutter under my breath, "let's just get out of here."
 
   I walk along to the next door, which opens to reveal yet another empty room. Sighing, I move on and check all the doors, but once again I come up with nothing. I find the old rec room, dusty and abandoned, but there's still no sign of Mr. Jenkins, and I'm starting to think that maybe he didn't come this way at all or, if he did, maybe he's left and gone back to the main part of the building. Figuring I need some help, I decide to try calling Lizzie again, but her phone rings and rings without her picking up. Just as I'm about to cut the call off, however, I realize I can hear something nearby. I turn to look along one of the corridors; somewhere in one of the other rooms, I can hear a phone ringing.
 
   I cut the call on my phone, and the ringing stops. I redial Lizzie's number, and I hear the other phone ringing nearby again. Feeling slightly creeped out by the situation, I cautiously walk along the corridor, getting closer and closer to the ringing sound. Eventually I come to a brightly-lit, open-tiled room that seems to have been some kind of bathroom for this ward. There are some showers on one side of the room, and there are a couple of toilet cubicles along with some sinks, and there's a large drain in the middle of the floor. I step through the door, and the ringing is definitely coming from in here. At first, I can't quite find the exact source, but eventually I realize there's a phone lodged behind a grating on the wall. It doesn't take much effort to get the cover off the grating, and I carefully remove the ringing phone.
 
   When I press the green button to accept the call, I pause for a moment before speaking into my own phone.
 
   "Hello?" I say, immediately hearing my voice coming from the other phone.
 
   I take a deep breath, trying to understand why Lizzie's phone would be hidden behind a grating in the abandoned part of the building. I turn and glance around the bathroom, but there's no sign of anyone else in here. I try to tell myself that it's just some kind of weird coincidence, and that I've made a mistake, but something doesn't feel right about this situation. I carefully put Lizzie's phone back in the slot behind the grating, before replacing the cover and taking a step away. For a moment, it occurs to me that I should just go back to the main part of the building and look for Lizzie, but I can't help thinking that maybe she's nearby. I turn to walk away, and -
 
   "Fuck!" I shout as I realize there's an old man standing behind me. I step back, my heart racing, and it takes a moment before I realize this must be the elusive Mr. Jenkins. He's standing just inside the doorway, staring intently at me. "Sorry," I say, trying to calm myself down, even though my heart is racing.
 
   He doesn't say anything. He just stares at me, almost as if he's looking straight through me. I glance over my shoulder, trying to work out what he's looking at.
 
   "I've been trying to find you," I say, hoping to get him talking. "You're supposed to be in bed. Don't you want to get back to your room?" I wait for him to answer, but he just keeps staring at me. "Come on," I say, stepping toward him and putting a hand on his arm. "I'll take you back to your room."
 
   "Who are you?" he asks suddenly, his voice sounding deep and dry.
 
   "My name's Juliet," I reply, forcing a smile. "I'm here to help you."
 
   "Did they hire a new night girl?" he asks.
 
   "Yeah." I pause for a moment. "Come on, let's get you back to bed," I add, gently pulling on his arm. "You're gonna get cold if you stay through here. Like, pneumonia or something."
 
   "I knew they'd hire a new one," he says, refusing to budge. "They just bring in some kid and set her loose on us with no training. It's not right."
 
   "I guess not," I say, "but let's get you -"
 
   "What's your name?" he asks, interrupting me.
 
   "Juliet," I reply.
 
   "Juliet?" He pauses for a moment. "That's not a bad name. Better than a lot of the names people give their kids these days."
 
   "Thanks," I say, "but -"
 
   "This is where it happened, you know," he continues, pointing across the room. "Right over there."
 
   "Where what happened?" I ask.
 
   "The girl who died," he replies, frowning at me. "Don't you know anything?"
 
   I follow his gaze, realizing he's pointing at the floor on the opposite side, over by the showers. "Yeah," I say, "I mean, I know there was a nurse who died here, but I didn't know where it happened." I take a deep breath, not really sure what to say.
 
   "It was right there," he says, still pointing at the wall. "They found her in that exact spot. Right there." He pauses for a moment, as if he's lost in thought. "Do you know who actually found her, though? Do you? It was me." He sniffs. "I used to be on this ward, before they shut it down. This all happened months ago, but I still remember it like it was yesterday. It was late at night, just like it is now. I heard a noise somewhere nearby, like someone getting all upset, and I got out of bed to see what was wrong. By the time I got through here, it was all over." He stares across the room. "It's not right, you know."
 
   "You found the body?" I ask hesitantly.
 
   He nods. "She was a pretty girl," he continues, "but there was so much blood. You don't realize how much blood there is in a person, not until you see it drain out all over the place. It was everywhere. You know the worst thing? They never even cleaned it all up properly. I'll show you." He suddenly lurches forward, tottering unsteadily on his stiff legs, and I follow him, keeping hold of his arm in case he falls. "Right here," he continues, pointing down at the tiles. "You see? Right there. You see it?"
 
   I look closer and see a dark stain in the grouting between some of the tiles. "Is that blood?" I ask.
 
   "Course it is," he says. "They hired in this outside company to come and clean up the mess, but they didn't do a very good job, did they? They should have picked up everything and thrown it away, but they just wiped it all down, collected their fee, and left little bits of her in the cracks."
 
   "Yeah," I say, a little lost for words, "Maybe we should get going."
 
   "It's not right," Mr. Jenkins continues. "They should have cleaned up properly. It's not respectful. Do you think it's right?"
 
   "No," I say, staring at the stain between the tiles.
 
   "And you know what's even worse?" He pauses for a moment. "After they'd finished cleaning up, they put all the waste in black bags and left it in the back yard for a week. I saw it every day and I always knew what it was. Tissues and towels soaked in her blood."
 
   "Come on," I say, still trying to get him to come with me. "It doesn't help to stand here in the cold and think about bad things, does it?" As soon as the words leave my lips, I realize how inane I must seem. I wish I could think of something meaningful or powerful to say. "I'm sure it was very sad," I add, "but you need to rest."
 
   "When I found her," he continues, resisting my attempt to lead him away, "I went to get some help. I knew it was too late, but I thought maybe there was a chance. At first, no-one believed me. They thought I was a stupid old man, imagining things. One of them even told me I was having a flashback to the war. Eventually I got one of the nurses to come with me, and finally she believed me when she saw it all with her own eyes."
 
   "Who did it?" I ask.
 
   "What do you mean?" he replies, frowning. "Don't ask stupid questions. She did it herself."
 
   I stare at him. "She -"
 
   "Right here," he says, interrupting me. "There was always something a little bit off about her. Something in her eyes. It was like she was always a bit sad, even when she was happy. I still never thought..." He pauses for a moment. "It's not right when someone does that. She had her life ahead of her, and she threw it away."
 
   "Come on," I say, gently leading him to the door. "You should get back to your room."
 
   "I've seen some things in my life," he continues as we slowly walk away from the room where the woman died. "Never seen so much blood come out of one person, though. And the look on her face was... That's gonna haunt me for the rest of my days. Not that I've got many days left, but you know what I mean. All that blood, and she was just staring straight ahead as if nothing was wrong, almost like she was relieved it was over."
 
   "It sounds horrible," I say, glancing back at the empty room as we slowly walk along the corridor. Thinking back to the grating and remembering the phone, I feel a cold chill rush through my body. "What was her name?" I ask.
 
   "Jennifer," he replies. "Jennifer Mathis."
 
   "That's a nice name," I say, guiding Mr. Jenkins along the corridor. He seems very old and frail, and I'm worried he might fall and break a bone.
 
   The rest of the walk back to his room is slow but uneventful. I steer the conversation away from the horrific events surrounding Jennifer Mathis, and onto Mr. Jenkins and his life before he came to Crestview. He tells me about his time in Vietnam, and about the jewelry business he used to run in New York, and he talks about how he was married until his wife died a few years ago, and he says his children don't come to visit him very often since they live too far away. By the time we finally get back to his room on the red ward, I feel like I know his entire life's history. Glancing at my watch, I realize that it's taken us almost an hour just to get here.
 
   "So can you promise me you'll stay in your room this time?" I ask, holding his arm as he carefully sits down on the side of his bed.
 
   He smiles. "You wanna stay with me? Keep me warm?"
 
   "I think you'll be okay," I reply as I help him get his legs up onto the bed. "Is there anything you want before I go? A glass of water?"
 
   He shakes his head. "I'm okay."
 
   I stare at his for a moment, and he smiles back at me. "Are you tired at all?" I ask.
 
   "Hell no," he replies. "How can I be tired? All I do all day is rest!"
 
   "Good night, Mr. Jenkins," I say, pulling the door shut. As soon as I'm alone in the corridor, I take a deep breath. Turning and walking back toward the rec room, I pause for a moment to close the door that leads to the abandoned ward. I still don't quite understand how Kenneth managed to get the padlock open, especially after the way Mr. Taylor kept telling me how important it is to keep all the doors and windows locked. Feeling a vibration in my pocket, I pull out my phone and see that Lizzie is calling. Pausing for a moment, I think back to the phone hidden behind the grating, and then finally I accept the call.
 
   "Hey," I say, "I just -"
 
   "Help me..." she whimpers, sounding as if she's crying.
 
   "What's wrong?" I ask, trying not to panic. "Li-"
 
   "Help... I need... someone to..." Her voice trails off.
 
   "Where are you?" I shout, running along the corridor before I come to a halt and look back at the door to the abandoned ward. "Lizzie," I shout, "where are you?"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   Standing by the door, I watch as my father talks in hushed tones to Dr. Martindale. They're definitely talking about my mother, and they have very serious faces. I like Dr. Martindale most of the time, but unfortunately he's usually the one who has to deliver bad news, and it seems like lately there's been a whole lot of bad news. My father always keeps the worst of it from me, but I'm pretty sure I know what's going on. Today, though, something seems to be different. As my father talks to Dr. Martindale, I can see that they're both sadder than ever, and this time I don't think they're going to be able to hide anything from me.
 
   "Come and sit down," my father says eventually, walking over to me and taking my arm so he can guide me to the sofa.
 
   "Hello, Juliet," Dr. Martindale says, smiling as he turns and walks away. He usually stops and talks to me for a minute, but today he seems to want to get away as quickly as possible. There's a very serious look in his eyes, and I can't help thinking that my father's going to tell me something I don't want to hear.
 
   "Can we go in and see Mom now?" I ask as I sit on the sofa.
 
   "In a minute," my father says, sitting next to me. "Before we do that, though, I want to talk to you for a minute, because..." He pauses for a moment. His eyes look different, as if he might be about to cry at any moment. "You're going to have to be very strong, Juliet," he continues eventually. "You're going to have to be brave, braver than a girl your age should have to be. I'm going to have to be brave too. And your Mom... she's going to have to be brave, but in a different way." He takes a deep breath, and for a moment he seems to be lost in thought.
 
   "Can we go in and see her now?" I ask.
 
   "In a minute," he replies. "Juliet, do you remember when we talked about how your Mom's treatment might go well, but it might not? Well, leukemia is a very nasty illness and it doesn't give up easily, and it takes a lot of luck to beat it. Sometimes we can't be lucky, and it looks like your Mom isn't going to be one of the lucky ones." He stares at me. "Do you understand what I'm telling you, Juliet?"
 
   I nod. It's true: I do understand what he's saying. He's saying that she's going to die, even though he hasn't actually used the word 'die' yet. I guess he thinks I'm too young.
 
   "It's very, very important that you know she tried," he continues. "She tried really, really hard to beat this thing, but as hard as she tried, she couldn't win. Sometimes people just can't manage to get better, even if they really, really want to be well again."
 
   "Is she already dead?" I ask, interrupting him. Sometimes my father takes too long to get to the point.
 
   "No," he replies, "not... not right now. But..." He pauses, taking another deep breath. "What we're going to do, Juliet, is we're going to go in and see her and she's going to be very weak. Weaker than usual. She really wants to see you, and she'll be so happy you're here, but she might not be able to express that happiness very well. She might not talk much, or move much, but she'll be very, very happy to see you, okay? And we won't stay long, because she needs to rest. We'll just go in for five minutes and see her. Okay?"
 
   "Okay," I reply.
 
   "Okay," he says, standing up and leading me away from the sofa, toward my Mom's room.
 
   "Dad," I say, stopping and pulling on his sleeve. He turns to me. I pause for a moment, and then I point at the little red spot of ketchup on my shoulder. "I did that earlier. On purpose." As he stares at me with a confused look on his face, I can't help but smile.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   Racing along the brightly-lit corridors of the abandoned ward, I quickly reach the bathroom and come to a halt. For a moment, my brain can't process the things I'm seeing, as if I can't bring myself to accept the truth.
 
   "Help me..." Lizzie whispers. She's on the floor, over by the showers, and she's covered in blood, some of which has leaked out across the floor in a large puddle that's slowly trickling down into the drain.
 
   "Fuck," I say, frozen with fear.
 
   "Help me," she says again, barely able to keep her eyes open.
 
   "What..." I spot a knife on the floor, with blood smeared on the blade. "What happened?"
 
   "I..." She stares at me, and I realize she's starting to lose consciousness. "There... I..."
 
   "Wait!" I say, hurrying over and kneeling on the floor, my knees getting soaked in her blood. I don't know what to do or where to start, and there's so much blood all over the place, I can't believe she's still alive. "Can you hear me?" I ask, forcing myself to stay calm. I reach out and gently turn her face so that she's looking at me, but her eyes seem dazed and tired, and I'm not sure she really understands that I'm here. "Don't fall asleep," I say. "You have to stay awake or -"
 
   "Cold," she whispers.
 
   "Is there someone here?" I ask, looking over at the doorway. "Did someone do this to you?"
 
   She shakes her head. "No-one."
 
   "What happened?" I ask, looking down at the gaping wounds in her wrists. It's as if someone has started gouging her flesh away, not just slicing her but actually digging deep. The skin has been torn open, and chunks of ravaged muscle are slopping out, with the bones of her wrists clearly visible. There's not much blood flowing from the hole any more; I guess most of it is already out of her body. "Lizzie, what happened?" I shout, worried that she's losing consciousness.
 
   She stares at me. "I just... I can't do it anymore."
 
   "Can't do what?" I ask, fumbling for my phone so I can call an ambulance.
 
   "It all seems so..." She pauses for a moment. "I tried to stay strong, but sometimes it just feels as if there's nothing left. Everything's so lonely. Tell them I was lonely."
 
   "Hang on," I say, trying to get my phone to work. For some reason, though, I don't seem to have any signal. I swear to God, when I was here earlier, everything was working perfectly. "I need your phone," I say, desperately trying again and again to get the call to go through. "Where is it?"
 
   "It's too late," she says, looking down at her wrists. "There's no more blood. It's all out." She smiles as she closes her eyes. "I've waited so long for this moment. All the peace and calm. No more loneliness or emptiness. I thought I'd be alone at the end, but I'm glad you're here." With that, she slowly closes her eyes.
 
   "No!" I say, gently shaking her. "Lizzie, you have to stay awake. I'm going to go and find a phone, okay?"
 
   She opens her eyes and stares at me. "Lizzie?"
 
   "You'll be fine," I say. "I promise."
 
   She frowns. "My name... not Lizzie."
 
   I stare at her for a moment. "What... What's your name?" I ask eventually, even though I've got a horrible feeling I know what she's going to say.
 
   "Jennifer," she says, closing her eyes again. "My name's..." Her voice falls silent, and although I try to shake her awake, she doesn't respond.
 
   "Wake up!" I shout, desperate to keep her alive. Getting to my feet, I run out of the room and along the corridor, looking for a phone. There was a phone on the wall of the rec room in the red ward, but the rec room in this ward turns out to have been stripped completely bare; where I'd hoped to find a phone, all I find is a space on the wall with a couple of wires sticking out. I check every room, convinced that I'll eventually find something I can use, perhaps even a First Aid kit, but there's nothing.
 
   Realizing that time is running out, I turn and race back to the bathroom, figuring my only option is to get her through to the main part of the building. Perhaps I can call for help from the office, and she might just last long enough while we wait for the ambulance.
 
   "It's okay," I say as I run through the door, "I'm -" I pull up short as I see that the room is completely empty. Moments ago, she was on the floor in a pool of blood; now she's vanished, and all the blood has gone. I step out of the room and double-check that I'm in the right part of the building, convinced that I must have made a wrong turn somewhere; after a moment, however, I realize that I haven't make a mistake. When I get back to the bathroom, I stare at the spot where Jennifer used to be, and I feel my chest tighten a little as I face the fact that Jennifer has just vanished into thin air.
 
   Walking across the room, I kneel down and see the dried blood between the tiles, just as things were earlier in the evening when I was here with Mr. Jenkins. Feeling a cold chill run through my body, I try to come up with some kind of logical explanation for all of this, but there's nothing that explains how the body and the blood could have disappeared in the couple of minutes I was looking for a phone. Jennifer was almost dead when I left her, and there can't be anyone else around; anyway, even if someone did come and move the body, they couldn't have cleaned up all the blood and dried the floor so quickly.
 
   "Hey," says a voice behind me. "You okay?"
 
   Spinning around, I find that she's standing right behind me, smiling in the doorway. All the blood is gone, and her wrists look to be completely normal again. She's smiling as if nothing strange has happened.
 
   "Where did you go?" I ask. "What... What did you do?"
 
   "Nothing," she replies, "I just..." She pauses for a moment, frowning as she glances down at the floor. "I was just..." She smiles. "Huh. It's weird, but I don't really remember. I was helping some of the residents, and then I..." She shrugs. "I don't know. I guess I've just been rushed off my feet all night. It's just been one crazy thing after another."
 
   I stare at her. "Jennifer Mathis," I say eventually.
 
   "Yeah," she says, smiling. "I'm really sorry, you're going to hate me, but your name has totally slipped my mind."
 
   "Juliet," I say, taking a step back. "Sorry, I really thought you were called Lizzie."
 
   "Lizzie?" She pauses. "I don't know anyone called Lizzie. I don't think there's a Lizzie working here."
 
   "You're..." I take a deep breath, trying to work out what I'm getting wrong. There has to be a simple explanation for this, something that makes sense, but right now I can't shake the feeling that I'm talking to a dead woman. Either that, or I'm losing my mind. "Earlier," I continue after a moment, "you were on the floor. Your wrists were all cut up, and there was blood everywhere."
 
   "Oh," she says, looking a little troubled. "Yeah, I guess maybe that's right. I think I remember something about... you were kneeling next to me, weren't you?" She holds up her wrists and stares at the pristine, undamaged flesh. "I came in here to end the loneliness and..." She reaches into her pocket and pulls out the same knife that was on the floor earlier, except this time it's completely clean. "I don't want to keep going like this. The darkness and emptiness all around... It's too much. Don't you ever think it's too much?"
 
   "I..." I pause, not sure what to say. I want to get the hell out of here, but I'm so scared, I can barely even breathe.
 
   "No-one should have to go through life in pain," she says, resting the blade of knife against one of her wrists. "It's always -"
 
   "Stop!" I shout, running forward and grabbing the knife just as she seems to be on the verge of cutting the skin. "You can't do that!" I say. "You..." I look over at the floor.
 
   "I remember the blood," she says. "I remember feeling the blood as it flowed out through the holes in my body. There was real force behind it, as if it wanted to get out, as if it just wanted to get as far away from me as possible." Her eyes are so alive right now, as if the memory of all that blood is giving her some kind of thrill. "You have no idea how good it feels," she continues. "Do you want to try?"
 
   "I'm going," I say, determined to get out of here.
 
   "Once you decide to end it all," she continues, "you see the world in a totally different way. You realize you have total control. For the first time in your entire life, you have power. Don't you want to have power, Juliet? Even if it's only at the very end, don't you want to be in control of your life."
 
   "Whatever this is about -" I start to say.
 
   "Do you want to know something kind of sad?" she asks. "You're the first person I've spoken to properly for such a long time. It's so good to finally meet someone who cares."
 
   "I'm going to go and check on the other wards," I say, carefully edging my way past her without actually making contact. "Maybe you just want to wait here, okay?"
 
   "You don't want me to come with you?" she asks. "Are you sure you know what you're doing?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, backing into the corridor. I feel like I just need to get rid of her and go back to the rest of the building. "I'm totally fine, so you can just wait right here and I'll be off checking the wards. Yeah?"
 
   "Okay," she says with an uncertain smile.
 
   "So you're going to wait here," I say. "You promise that, right? You won't follow me?"
 
   "Of course I won't," she says. "I'll just stay right here, like we agreed."
 
   "Great," I say, turning to walk away. I only make it a few steps, however, before I suddenly feel a kind of wrenching sensation in my gut. It's as if, out of nowhere, I've started to feel this inescapable sense of dread. After a moment, I stop as I realize I have nowhere to go. I mean, I could go through to the rest of the building, and I could run away, but at the same time I feel like there's no real point. I'm only here to keep my father happy, and even if I quit, I'd just sit around in my room, doing absolutely nothing. I've spent my whole life just floating along, entertaining myself with stupid, juvenile crap, and there's no way anything's ever going to change. Even if I go to college later this year, I'll just get a pointless degree and then some kind of shitty job, and then eventually I'll end up like all the old people living here at Crestview. No matter what I do, I'll be old one day, and I'll probably just waste away in a little room at a retirement home. All these negative thoughts, which I can usually ignore, suddenly seem so much more powerful in my mind.
 
   "Are you okay?" Jennifer asks.
 
   "Yeah," I say, even though I feel I'm rooted to the spot.
 
   "I thought you were going to check on the residents?" she says.
 
   "Yeah," I say. "I was. I mean, I am. I just..." Suddenly I feel this huge wave of anguish wash over me. It's as if a current of sadness and despair has flooded my body, and all my long-simmering fears are coming to the surface. For the first time in years, I find myself thinking about my mother, remembering all the times I saw her in the hospital, and thinking about how slow and painful her death must have been; I think back to her ruined, bleeding gums, and the pain I saw in her eyes. For the last year of her life, she spent all her time in hospital, having various drugs and chemicals pumped into her body; she was poked and prodded by doctors, and she underwent countless operations as various experts tried a series of increasingly desperate measures to save her life. She must have been so scared, and she must have realized after a while that all the pain and torture was for nothing.
 
   "Juliet?" Jennifer says, stepping closer to me. "What's wrong? Are you feeling sad? It's okay to feel sad." She reaches out and places a hand on my shoulder. "Everyone feels sad sometimes. Let it all out. Embrace it."
 
   "Nothing's wrong," I say, as tears start rolling down my cheeks. "I just..." I pause for a moment, realizing that I can't even speak right now. It's as if all the fears and worries I've had in my entire life have suddenly come crashing down on top of me, all at once. Finally, I have to sit down on the floor of the corridor, and it's as if the weight of all my fears is crushing me into the ground. "Fuck!" I say, wiping the tears from my face. This is so unlike me. I've always kept this kind of stuff bottled up, and now it's exploding.
 
   "It hurts, doesn't it?" Jennifer says. "You spend your whole life trying to ignore the futility of existence, pushing all the fear back, and then one day you realize you can't ignore it anymore. It just destroys you, and no matter what you do, no matter how you try to forget the darkness, it wraps itself around you and never, ever lets go." She pauses for a moment, and then she holds the knife out to me. "Finally," she continues, "you realize there's no way to escape the pain, and you decide you'd rather not live a miserable life. Not when there's an easy way out. Once the dam has burst, Juliet, there's no way back. Don't fight these feelings. Let them flow through you. They've always been a part of you, but you've learned to suppress them."
 
   As I stare at the knife in my hand, I start to sob uncontrollably. I swear, I've always been able to keep my emotions in check, but it feels as if all my strength has ebbed away. These fears have always been inside me, but until this moment I was able to keep them under control.
 
   "Think about it, Juliet," Jennifer says, standing over me. "You could live another seventy or eighty years, but so what? Is that the point of life? Are you just here to cling on for as long as possible? What if all those years are just a crushing, humiliating experience? What if you end up like your mother, suffering in a lonely hospital bed? Or what if you actually manage to have a vaguely good life? It still doesn't mean anything, because ultimately everything has to end. You'll still die at the end of it, so really, what's the point? All you have to do right now is make the brave choice, and end the pain."
 
   Squeezing my eyes closed, I try to ignore what she's saying, but in some weird and twisted way it all makes sense. I open my eyes and examine the knife, staring at the sharp, polished blade. The thought of slicing the metal into my skin is terrifying, but the thought of trying to keep living is much, much worse. If I just focus on getting through the moment, I can do this. All the pain, all the torment, will be gone, and I'll just be able to slip into permanent darkness. Death is inevitable for everyone, and I might as well just get it over with. Right now, I'd do anything to end this pain.
 
   "What are you waiting for?" Jennifer asks. "It won't get any easier. Trust me, it doesn't hurt as much as you might think. You just slip the blade through the skin -"
 
   "I don't want to," I say, my voice wavering through the sobs. I've thought about doing something like this before, and I've always been terrified that I might end up killing myself one day, but I always felt I could keep my dark thoughts under control.
 
   "You do," she replies. "You really do, Juliet, you really, really do. Think about your mother. If she'd had the courage to end her life when she was your age, she'd never have endured all that pain. She'd never have suffered unending agonies in a hospital bed, with chemicals being pumped into her body. She'd have avoided all those terrible things, and her life would have been much happier, even if it would have been a little shorter. She'd have never had to die a slow, agonizing death."
 
   "I don't want to die," I whisper through the tears.
 
   "Your have your mother's genes, Juliet," she continues. "You're just like her. You'll end up with leukemia when you're older, the same way she did. You'll end up in a hospital bed, being filled with the same chemicals. You saw how much pain she was in. You saw it, but you bottled it up inside because you couldn't face it. Do you really want to end up going through the same agony? Why bother breathing another breath when the misery is so inevitable?"
 
   I nod, realizing that everything Jennifer is saying is true. I've always been scared of ending up like my mother, and this knife is the one thing that can guarantee I'll never, ever meet that fate. At least this way I'll be in control.
 
   "Do it," Jennifer says.
 
   "I can't," I whimper.
 
   "You can."
 
   I shake my head. "I can't."
 
   "You can, Juliet! All it takes is one brave moment."
 
   "No," I whisper.
 
   "Just do it," she insists, leaning closer to me. She reaches out and gently puts her hand on mine, pressing the knife against the skin of my wrist. "A little more," she adds, as the blade pushes harder. "The difficult part is getting through the skin, but once you've made the first incision, all the blood just comes flowing out and you can sit back and watch. I promise, the pain is over quickly. The final minutes are like a dream. A beautiful dream that eventually slips you into eternal darkness." She pushes the blade, and the tip makes a small cut. "Just a little more," she says, grinning as she stares at the tiny trickle of blood. "Soon you'll hit an artery," she says. "It'll spray and -"
 
   "No!" I shout, throwing the knife across the corridor. I get to my feet and start running, determined to get away from her. I run as fast as I can, but after I've turned a couple of corners, I pull up short and realize that I'm totally lost. I swear the exit should be right here, but I just seem to be in yet another corridor. I pause for a moment, trying to calm down and get my thoughts together.
 
   "Don't fight it," Jennifer says, having caught up to me. "You were so close."
 
   "No," I say firmly, turning and running to the next junction. As soon as I go around the corner, however, I find myself face to face with Jennifer once again. She's smiling, as if she's enjoying seeing me like this.
 
   "Just do it," she says, holding the knife out to me. "All the pain and fear will be over. You know it's the only option."
 
   For a moment, I'm tempted to take the knife, but finally I turn and run. When I go around the next corner, I realize I'm trapped in some kind of loop, constantly running along the same corridor over and over again. I pause for a moment to catch my breath, and I remind myself that I don't really want to die. Finally I turn and see that the exit is right next to me, even though I swear it wasn't there a moment ago. I take a step forward, but the wave of despair becomes much stronger, almost like an invisible barrier, and I drop to my hands and knees, shaking with fear.
 
   "You're not leaving," Jennifer says, standing right behind me. "You don't get to leave." She places the knife on the floor next to me, and she uses her foot to slide it over to my hand. "Everything I've said is true. You know it deep down. Just get it over with. Share your pain with me."
 
   "What are you?" I ask, staring at the knife.
 
   "I'm just someone who's been through the same things you've been through," she says. "I've been sitting here for so long, waiting for people like you to come and admit the truth. Jennifer also needed a little gentle persuasion, but eventually she understood that it was for the best. I've got to admit, you're putting up a lot more resistance than I expected, but I know you'll come around. All the pain is inside you. All this fear and anguish has been inside you since you were younger, but you learned to crush it into a little ball and hide it away in your soul. Just let it free."
 
   "You're not Jennifer?" I ask, trying to stop crying.
 
   "I look like her," she says.
 
   "But you're not her."
 
   "I might as well be," she continues. "I've taken her form, and I have all her thoughts and feelings. When you step up and make the right decision, I'll have yours too."
 
   I take a deep breath. "You made her kill herself?"
 
   "I didn't make her do anything," she says. "I helped her, just like I'm helping you, and just like I'll help other people in the future. I've made myself look like Jennifer for you, and I'll make myself look like you when the next girl comes along."
 
   Picking up the knife, I slowly get to my feet and stare at the door. Tears are flowing down my face, and I can feel the morbid dread and anguish getting even worse. I try to step forward, but it's as if some kind of force is holding me in place, preventing me from leaving the ward.
 
   "Do it," Jennifer whispers in my ear. "Let go of your fear. Embrace the end."
 
   "No," I whisper.
 
   "Do it," she says again, sounding as if she's enjoying my pain.
 
   I close my eyes for a moment. There's a part of me that wants to surrender, to cut my wrists open; at the same time, just as there's a barrier preventing me from leaving the ward, I feel as if there's another barrier preventing me from killing myself. After all, if I was going to do something so drastic, I would have done it long before today.
 
   "Do it," Jennifer hisses.
 
   "No," I say, reaching out and pulling the door open before I finally manage to step out into the corridor. As soon as I've crossed the threshold and left the abandoned ward, the feeling of fear and dread vanishes completely, and I'm back to normal. As the door swings shut behind me, I open my eyes and the tears stop flowing. It's as if the ward itself was exerting some kind of power on me. I turn and look through the window, seeing nothing but the deserted corridor stretching ahead. There's no sign of Jennifer. It's almost as if the whole thing never happened.
 
   After a moment, I open the door again and lean through so I can drop the knife onto the floor; as soon as I'm back over the threshold, I feel the dark emotions rushing back into my head. I drop the knife and then I pull back and close the door, and once again everything goes back to normal. It's weird, but I feel as if every time I step through this door, I become suicidal. Whatever's going on in the abandoned ward, it's as if the ward itself is affecting my mind and trying to get me to kill myself; it's as if something was able to reach into my mind and dredge up all my fears, and then use them to drive me insane. She might have looked like Jennifer Mathis, but that woman was someone or something else; she was some kind of emotional vampire, bringing all my buried fears to the surface so she could feed off them.
 
   After a moment, I turn and hurry along the corridor, heading back through to the red ward. By the time I get to the main reception area at the front of the building, my hands are shaking.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   It's weird seeing my mother with so few tubes and pipes going into her. For the past year, the doctors have been filling her with lots of different chemicals and liquids, and it's always been kind of interesting to see what new things they've have hooked up each time I come to visit. Today, though, most of that stuff has gone, and it's just my mother in the bed, wearing a bandage around her bald head and with a single drip connected to her pale, bruised wrist.
 
   "We're not going to stay too long," my father says, his voice so low it's almost a whisper as he holds my mother's hand. "We don't want to tire you out, but we wanted to come and see you."
 
   As she smiles, her dry, chapped lips start to crack, revealing little red lines of blood. To be honest, I'm glad she isn't talking much; lately, her gums have become so bloody and nasty, I feel a little sick whenever she opens her mouth. Most of the time, she just smiles and listens to other people. I don't think I've heard her voice for weeks.
 
   "Juliet wanted you to see her new dress," my father says, smiling at me. His eyes quickly dart to the two small ketchup stains. "We went out yesterday and bought it at a new store in the mall," he continues. "Juliet, take a step back so your Mom can see your new dress."
 
   I step back and give a little twirl, so she can see it all the way around. Realizing that she's too weak to say anything, I walk back over to her and I sit on the edge of the bed. I reach out and put my hand on the side of her face, feeling her cold, almost white skin. It's so obvious that she's going to die, and frankly I don't see how my new dress is going to cheer her up much. Sometimes my father makes odd decisions.
 
   "She's already managed to get some stains on it," my father adds.
 
   "Mom," I say after a moment, "are you scared of -"
 
   "Juliet!" my father says, interrupting me. "I think your mother's probably too tired to answer questions right now."
 
   "But -"
 
   "Juliet!"
 
   I sigh and look over at my mother. She's staring at me, but her eyes are bloodshot and yellowy, so I don't know if she can see me properly.
 
   "Maybe we should go soon," my father says, turning to me. He's clearly a little annoyed. "Juliet, do you want to give your Mom a goodbye hug?"
 
   I take a deep breath. My mother smells pretty weird, as if all the chemicals inside her are starting to leak out through her skin. I don't really want to touch her at all, but I figure I should at least give her a hug. Leaning close, I put my arms around her. She slowly leans her head toward me, and our cheeks brush together as she puts her arm around my body. I don't know what to do next, so I just stay like this for a moment, until suddenly I feel something wet against my belly. Looking down, I see that the drip has come loose from the vein in my mother's wrist, and blood is seeping out. I try to pull away, but my mother insists on holding me in place. I wait for a moment, until the blood coming through my dress starts to feel warm and clammy. After a brief struggle, I manage to get free from her arm and I step away from the bed. Blood is flowing slowly but steadily from her arm, and I look down to see that the whole of the front of my dress is soaked.
 
   "Jesus!" my father says, turning to hit the alarm button so that a nurse will come.
 
   I stare at my mother for a moment, and she stares at me, and then I turn and run screaming out of the room.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Who the hell are you?" says a large, middle-aged woman as she comes lumbering into the reception area. She stares at me for a moment, clearly not impressed. "Are you the new night girl? Are you Juliet?"
 
   "Yeah," I say. I've been sitting on the sofa for the past few minutes, trying to get my head around everything that's happened tonight. I know I probably should have just got on with my duties, but my hands were shaking so much, I felt I couldn't do anything. I've just been sitting here, going over and over the events, trying to flatten everything out so that it makes some kind of sense. So far, I haven't had much luck.
 
   "I've been looking for you everywhere," she continues. "Where have you been?"
 
   "I..." I pause for a moment. "I was on the red ward most of the time. I just..." I take a deep breath, realizing I can't possibly tell her the truth. She'd think I'm insane and she'd probably just send me home if I mentioned even a word about the abandoned ward and Jennifer Mathis. "Are you Lizzie?" I ask.
 
   She sighs. "Yes," she says firmly. "Of course I'm Lizzie. Lizzie McGuigan, manager of the night shift." She stares at me, and it's pretty clear that she's sizing me up. "I was starting to think maybe you hadn't shown up," she continues. "Have you been here since ten o'clock?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Huh." She stares at me. "But you haven't been just sitting around, twiddling your thumbs?"
 
   I shake my head. "I just got on with whatever I thought needed doing."
 
   "Huh." Another pause as she watches me for a moment. "Okay, well this clearly isn't your fault. I've been rushed off my feet, so I didn't have much time to come and try to find you. I guess Charles just deposited you on the ward and assumed we'd bump into each other. That man is a..." She smiles. "Lesson number one, Juliet. Charles Taylor might be our manager, but he's also an incompetent idiot. Never assume that he'll do anything properly, because most of the time he drops the ball and leaves everyone else to sort out the mess he's left behind. I can't believe he just dumped you in a corridor and assumed we'd find each other. This place is like a labyrinth, especially when the residents are acting up."
 
   "I thought..." I stare at her, trying to work out exactly what's been going on. After my experience with Jennifer, I'm loathe to just believe everything Lizzie says, but so far she seems to be okay. "I checked on the residents," I say eventually. "The ones on the red ward. I checked to see if they were okay. She said to look into their rooms and make sure they were asleep."
 
   "She?"
 
   "I mean..." I pause for a moment. "He. Mr. Taylor told me."
 
   "He did, did he?" she says, seeming a little suspicious.
 
   "One of the residents had got out of bed," I explain, "so I had to go looking for him. It... It took a while, but I found him eventually. He was wandering around on his own, so I took him back to his room."
 
   "Would that be Ken Jenkins, by any chance?" she asks.
 
   "Yeah," I say. "He walked off, and it took ages to find him. I was getting worried that maybe he'd got outside somehow."
 
   "Typical," she replies. "He's always getting up in the middle of the night. Where did you find him in the end?"
 
   "In the..." I pause. "Actually, he'd managed to get into that old part of the building, the part that's abandoned."
 
   "Really?" She pauses for a moment, seeming a little shocked. "Well, I guess Charles left the padlock open. Pretty typical. But you got Ken back into bed, right?"
 
   "Eventually," I say.
 
   "And he was fine? He hadn't fallen, had he?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Okay," she replies. "Well, that's good. It shows initiative. The worst thing would have been if you'd just sat around waiting to be told what to do. Believe me, sometimes Charles hires girls who haven't got a clue. At least you haven't been sitting on your ass all night. I could tell someone had been cleaning, too. Good job. We'll make a successful night shift girl out of you yet."
 
   "Thanks."
 
   There's an awkward pause. "Something wrong?"
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but I'm not sure what to say. Although the negative emotions I experienced in the abandoned ward have now lightened, I still feel their echoes, like bruises in my mind. I know that nothing I felt back in that part of the building was new; it was just my normal fears, which somehow became magnified to the extent that I could no longer ignore them. Now I'm out of there, I know those fears have sunk back into my subconscious, but they're still part of me. In particular, I can't help thinking about my mother, and whether Jennifer was telling the truth when she said that I'd end up dying in the same painful way.
 
   "You know that abandoned ward?" I ask after a moment.
 
   "Yeah," she says, looking a little uncomfortable.
 
   "Why's it all locked up?"
 
   She swallows hard. "It's not in use any more," she says eventually. "It was a money-saving decision. The owners decided the place would be more cost-efficient if we reduced our intake from sixteen residents to twelve, so they boarded up one of the wings and..." She flashes a fake smile at me. "Well, I'm sure you know there was also some unpleasantness in there. Just before it closed, there was an incident with one of the nurses. It was in the local paper."
 
   "Jennifer Mathis," I say.
 
   "Yes," she replies, clearly troubled by the name. "It was a pretty tough time, as you can imagine. After everything that happened with her, everyone was glad to be able to get away from that part of the building. Bad memories, you know?"
 
   "What was she like?" I ask.
 
   "She was a nice girl. Friendly, a little quiet. Not the kind of person you'd ever think would do something like that." She pauses for a moment. "Actually, after she died, they broke into her apartment and found some pretty dark stuff. Turns out she was into weird fetishes and... well, I don't know, the kind of thing that normal people wouldn't be into, if you know what I mean. Just goes to show, you can never really know what someone's like. They might seem meek and quiet on the outside, but inside they might be totally different." She swallows hard. "Now, do you want to come with me and learn the ropes?"
 
   "Sure," I say, getting up and following her through to the office, where she takes some papers from one of the filing cabinets. I feel kind of dazed, as if I haven't quite recovered from everything that happened to me tonight.
 
   "You need to sign some forms," she says. "Just regular paperwork that everyone signs when they come to work at Crestview. It covers things like liability, disclosure agreements, things like that." She slides the forms over to me, along with a pen. "You're working here for the whole summer, right?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, staring at the forms. There's a part of me that wants to run screaming out of this place and never come back, but there's another part of me that wants to stay and understand what happened tonight. After all, those emotions were a part of me, and I feel like maybe I could get them under control a little better. If I was strong enough to get out of there, maybe I'm strong enough to go back in and face them again. I guess at heart I'm just curious; despite the fact that I'm scared, I really want to know what happened tonight. I want to go back in there and face that force again. I should be terrified; instead, I'm fascinated.
 
   "Sign up, then," Lizzie says, "and then I can show you how we do things around here."
 
   I quickly sign the forms, before I get a chance to change my mind. I need to prepare properly, and have some kind of plan, but I want to go to the abandoned ward again one night, and face up to my fears properly.
 
   "Welcome to the team," Lizzie says, putting the forms away before leading me back out to the reception area. For the next hour, we walk the wards and she explains how the job works. She tells me all about the various responsibilities we have to the residents, and she explains their needs. She lets me know that there are certain things I'm allowed to do, and certain things I can't do under any circumstances, and she's very careful to make sure I understand that I must never, ever attempt to provide medical treatment to any of the residents. Eventually she tells me it's time for us to check on the residents once again, so she sends me off to the red ward so I can make sure no-one has got up and started wandering about. Fortunately, this time all the doors are closed, and I carefully check each room to make sure that the residents are asleep. When I get to the final door, however, I look into the room and find that Mr. Jenkins is sitting on the edge of his bed.
 
   "Hey," I say, keeping my voice down so that I don't wake any of the others. "Are you okay?"
 
   He looks up at me. "I knew you couldn't keep away," he says with a smile. He leans over and pats the bedsheets. "Fancy keeping an old man warm at night, do you?"
 
   "I'm just making sure you don't need anything," I tell him.
 
   "You worried I might go wandering off again?" he asks.
 
   "A little. You've got history."
 
   "I suppose that's fair," he says. "A pretty girl like you doesn't want to spend her night chasing after an old fart like me." He pauses for a moment. "So did you see her?"
 
   I stare at him. "See who?"
 
   He smiles. "Are you staying?"
 
   "I've got another shift tomorrow," I say. "Who do you think I might have seen?"
 
   He smiles. "You didn't see her. If you'd seen her, you wouldn't still be here, not if you're right in the head."
 
   "Good night," I say.
 
   I pull the door shut and stand alone in the corridor for a moment. I feel as if someone is watching me, and eventually I become convinced that Jennifer Mathis is standing right behind me. At first, I'm scared to turn around, because I don't want to look into her eyes again. Eventually, however, I realize that there's nothing she can do to me, not while we're away from the abandoned ward. For whatever reason, her powers seem to be confined to that part of the building, so I take a deep breath and decide I'm going to turn and face her. I pause a little longer, reminding myself that I have to be strong, and feeling as if her eyes are burning into the back of my head. I have to show her, and show myself, that I'm not scared of her. Finally, I take a deep breath and turn around.
 
   There's no-one there.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "So do you remember what we talked about yesterday?" my father asks as we sit at the kitchen table. It's 8am and I'm supposed to be eating my breakfast, but I feel kind of sick. I heard the phone ring a few hours ago, and I know what's coming. "About your mother?" he continues. "Do you remember when we -"
 
   "I know she's dead," I say suddenly.
 
   "You know?" he replies, seeming a little surprised.
 
   "I guessed," I say, swallowing a spoonful of cereal. "I heard you on the phone." It's true: the phone rang at about 5am, and I was already awake anyway, so I heard my father talking to someone for a few minutes. He asked whether 'it' had been peaceful, and whether 'it' has been painful. I didn't hear the answers. Although I'm only seven years old, I was still able to work out what he was talking about.
 
   There's an awkward pause. "She wasn't in pain at the end," he says. "She was asleep when it happened, so she didn't even know. The most important thing is that you remember she loved you very much, and that she would never have gone away if she had a choice. Everyone did the best they could, but sometimes bad things happen. You just have to focus on the good memories."
 
   "I know," I say, feeling kind of numb. "Do you know what her last words were?"
 
   "I'm sorry," he replies, "I don't. I can ask one of the nurses, though."
 
   "I'd like to know," I say, feeling that it's somehow important. I can't help thinking that if my mother knew she was about to die, she'd have said something important at the end, something profound; maybe she even sent me a message.
 
   "I'm going to tell your teachers," he continues after a moment. "They'll make sure that everything's okay at school."
 
   "When do I have to go back?" I ask.
 
   "You'll go today, as normal."
 
   "Today?" I ask, suddenly feeling a horrible sense of nausea in the pit of my stomach. I'd assumed that I would have at least a week off, and it never occurred to me that he might send me to school straight away.
 
   "Your Mom and I talked about it," he continues, "and we decided it'd be best to keep everything as normal as possible. It's better for you to be at school with your friends instead of sitting around here. The last thing you need to do is fall behind in class. Anyway, I've got to go and sort out some stuff, so it's best if..." He pauses for a moment. "You'll be fine, Juliet. Just go to school and focus on normal things. Your Mom would want you to keep on with your life."
 
   I look down at my cereal. "Can I have one day off?" I ask. "Just one?"
 
   "It's not a good idea," he replies. "Like I said, your Mom and I talked it over quite extensively, and we decided to minimize the disruption to your life as much as possible. It might seem hard right now, but you'll be glad later." He gets up and walks around the table, and then he kneels next to me. "Look at me, Juliet."
 
   I turn to face him, even though I know I won't like what he says.
 
   "Part of being brave is about doing things you don't want to do. I have to go and do some things today that I don't want to do, and you have to do the same. Okay?"
 
   "Okay," I say, realizing there's no point arguing with him. He's obviously decided that I have to go to school, and I can't get out of it, even if I hate the idea of everyone looking at me and knowing what's happened.
 
   "Just keep your eyes dry, put on a smile, and act like normal." He stares at me for a moment. "It's the best way, Juliet."
 
   I nod.
 
   "You don't want people to treat you differently, do you?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "That's my girl," he continues, giving me a brief hug. "If you act upset, people will start treating you differently, and that's not a good thing. So just be brave, okay? Don't let people see that anything's changed. Act normal. It's the best way through this, I promise. And then, after school, we'll go and have a special ice cream with all the toppings. Your choice. Is that a deal?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "That's my brave girl," he says. "Now you wait right here, and I'll go and get some things together before I take you to school." He grabs some tissue paper from the counter and places it on the table in front of me. "If you want to cry, there's no reason to hold it all in, okay? Just get it out now, before we leave. If you're feeling sad, Juliet, you should let it out instead of forcing it to build up inside. You understand that, don't you?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Okay," he says, kissing the top of my head before he heads out of the room.
 
   Sitting alone, I stare at the tissue paper and decide I probably don't want to cry. I've had long enough to prepare myself for this moment, and in a strange way I feel relieved. There's definitely a weird feeling in my stomach, as if I'm nervous about something, but basically I feel that crying would be a waste of time. My eyes feel a little heavy for a moment, but the sensation soon passes. There's something else, though; I feel as if maybe, if I turn around, my mother will be there, watching me. I pause, trying to decide whether I should turn and look, and finally I can't help myself. As I look around, however, the feeling evaporates and I'm left sitting all alone.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "So?" my father asks as I get into the car. "How'd it go?"
 
   "Fine," I reply, strapping myself into the safety buckle. Now that my shift is over and the sun is coming up, I feel like I'm in some kind of trance.
 
   "Fine?" He stares at me, clearly waiting for me to give him some more details. "Come on, Juliet, don't keep me in suspense. What happened? Did you do a good job? Did you get on with the people? Did you make friends?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, deciding I definitely don't want to tell him everything that happened. He'd only tell me I'm being stupid, so I figure there's no point giving him the opportunity. "It was pretty much how you'd expect," I add. "I just spent the night checking on patients and going to look for them if they wandered out of their rooms."
 
   "And you've got another shift tonight?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, taking a deep breath. "Actually, they want me almost every night. They..." I pause for a moment, before glancing out the window and seeing Crestview in the early morning light. It's the first time I've really seen the place properly, and I guess it doesn't look quite so fearsome. "I'm gonna be working most nights from now on," I continue. "I figure the pay's good, and it's not the worst job in the world. It's totally doable."
 
   "That's brilliant," he says, leaning over and giving me a hug. "I'm proud of you, Juliet." I flinch, knowing what he's going to say next. "Your Mom would be proud of you too. You know that, right?"
 
   "Yeah," I say quietly as I pull away from the hug. After everything that's happened over the past few hours, the last thing I want to do is have my father launch into one of his long stories about how proud my Mom would be. I guess he thinks it makes me feel better, but it doesn't. It really, really doesn't.
 
   "It's hard to believe you're finally in gainful employment," he continues. "I feel like you've really grown up today, Juliet. It took a while, but I always knew you could do it."
 
   "That's great," I say quietly.
 
   "Aren't you proud of yourself?" he asks. "Doesn't it feel good to do an honest night's work for an honest paycheck?"
 
   "You know," I say, turning to him, "I'm really exhausted and I have to be back here in about fourteen hours for my next shift, so is it okay if we just get home? I really need to sleep."
 
   "Sure," he says, starting the car. "You know, I was actually going to offer to take you for breakfast at that diner you like. Interested? It's on me."
 
   "No thanks," I reply, staring out at Crestview. "I'm tired."
 
   "You don't want maple syrup?" he asks. "I'll pay. All you have to do is choose whatever you want from the menu."
 
   "Not right now," I say, turning to him. "I'm not a big fan of breakfast."
 
   "Okay," he replies, finally getting the hint. "Another time, maybe."
 
   I don't even bother to reply. As the car pulls away, I can't help but keep staring back at the building. Whatever happened during the night, it felt strange but also new, and I want to experience it again; the next time, though, I'm going to be better prepared. I feel as if there's something in that abandoned ward that made sense to me, and that seems even now to be calling me to come back so I can experience it again and again. I can't explain the feeling, but I feel as if there's something waiting in there for me.
 
   Eventually the building goes out of view, and I turn to look at the road ahead. In some strange way, I feel like something has woken up inside my head. It's almost as if there are things I've been keeping hidden from myself for a long, long time, and finally the events of the past night have stirred them and brought them to the surface. In a way, I guess that's why I'm not worried about going back to Crestview: I know that whatever was in that abandoned ward, it was mostly just a manifestation of my own thoughts. I'm not scared of going back; I'm excited.
 
   


 
  

Book 2: Death Watch
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   An old man wanders across the grass carrying a bunch of flowers. He walks unsteadily, as if he's scared of falling, but eventually he stops next to a small headstone. With great difficulty, he gets down on his knees and removes some old flowers from a small pot next to the grave, before replacing them with the new bunch. He bows his head and closes his eyes, and he remains in this position for several minutes, as if he's in private communion with the spirit of whoever is buried in that plot. Probably his wife.
 
   Sitting on a bench in the corner of the cemetery, I watch as the man eventually gets to his feet and starts walking away. He hasn't noticed me. I guess he's just focused on the matter at hand. What's weird, though, is that there was something strangely powerful about the moment I just witnessed. The emotion and longing were almost palpable, and I felt genuinely affected as I watched him. Was he praying? I have no idea. Whatever he was doing, though, it looked like he was moved deeply by the whole experience. As he reaches the gate and heads out of the cemetery, I can't see his face at all, but I'd like to think he has tears in his eyes; I'd like to think that he's genuinely grieving for whoever he lost.
 
   Why can't I be like that?
 
   I've been sitting close to my mother's grave for the past half hour. I come here a couple of times a year, not out of duty, but because I feel I should keep trying to cry. After all, just a few feet away, there's a small patch of ground in which my mother's ashes have been buried. There's no headstone, since this is apparently some kind of special 'lawn of remembrance' or whatever, but her ashes are here nonetheless: five paces from the eastern wall, and eight paces from the bench. I keep thinking that if I come here enough times, I'll have some kind of spiritual awakening or emotional release. All that happens, though, is that I feel faintly ridiculous, although sometimes I also get this slightly nervous feeling in the pit of my stomach. There's definitely some kind of visceral, physical reaction, but it's not the kind of emotional release that I see when other people are mourning someone. It's more like my body is misfiring.
 
   "Bye," I say eventually, standing up and walking across the grass. As I reach the spot where the ashes are buried, I glance around to make sure I'm alone, and then I briefly kneel down and kiss the patch of grass directly above my mother's box. I get to my feet and walk away; I don't know why I just did that, except that I guess I was hoping to somehow kick-start some kind of emotional reaction. Really, though, I just feel kind of silly. If my mother could see me right now, she'd tell me to stop wasting my time and start getting on with my life. She'd probably also wonder why I've never really cried for her.
 
   As I'm heading toward the gate, I pass the headstone with the old man's new bunch of flowers. I stop for a moment, and to my surprise I see that the grave is not for some old woman, but for a baby who died in the 1970s. I stare at the inscription and find myself wondering if that old man lost a child almost fifty years ago, and still comes to the cemetery to pay his respects. How can someone have an emotional connection to a baby who died such a long time ago, yet I struggle to feel anything at all when I sit by my mother's grave? After all, whereas the baby died in 1975, my mother died just eleven years ago, so surely my feelings should be fresher and more real? I want to cry about my mother, and I want to be able to show people that I care, but the tears remain bottled up behind my eyes. Turning and walking to the gate, I realize that this trip to the cemetery has been a complete failure.
 
   Just like all the other times.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "If she dies in the night," Mr. Taylor says, fixing me with a determined stare as we stand in the darkened bedroom, "you do not touch her, do you understand? Not a finger. You don't even close her eyes. You know those scenes in movies where someone dies and someone else leans over and closes their eyes for them? We don't do that. In fact, state regulations specifically prohibit you from doing any such thing; in fact, state regulation interprets such an action as a form of assault. You just note the time of death in the logbook, inform Lizzie that the patient has passed, and wait for the regular staff to arrive in the morning. Okay?"
 
   "Okay," I say, taking a deep breath. We're standing on either side of Ruth Brown's bed. Ninety-one years old, she's on the verge of death. For almost a week now, she's been unconscious, slipping closer and closer to the final moment, but she stubbornly refuses to die. Her skin is pallid and her closed eyes have sunk deeper into the sockets, but her chest is still slowly rising and falling. It's as if some deep part of her soul is clinging to life, although I can't imagine why she'd bother: apparently she has no family left, and she just spends all day and all night in bed like this, unable to communicate. She's little more than a husk; the rest of her body has given up, but her heart stubbornly refuses to stop pumping blood to her organs, so technically she's still alive.
 
   "Repeat it back to me," Mr. Taylor says, his voice quiet and respectful, and barely audible over the hum of the heart monitor. "If she dies in the night, what do you do?"
 
   "Don't touch her," I reply, reciting my orders like an idiot. "Just write the time of death in the logbook and wait until the nurses come in the morning. And tell Lizzie."
 
   "Good," he says. "You're not a qualified medical professional, Juliet, so if you even touch one of the residents after they're dead, you could be opening us up to a massive lawsuit. In the past year, Crestview Retirement Home has been the subject of six separate legal claims, five of them over minor procedural errors, and we can't afford any more. As the manager, it's my ass on the line, so I need to know that you can follow a simple instruction and keep your hands off the dead people."
 
   "I think I can manage that," I say, feeling as if he's being completely patronizing. Seriously, he only had to tell me once, and explain that I'm not allowed to touch the woman once she's dead, but it's like he thinks I'm either too dumb to understand what he's saying, or too irresponsible to bother sticking to the rules. Besides, even if I touched her, who'd know? It's not like there's a gallery of observers in the corner of the room. As far as I can tell, this whole place isn't even big on closed-circuit security cameras. "So," I ask after a moment, "do you think she will die tonight?"
 
   "Probably," he replies, not sounding as if he cares too much either way. "Then again, we thought she'd die last night too. And the night before that. And the night before that. She's one of those tenacious ones who refuse to let go. She just stays in bed like this, with her eyes closed, using up electricity and consuming nursing resources. It's a tragedy, really." He sighs. "Fortunately, her insurance is paying for top quality nursing care, so it's a tenable situation." He pauses for a moment. "Actually, we have good profit margins on her. I don't really mind if she clings to life for a few more nights."
 
   I narrow my eyes to get a better look at her. "Can she hear us?"
 
   "No," he replies.
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   "No," he admits, "but there's nothing to suggest she can hear a damn thing."
 
   "But she might," I point out.
 
   "She might," he says with a sigh, before leaning down. "Ruth," he shouts, "can you hear me?" He waits for a few seconds. "There. I guess not."
 
   "But should I read to her?" I ask. "Just in case?"
 
   "No," he says. "That's another of those things that people do in films, but which aren't necessary in real life. Well... I guess you can if you want, but you'll just be wasting your breath. She's as close to death as anyone I've ever seen. Your job, as I've told you already, is just to sit here and keep an eye on her. We have a legal responsibility to be aware of the time of death, so you have to note that down. But like I said, the actual post-mortem preparation has to wait until morning when the qualified nursing technicians arrive. In the meantime, just sit in here, read or listen to music or whatever, and keep an eye on her breathing. When she stops, check that she's dead and then go to the office and record the details."
 
   I stare at him for a moment. "How do I check she's dead if I can't touch her?"
 
   "Put your hand next to her lips and nose, and see if you can feel anything."
 
   "Can't I feel for her pulse or something?"
 
   "You can't touch her," he reminds me, starting to sound a little irritated. "I've told you over and over again, you can't touch her once she's dead. Juliet, have you been listening to me at all?"
 
   "Sorry," I say. "I'll make sure I don't touch her once she's dead."
 
   "Okay," he replies, even though he's clearly a little doubtful. Since I started working here a week ago, I've already learned that Mr. Taylor is a jumpy, officious boss, but tonight he's being positively paranoid. He walks to the door and steps out into the corridor, before turning back to me. "You've really got a pretty easy job, Juliet. Just sit and read, and don't touch her once she's dead. Don't complicate things. This is a big test for you. If you can manage to do this job properly, you'll start getting more responsibilities." He pauses for a moment. "Goodnight."
 
   Once he's closed the door, I turn to look down at Ruth Brown. She's so still and calm, it's weird to think that I'm going to be spending the whole night in here with her. It's kind of creepy, but at the same time I figure I can handle it. All I need to do is sit in the corner, read my book, listen to music on my headphones, and keep an eye on her breathing. Walking over to the chair, I start going through my bag, pulling out the little stash of candy I've brought for the night. After a moment, I realize I've got my back to the bed, and I turn to look at Ruth Brown's face.
 
   "Sorry," I mutter, feeling as if I've been a little rude. After all, Ruth Brown might look as if she's already dead, but she's still alive somewhere in that ancient body, and who knows if she can hear me? Sometimes I feel as if the staff here are pretty dismissive of the residents, and I don't want to fall into the same trap. Pulling the chair closer to the bed, I take a seat and place my book and phone on the nearby table. "So are you sure you can't hear me?" I ask.
 
   Silence. She doesn't respond. Looking at her weathered, wrinkled face, it's hard to believe that a human being can deteriorate to such an extreme point. I mean, I know we all get old, barring accidents, but I can't help thinking it takes a particularly tough life to end up looking so dog-eared. She seems so dry and barren, as if all the moisture is gone from her body.
 
   "I'm just gonna listen to some music," I say. "I've got headphones, so it won't bother you." I pause, wondering if there's anything else I should say. "If you want anything, just..." I let my voice trail off as I realize that it's pointless talking to her. Even in the unlikely event that she can actually hear me, there's no way she can ever reply. Sticking my headphones in my ears and grabbing my phone, I start listening to a bunch of old 90s metal bands while I pick up the book and start reading. Although the whole situation feels pretty weird at first, eventually I get lost in the novel and times flies by, until suddenly I realize I haven't checked on Ruth Brown for more than an hour.
 
   "Sorry," I mutter, taking the headphones out and putting the book down. Unsurprisingly, she looks exactly the same as before. Checking my watch, I see that it's almost midnight, so I get back to reading and after about an hour, I take another look at her. This continues for a few hours, until eventually I forget about her for a while. Tilting the book down, I glance back over at Ruth Brown and see that, once again, she hasn't moved. After a moment, I move my chair a little closer and stare at her face, half-expecting her to suddenly turn and look at me. She looks so calm and peaceful, as if she's already started the process of dying.
 
   After a moment, I feel as if I'm being watched. The feeling grows, but at first I refuse to look up. Eventually, however, the feeling becomes almost overwhelming, and finally I look over at the doorway. A shiver runs up my spine as I see that Jennifer Mathis is staring at me.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   She's in there. Hidden inside the long wooden box, my mother's body is slowly rotting. She probably looks pretty normal right now, since she's only been dead for a week, so there hasn't been much chance for the really gruesome stuff to start happening. But under the surface, all her meat and blood will have started to break down, ready for the maggots to start chewing her up once they get her underground. The sides of the coffin look strong and sturdy, but I know the maggots will find their way in somehow, and then they'll start burrowing into her skin, getting fatter and fatter as they chew their way to her heart. After a while, they'll be all over her, squirming in and out of her mouth and eyes, making her body their home. In a way, I'd quite like to be able to watch, except... she's my mother, so I shouldn't.
 
   "Hey, Juliet," says a gentle female voice behind me. I turn to find that the funeral home director has come over to me, probably concerned by how long I've been standing here. "It's Juliet, isn't it? How are you doing?"
 
   "I'm okay," I say, still staring at the coffin. It's on the other side of the room, and I haven't dared get too close yet. It's not that I think anything horrible will definitely happen; it's just that I can't absolutely rule it out.
 
   "I've been speaking to your Dad," she continues. "He told me you've been very, very brave, and that everyone's very proud of you."
 
   I don't say anything. People keep telling me how good I'm being, but I don't really know what they mean. I'm just doing what I have to do each day, mostly because people tell me where to stand, what to do, how to look and what to say. I don't feel like I'm being good at all. Not at all. I'm just being obedient and trying to keep out of trouble.
 
   "I was wondering," the woman continues, "if you'd like to come through to the office and meet my cat? His name's Gizmo and he lives here. He's very friendly, but he doesn't like to get out of the fruit bowl very much." She grins, as if this is the funniest thing in the world.
 
   "A cat?" I ask.
 
   "Yes, honey," she replies. "Do you like cats?"
 
   I pause for a moment. "Yes," I say eventually, "but... Do you want me to come right now?"
 
   "If you like," she says. "I just thought you've been standing here for a very long time, and maybe you want to do something else?"
 
   "Where's my father?" I ask.
 
   "He's doing some important work with the documents," she replies. "It's very boring, I don't think you'd like it at all. That's why I thought maybe you'd like to come and see Gizmo instead."
 
   Scratching my nose, I try to understand why she's so keen to introduce me to her cat. I suppose it's her way of trying to make me feel better, which is nice of her, but the truth is that I'm quite happy standing here. I'm trying to build up the courage to go and take a look inside the coffin; I've been thinking that I could probably just slide the lid off, pull a chair over, climb up and stare straight down into my mother's dead face. Frankly, I couldn't care less about some stupid cat.
 
   "Come on," the woman says, taking my hand and carefully leading me out of the room. We walk across the reception area and into the office, where I immediately see a large, fat, gray cat sitting in a fruit bowl on the table. "So this is Gizmo," the woman continues, smiling, "and he's just about the friendliest cat you could ever hope to meet. He's not very mobile these days, mainly because he's so old, but he loves it when people pet him. Would you like to pet him, Juliet?"
 
   "Yes," I say, realizing that for some reason she really wants me to pay attention to her stupid cat.
 
   "Go ahead," she continues, stepping back.
 
   I step forward and start stroking the back of the cat's neck. He stares at me, not looking very impressed, and I can't help thinking that he's probably sick of people coming in and petting him when he's trying to sleep. I guess he'd just like to be left alone, especially if he's so old and fat that he can't even get out of a fruit bowl. I just hope he doesn't think I'm mocking him as I stand here, gently stroking his fur. Looking into his eyes, though, I see nothing but contempt staring back at me.
 
   "Do you like him?" the woman asks.
 
   "Yes," I say, just to be polite. I just hope she'll go back to find my father somewhere else in the funeral home, so that I can go back to my mother's coffin. As it is, she seems content to stand and watch me stroke her cat. I'm starting to feel as if I'm right in the glare of a spotlight, with no option but to do what I'm told.
 
   "You mustn't be too sad about your mother's death," she continues. "I know it's hard, and I know you must be upset, even though you're being so brave, but I hope you understand that she'd want you to go on with your life and have fun. I bet she was a brilliant mother, and I bet she raised you so that you always know what's right and what's wrong. You probably don't appreciate these things at the moment, but trust me, a good mother is very, very important."
 
   I turn to her. "Did you know her?" I ask.
 
   "No, honey," she says, "but I know what mothers are like. And fathers. They only want the absolute best for their children. I can tell just by looking at you that your mother loved you very much, and your father told me the same thing."
 
   "Oh," I say.
 
   "You understand that, don't you?" she asks. "You know she loved you?"
 
   I pause for a moment. "Yes."
 
   "You mustn't think that your mother left you because she wanted to go," the woman continues, her voice droning on and on, "or because she didn't love you enough, or anything like that. She had no choice. I'm certain she fought and fought for as long as she could, but sometimes people just aren't strong enough. Does that make sense to you?"
 
   I stare at her, trying to work out why she's asking me such dumb questions. "Yes," I say eventually.
 
   "And I bet she can see you right now, and she's so proud of you."
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Come here," she says, suddenly pulling me close to her and giving me a big, unwelcome hug. "You brave, brave little girl."
 
   "Yes," I say eventually.
 
   "Okay, honey," the woman says as she finally lets go of me, "will you be okay here if I go and see how your father's getting on?"
 
   "Yes," I say, remembering to smile broadly as I reach out and stroke the cat once again.
 
   "Great," she replies, "I'll be back before you even know I'm gone." She pats the top of my head before leaving the room. Staring at the cat, I can't help wondering if he'd like to be put out of his misery. After all, he looks pretty grumpy sitting in his fruit bowl, and I can't imagine he has much of a fun life. I guess he just sits and sits and sits, and occasionally some kid is steered in to stroke him for a few minutes. From the way he stares back at me, I get the feeling he's kind of annoyed about the whole situation.
 
   "Sorry about this," I say quietly, hoping that Gizmo might at least get some solace from the knowledge that I didn't want to pet him in the first place. Taking my hand away, I turn and head over to the door. Once I'm certain that the woman isn't nearby, I hurry back across the reception area and into the room where my mother's coffin is being kept. As far as I can tell, nothing changed during the few minutes I was in the office, though I keep wondering whether maybe my mother turned to look in my direction when she heard me walking away. Did she wonder where I went?
 
   "I had to go and stroke a cat," I say suddenly, my voice piercing the silence. "Some mad..." I pause for a moment. "Some woman made me." I wait, just in case she might answer me, and then I realize I'm being dumb. My mother's too busy rotting to take time for conversation. I doubt she can hear me, but if she could, she'd probably think I'm being weird. She'd be right. At the same time, I kind of envy her. After all, she gets to just relax in that dark box. As long as she doesn't mind the feeling of having hundreds of maggots wriggling through her body, I suppose she won't have too bad a time. Anyway, she was always very ticklish, so she might even enjoy the sensation.
 
   "There you are!" calls out the woman, coming back through from another room with my father. She comes over and takes my arm, leading me back to the office. "Children can be so morbid sometimes," she says as she puts me back in position next to the cat. "It's not very healthy to let them see the details of the service. Better to let it remain abstract."
 
   "Juliet's doing pretty well already," my father says, ruffling the back of my head.
 
   Sighing, I realize there's no point disagreeing with them. I take a deep breath and reach out to stroke Gizmo again. At least this way, everyone will think I'm being a good girl, even if the things I'm thinking are pretty bad. If they knew half the things that I think about, they'd lock me away forever, but at least I know I'll never act on any of my fantasies. I hope not, anyway.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "You came back," Jennifer says, still watching me from the doorway. "Not a lot of people would have done that."
 
   At first, I don't say anything. It's been almost a week since my first shift at Crestview, and although I've worked every night since, I've been careful to keep away from the abandoned ward. Still, I've been planning to go back once I work out a strategy, and I was pretty certain that Jennifer would come and find me again eventually.
 
   "All this time," she continues, "and you haven't come to see me again. To be honest, I started to feel a little offended." There's something different about her this time. Whereas when I first met her, she talked to me as if she was a normal person, this time she seems much more willing to let me see her darker side. It's as if she's studying me, perhaps so she can work out how best to get me into her trap.
 
   "I was just waiting for the right moment," I say. My heart is racing, but I'm determined not to let her see that I'm scared; I'm worried that she'll see fear as a weakness, and that she'll use that as a way back into my head. Then again, I'm probably just fooling myself. She probably already knows that I'm terrified. "I've been busy," I add.
 
   "So I see." She walks over to Ruth Brown's bed and stares at her for a moment. "Weird," she says. "I remember when she first arrived. She was quite sharp and lucid. She used to talk to Jennifer about all sorts of things. Some of the residents can be a little dull and quiet, but Ruth Brown was always worth spending time with. It's so sad to see the way she's deteriorated over the past few months. Every day, a little more of her mind slipped away until finally she ended up in this state. Credit where it's due, though... She's hanging on. I guess some part of her is still scared to go into the darkness. I don't blame her." She turns to me. "You're very quiet tonight."
 
   "I don't have anything to say," I reply.
 
   "Really?" She pauses. "No questions? Nothing?"
 
   I take a deep breath. "What are you?" I ask eventually.
 
   "I'm me."
 
   "But you're not Jennifer Mathis, are you?" I pause for a moment. "You look like her, but you're not her."
 
   "I have her memories and thoughts," she replies. "Of course, I have the memories and thoughts of other people, too. I got a taste of yours last time we met. Your memories are particularly interesting, Juliet. I'd like to taste some more of them some time."
 
   "I'm not sure that's a good idea," I say.
 
   "I've got to admit," she continues, "you've surprised me. I've had other girls who turned out to be tough nuts to crack, but they always broke down in the end. They tried to stay strong and fight back, but I was always able to get them to see things from my point of view. They'd sit and hold the blade for the longest time, but they'd always slice into themselves eventually. You're the first one who ever managed to get out alive." She pauses. "That takes some balls, Juliet, and it makes me wonder what else you can do."
 
   "I'll take that as a compliment," I reply.
 
   "You should."
 
   "Is there something you want?" I ask, wondering why she's apparently come to taunt me. "I don't know if you've noticed, but I'm supposed to be working."
 
   She smiles. "I just came to see how you're doing, and to invite you to come and visit me again. It gets kind of lonely over there, and no-one ever comes to see me. I thought perhaps we could talk again."
 
   "Maybe," I say.
 
   "Maybe?"
 
   "Maybe."
 
   There's an awkward pause. "Well," she says eventually, "you're braver than I thought. What is it about you, Juliet, that keeps you here when anyone else would have run away?"
 
   I stare at Ruth Brown, determined not to let Jennifer know what I'm thinking. The truth is, I've been planning to go back to the abandoned ward, but I've been trying to work out the best way to go about it. I certainly don't want to just walk through the door and face, potentially, the full onslaught of Jennifer's abilities. My biggest worry is that she might have found some other way to get to me; just because I was strong enough last time, I might not be so lucky again. Given that Jennifer has come through to the main part of the building in an attempt to lure me back to the abandoned ward, I'm pretty sure she must have some kind of plan in mind, and right now I want to retain at least some semblance of control over the situation. If and when I go back to the abandoned ward, it'll be in my own time and on my own terms.
 
   "You'll come," she says eventually, almost as if she was able to read my mind. "I can tell. Most people, after going through what you went through last week, would have run away from this place and never come back. But you're still here, which means you're not scared, or you're scared but you also feel drawn to experience more. Sooner or later, you'll end up coming back to see me."
 
   "I'm just doing my job," I say firmly, still focusing on Ruth Brown's tired, aged face.
 
   "Keep telling yourself that," Jennifer replies, "but unless you come back to find me, you'll never know what I am, or how I can help you."
 
   "Help me?" I look over at her.
 
   "Maybe." She smiles. "What if I can help you deal with certain problems in your life? Those emotions you experienced last week weren't false, Juliet. They were inside you, and they're still there. Just because you kept a lid on them for so long, don't fall into the trap of believing you can control them forever. You've got a lot of pain and fear in your heart, and the strain of keeping it all bottled up is eventually going to cause some other kind of damage. If you share it with me, we might be able to find a way to keep you going. We might be able to help resolve some of the questions that have plagued you for so long. No promises, though."
 
   I don't reply. Instead, I focus on Ruth Brown. She's so old and frail, and I can't help thinking that maybe I'm giving her a little comfort by being here. Reaching out, I take her hand in mine, hoping that she can feel the human contact. I'd like to do something good. I'd like to help someone.
 
   "She can't feel anything," Jennifer says. "She's alive in a physical sense, but her mind is long gone. Try not to get too sentimental about the situation, Juliet. You can stroke her hand all you want, and try to persuade yourself that she gives a damn, but the truth is pretty clear. Her mind is already gone."
 
   "Maybe," I say, "but I still want to try."
 
   "Whatever gets you through the night," Jennifer says, smiling. "You really should watch this sentimental side, though. It's not like you at all. Makes me wonder whether you're really as strong as I thought."
 
   "Yeah," I say, "well if you -" Looking over at the door, I suddenly realize that Jennifer has disappeared. I turn and look over at the other side of the room, but there's no sign of her anywhere.
 
   Once again alone with Ruth Brown, I take a deep breath and try to calm my nerves. I guess most people - most normal people - would have run screaming from this whole place long ago. As for me, however, I'm fascinated by the whole situation, even if I'm also scared. I feel as if, finally, I've encountered something that's so strange and unusual, it seems completely separate from the rest of the world. Whoever and whatever this thing is, it seems to be interested in me. I'm not going to let this opportunity go to waste, but I need to think of a better way to deal with what's happening. I wish I was the kind of person to run away from something like this, but I'm not. I've waited too long to be helped.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "Amanda Collier was a loving wife and a devoted mother," says the priest, standing at the front of the church. "For her husband Brian and her daughter Juliet, her loss is a devastating blow that leaves an irreplaceable hole in their lives. At the same time, they can at least take solace in the knowledge that she was part of their lives for so many years, and they know that she will always be in their hearts." He smiles at me; I stare back at him, and I can tell that just for a moment, he feels a little uncomfortable. "At least for her family," he continues, "Amanda will never really be gone. They will have their memories, and in this at least they will be secure for the rest of their own lives."
 
   "Are you okay?" my father whispers, reaching over and squeezing my hand.
 
   I nod, preferring not to say anything. We're in the front row and there are more than a hundred people sitting behind us; I really don't want to do anything to draw attention to myself.
 
   "Let me know if you start feeling emotional," my father continues. "It's okay if you get upset, but you need to tell me. I can take you outside for a few minutes if necessary, so that no-one sees you cry."
 
   I nod again.
 
   "Do you want me to take you outside now?" he asks.
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Good girl," he says, patting me on the shoulder. "Very good girl."
 
   "Amanda's friends knew her as an intelligent and compassionate woman who never failed to give her all to any endeavor," the priest says. "For this spirit of enthusiasm and dedication, she was known for her role as the heart of so many community events." Once again, he glances at me and I stare back at him. It's fun to see how easily I'm able to freak him out; all I have to do is fix him with a determined glare.
 
   Turning to look at the coffin, I still can't help thinking about my mother's body. She's completely still and lifeless in there, just a collection of meat and bones waiting to be chewed up by maggots. All I can think about is the fact that I want to watch as she decomposes, but I know that other people would think I was being strange. I want to sit next to her and just stare at her face as it falls apart. Finally, I'd be able to see her cross the point where she'd completely stop being my mother at all; she'd just be a mass of putrefied, dried-out flesh. Then, and only then, would I be happy to turn away.
 
   "She was a woman who lived her life to the fullest," the priest says. "She brought excitement and joy to those around her."
 
   Suddenly I realize what I'm going to do. The idea just hits me in a flash: I'm going to let them bury her, and then I'm going to sneak out of the house tonight and come back with a shovel. I'll dig her up, open the coffin lid and watch her body as it decomposes. If necessary, I'll hide her somewhere, and then I'll come back night after night and keep watch. I know my father would think it was a little strange to do something like that, so I'll be careful to make sure he doesn't ever find out that I'm here. Hopefully, I can document the entire process as she rots down to nothing. I'm quite certain all her skin and meat will go fairly quickly; the rest, I'm not so sure of, but I can probably compromise and end the project once the bones are all that's left. It's in this way that I'll finally be able to understand exactly how death works. I want to remove the mystery and know precisely what happens to a body after the person has died; I want to know what it'll be like for me when, one day in the far future, I too break down and die. So many people are scared of death, but I want to look it right in the face and know what it's like.
 
   "Amanda was also known for her love of animals," the priest continues. "She worked as a volunteer at a local animal hospital, and she was often seen out walking the family dog Jasper. Just like Amanda, Jasper was a rescue dog."
 
   At that point, I start laughing. I know the priest meant well, but the way he phrased that last sentence, he made it sound as if my mother was rescued from a dog sanctuary. Lowering my head so that no-one can see me laughing, I suddenly feel a hand touch my shoulder from behind, and I realize that someone in the next row has mistaken my laughter for tears. I take a deep breath, determined to recover from this embarrassing moment, and eventually I'm able to look up again, watching and listening as the priest continues to talk. For someone who never actually met my mother when she was alive, he sure seems to be good at telling everyone else about her.
 
   Eventually the service finishes and sad music plays while the coffin is slid through a small hatch, presumably so we can go outside for the burial. Everyone in the church starts talking in hushed tones as they start filing out, and a procession of well-wishers approaches my father, telling him how beautiful they thought the service has been so far. It's weird hearing them all saying more or less the same thing, and I start to realize just how formal and fake the whole thing has become; it's as if these people are scared of saying anything personal, and would rather just say what they think they need to say in order to fit in with the conventions of a funeral service. I wish one of them would have the guts to say something that's honest, even if it doesn't make my mother sound like some kind of angel.
 
   "And look at this gorgeous little lady," says one of the old women, ruffling my hair. "Your mother would be so proud of you, honey."
 
   I smile, even though I'm cringing inside. Why the hell would my mother be proud of me for coming to her funeral? All I had to do was sit there and listen.
 
   "Dad," I say, tugging at his arm. "How old was Mom when she died?"
 
   "She was thirty-five," he says. "Why?"
 
   "Just wondering," I reply. Thirty-five. Does that mean she lived thirty-five bland, conforming years during which she just did as she was told and never questioned anything? Suddenly I'm seeing my mother in an entirely new light, and I can't help wondering whether she wasted her life. If she could hear my thoughts now, would she really be proud of me? Sometimes, I used to catch her giving me a weird, worried look, as if there was something about me that unsettled her. At the time, I just assumed she was picking up on the fact that I can be a bit strange sometimes, but now I'm wondering if she was genuinely concerned about the fact that I don't seem to fit in with the rest of the world.
 
   "Come on, Juliet," my father says, taking my hand. "Time to go outside. Unless you want to cry first, in which case I can take you around the corner for a moment."
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "You sure?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Perfect," he says, smiling broadly. "You're being so good today, Juliet. If you keep this up, I might just take you for ice cream this afternoon. Would you like that?"
 
   I pause for a moment, and then finally I nod again. It's what he wants, and I'm getting better at playing the game.
 
   Feeling a little nervous, I allow him to lead me along the aisle and out into the cemetery. I'm very aware that lots of people are watching me, and that they're all probably thinking I'm a brave little girl. I wish they could hear my real thoughts, and I wish they knew that I'd happily cut off all their heads just so I could plant them in the ground and see if they grow. Some of them, the more perceptive ones, have probably already started to suspect that I'm a little strange, but they're far too polite to say anything. Sometimes I want to blend in with them, to act like everyone else and to make them think I'm totally normal, but other times I want to go to the other extreme: I want to let them see the real me. I want them to see that I'm bad. If only they knew that I'm planning to come back tonight and dig up the coffin.
 
   "Just be brave for a little longer," my father says as he leads me across the grass, toward a spot over by the wall where many of the people have gathered.
 
   "Is this where we're going to bury her?" I ask.
 
   "Yes," he says. "It won't take too long. Don't be afraid to cry."
 
   "I won't," I reply, but as we get closer to the spot, I see that the hole in the ground is tiny. It's barely a couple of feet square, clearly not enough to fit a whole coffin, not even if they slid it in vertically. "What's that?" I ask.
 
   "That's the grave," he replies as we reach the spot and stand with the others.
 
   "But..." I look over at the priest, and I see a small wooden box on the ground in front of him. "Where's the coffin?" I ask.
 
   "Your mother was cremated," my father says.
 
   "What does that mean?" I look up at him, feeling a sinking feeling in my stomach.
 
   "It means her body was turned to ashes, and now we're going to bury the ashes in the ground."
 
   "Bury the..." I pause for a moment, trying to understand what's happening. Why would they burn her body and then put the ashes in a box? Why would they deprive her of the opportunity to rot? Why would they deprive me of the opportunity to watch? None of this makes sense. "Where's the coffin?" I ask again, feeling as if I might start crying. I look back the way we came, hoping to see that this is all a trick.
 
   "It's okay," my father says, squeezing my hand. "It was very quick, and it's what she wanted."
 
   "She wanted to be burned?" I ask.
 
   "We talked about it," he says. "Maybe we should discuss it properly later, Juliet. I'll answer any questions you have."
 
   "But her body..." I say, staring at the little box. "Where... Where's her actual body?"
 
   "It's all in there," he says. "They managed to fit it all in. She's just ash now, honey. She's gone back to how things were at the start of life. It's a perfectly natural process."
 
   As I stare at the little box, I realize that he must have done this on purpose. Somehow, he guessed that I'd come back to dig up the coffin and look at the body, so he arranged for someone to burn my mother to little pieces. I guess this is his way of trying to stop me from doing something weird. After all, he knows that I'd never dig up a box of ashes, since there'd be no point. If I want to see ashes, I can just go look in the fireplace. A real human body, on the other hand, would have been a rare experience, and I feel as if I've just been robbed of something special. I was going to reconnect with my mother, to understand the final moments of her body, and now my father has ripped that opportunity away from me. There's no going back; her ashes can't be put back together so that her body exists again. It's all over, and I have no further interest in this ceremony.
 
   "Dear friends," the priest says, "we come now to the final part of the service, and the point at which we shall place Amanda's ashes in the ground and offer her to God, secure in the knowledge that he will take her into his heart and afford her a place by his side."
 
   As he continues to talk, I stare bitterly at the box. It's not right that I've been prevented from digging her up, and I'm feeling angrier than I've ever felt before. Almost shaking with rage, I fight the urge to turn and hit my father. The last thing I want to do right now is add to the perception that I'm weird. All I wanted was to dig my mother up and watch her rot, and he's snatched that opportunity away for no reason other than pure malice and spite. If I'm going to punish him, though, I'll have to be smart and I'll have to wait a while until I can come up with a good plan. He'll pay for this, though. I don't know how, not yet, but I'll make him wish he'd never done this.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Lost your mind yet?" asks Lizzie McGuigan, the night nurse, as she walks into the office.
 
   "What?" I ask, turning to her.
 
   "Sitting with the old charmer all night," she continues, grinning. "Don't get me wrong, she wasn't a bad egg, not when she was up and about. But now she's a vegetable, she's hardly a fucking laugh riot. Know what I mean?"
 
   "I'm fine," I say. "I'm just grabbing a cup of coffee." It's 2am and after four hours of sitting with Ruth Brown, I've started feeling pretty drowsy. I'm allowed out of the room for up to ten minutes every two hours, so I figured I might as well come and get a caffeine fix. The last thing I want to do is fall asleep while I'm on a death watch.
 
   "Rather you than me," she says. She places another cup on the table, which I assume means that she wants some coffee as well. "I can't fucking stand doing the death watch. Creeps me out." She laughs. "There's nothing about this place that bothers me, but the fucking death watch is one morbid-ass drag. I don't know why, but it always kind of gives me the creeps. I'm not superstitious or anything like that, but it still gives me a fucking chill." She stares at me for a moment. "Sure you're not cracking up?"
 
   I shrug. "Don't think so." I stir my cup of coffee, but Lizzie is still watching me. "Do I seem like I'm cracking up?" I ask eventually.
 
   "Nah," she replies. "No more than the rest of us, anyway."
 
   Smiling politely, I put the spoon in the sink.
 
   "One of the first nights I started working here," Lizzie continues, picking up her cup of coffee as soon as I've poured, "I got put on the death watch. Some old guy, went by the name of..." She pauses for a moment. "Fuck, I don't remember. This was a few years ago. Anyway, I had to sit and watch him all night, and he was sick as hell, but he never quite managed to die. So I was back the next night. Same thing happened. Third night, I was convinced he'd pop off, but did he? Fuck, no. Five nights I sat there with him until he finally showed me some fucking mercy and passed."
 
   "Five nights?" I say, a little shocked.
 
   "Uh-huh." She smiles as she sips from her cup of coffee. "Five nights of watching the old chipper edge closer and closer to his final breath. Again, nice guy, but no-one needs to sit and stare at someone dying." She laughs. "So how'd you feel about the prospect of sitting with Ruth Brown for the next five nights?"
 
   I stare at her.
 
   "That's, like, nearly fifty hours," she continues. "Fifty hours with a dying woman. Doesn't sound so great when you put it like that, does it?"
 
   "I guess not," I reply.
 
   "Relax," she says, nudging my arm, "I'm mostly kidding. If she doesn't die tonight, she'll die tomorrow. Trust me, you can tell. They get this weird, sunken feeling in their face, and right toward the end there's this funny smell, like ammonia mixed with lavender. I can't explain it, but it's definitely there. You ask any nurse and they'll tell you the same thing. It's almost as if something changes deep inside."
 
   "I should get back," I say quietly, carrying my cup over to the door.
 
   "And they fart," Lizzie says suddenly.
 
   I turn back to face her. "What?"
 
   "The old people. They fart, even when they're close to death. Then when they finally die, some of the fuckers shit themselves too. All their muscles relax, and anything in the poop chute just comes slipping on out. It's kinda gross if you're not expecting it." She smiles. "You wait and see. In fact, we can make it interesting. I'll be you ten dollars she shits herself when she dies."
 
   I stare at her.
 
   "Seriously," she continues, with a big grin on her face. "Ten dollars. What do you say?"
 
   "No," I say. "Thanks."
 
   "Well, I'm right anyway," she says. "Just make sure you don't let it take you by surprise. There's nothing weirder than standing next to someone who's just died, and then they fart or shit their pants."
 
   "Yeah," I say politely, before hurrying out of the office and heading back toward Ruth Brown's room. I'm definitely not a prude, but I can't help thinking that Lizzie can be a little rude about the residents sometimes. She tends to talk about them as if they're all stupid, sometimes even to their faces, whereas my limited experience so far suggests that most of them are completely lucid and able to maintain a proper conversation. Maybe over time Lizzie has been worn down by doing this job for so long, but right now I feel as if I want to be really careful not to patronize any of the residents, even if that means I have to spend a little longer dealing with each problem that comes up. I just don't want to become totally cynical. I don't want to be like Lizzie.
 
   "Hey," I say as I step back into Ruth Brown's room. It looks like nothing has changed; she's still flat on her back, with her eyes closed, breathing slowly but resolutely. It's weird, but as I go and sit back down in my chair, I can't help thinking that there's something slightly noble about Ruth Brown, and about the way she's calmly and silently waiting for death. Then again, just as Lizzie is too hard on the residents, maybe I'm going too far the other way; maybe I'm romanticizing the whole thing.
 
   As I drink my coffee, I go back to reading the book I brought with me tonight, and eventually I start to perk up a little. I glance up at Ruth Brown from time to time, just to make sure that she's still breathing, but overall I'm starting to feel fairly relaxed. In fact, I become so engrossed in my book, I start leaving longer and longer periods between each time I check on her; I even start to hear a faint rustling sound coming from nearby, but I don't immediately look up until suddenly I realize that something has started moving in the room. My first thought is that Jennifer Mathis has returned, so I pause for a moment before looking up.
 
   Ruth Brown is standing right in front of me.
 
   My blood immediately chills as I look into her eyes and find that she's staring straight back at me. Before, her eyes were closed and her head was resting on the pillow; now, her eyes are open and she's out of bed, towering over me. Although they're milky white and clouded, there's no doubt that those eyes are trained directly on me, and for a moment I have no idea what to say or do.
 
   "Are you okay?" I ask eventually, my heart pounding. I shift my chair back a little, but to my shock she slowly steps forward and follows me.
 
   Although my first instinct is to run for help, I feel as if I need to prove to Lizzie that I can handle the situation. Getting up from the chair, I cautiously step away from Ruth, and this time she turns her head to watch me but she doesn't actually follow. I pause for a moment and take a deep breath, trying to work out what to do. There's no way she's supposed to be able to get out of bed, and the look of fierce determination in her eyes is kind of creepy.
 
   "My name's Juliet," I say, my voice quivering a little. "Juliet Collier."
 
   She just continues to stare at me. From what I've been told, Ruth hasn't responded to anyone for a few months now, so the fact that she suddenly seems interested in me is... weird, and unnerving. I want to go and find Lizzie and tell him to get his ass in here, but if I did that, it'd be like I'm admitting I can't handle a difficult situation.
 
   "If you want something," I stammer, "you'll have to give me a clue. I can't..." My voice trails off, and I realize I'm being a total bitch. This old lady is possibly in her final moments of life, and I'm acting as if she's some kind of monster. Taking a deep breath, I try to get my thoughts back under control. "My name's Juliet Collier," I say again, hoping to somehow get her to start talking. "I'm not a nurse. I'm just the night girl. I don't know much about what you need, but I'm happy to help with anything. You just have to tell me, that's all."
 
   She stares at me.
 
   "Please," I continue. "Just give me some kind of clue. I don't think I can work it out." I take my phone out of my pocket and start looking for Lizzie's number. "I'm going to get a nurse to come along, okay?"
 
   Slowly, she shakes her head.
 
   "You don't want a nurse?" I ask. "What do you want?"
 
   Her bones creaking, she steps forward, heading straight for me. I back slowly out of the room until finally she follows me into the corridor. Whatever she wants, it seems to involve coming straight toward me, but I keep trying to remind myself that there's nothing dangerous about this situation: whatever Ruth Brown wants, she can't hurt me.
 
   "You," she says suddenly, her voice cracking as she stumbles and falls to the ground with a horrifying cracking sound, as if several of her bones have broken.
 
   "Fuck!" I shout, stepping back. For a moment, I just stand there, watching as she tries and fails to get back on her feet. Eventually, she reaches up toward me, as if she wants me to help her.
 
   "You're hurt," I say, desperate to not let her touch me. My heart's pounding, and I feel totally unable to deal with this situation. If I try to help her up, I might cause even more damage. "I need to get someone who can help you properly. I'm just the night girl. I'm just an assistant."
 
   "Take me home," she groans, grabbing my leg and pulling at me. I try to slip free, but her grip is surprisingly strong and I really don't want to hurt her. She stares up at me with milky white eyes. "I don't want to be here," she says, straining to raise her voice. "Take me home!"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "You remember Martina, don't you?" my father says as the door opens.
 
   I nod, staring up at the manager of the funeral home. Apparently, we're here so my father can drop off some documents now that the funeral is over, but I can't help feeling that he's not telling me the whole truth. For one thing, he could just mail the documents, and for another he seems to have put on his best clothes in order to come here. If I didn't know better, I'd think he was trying to impress this woman. He's always been something of a ladies man; it was his affair with a girl from his school that led my mother to divorce him a few years ago, and he's had plenty of girlfriends ever since.
 
   "How are you doing, honey?" Martina asks as she ushers us inside. "What's in your backpack?"
 
   "Juliet's just been to school," my father says. "Haven't you, Juliet?"
 
   I nod again.
 
   "Well that's just great," Martina says, reaching out and ruffling my hair. I don't know why so many people do that to me, but I wish they'd stop. I guess it's because I'm still quite short and they think I'm cute.
 
   "We just came to drop off some forms," my father tells her. "You remember those forms you were telling me about the other day?" It's pretty obvious that he's talking in some kind of stupid code, trying to get Martina to understand why he's really here.
 
   "Of course," she says, seeming a little on edge. "Why don't you come through to the... form-filling room... and we can talk about what we need to... talk about." She smiles, though I can see from the look in her eyes that she's thinking about something else.
 
   "Juliet," my father says, "why don't you just wait here for a few minutes, okay? Just be really, really good and I'll be done soon, and then we can go for ice cream. Would you like that?"
 
   I stare at him. How much ice cream does he think I need?
 
   "You lucky girl," Martina says, grinning from ear to ear. "I love ice cream!"
 
   I smile at her. If only she knew what I'm planning to do. All I need is a moment alone in her office.
 
   "You only get ice cream if you're good, though," my father adds, taking me by the arm and gently steering me over to a bench near the door. "So you have to sit here and be extra good for just two or three minutes, and then we'll get going. I'll take you to that place you like, and you can even have pancakes."
 
   "Ooh," Martina coos, "ice cream and pancakes! What a treat!"
 
   I stare at her. Does she think I'm a baby?
 
   "Do we have a deal?" my father continues.
 
   "Yes," I say reluctantly as I sit down on the hard wooden bench.
 
   "Back soon," he replies, hurrying over to join Martina as she goes into a room at the back. "She's a little down," I hear him explaining, "but that's to be expected."
 
   Sitting alone, I stare straight ahead for a few seconds before getting off the bench and walking quietly over to the other side of the room. Approaching the door through which my father and Martina just passed, I pause as I hear muffled voices. I creep a little closer, and finally I can hear them properly.
 
   "Look," my father is saying, "I know this might seem a little weird, but I was wondering if you'd thought about... what we discussed the other day."
 
   There's a pause. "Of course I have," she says eventually, "and I guess it'd be kind of fun. If you're sure there wouldn't be any kind of problem."
 
   "Of course not," he says. "Like I told you, Amanda and I were divorced two years ago. In all honesty, over the past couple of years we only stayed in touch because of Juliet."
 
   "So it's not like I'm going on a date with a recent widower?" she asks, sounding as if she's smiling.
 
   "God, no. It's an unusual situation, but I hope you can see past that, because I'd really like to see you again."
 
   "I think that might be possible," she replies. "What about Juliet?"
 
   "I'll get a babysitter," he says.
 
   "That's not what I mean," she tells him. "What about her perception of the situation? Her mother just died. Don't you think she might react badly if -"
 
   "She'll be fine," he replies, interrupting her.
 
   "She's a child," Martina says, "and she might get upset."
 
   "Let's see how things go, okay?" he says. "Let's just play it by ear."
 
   Another pause. "So do you want to pick the restaurant?"
 
   As they continue talking, I sigh and walk across the hallway. At least when my mother was alive, I didn't have to spend too much time around my father; I saw him twice a week, and his girlfriends were just these random women who seemed to float into our lives every so often. Now that I'm living with him, I guess I'm going to be more directly exposed to his misadventures.
 
   I head to a door marked 'Private' and try the handle, but it's locked. Hearing a purring sound nearby, I walk to the door that leads to Martina's office, and I see her cat Gizmo still sitting in his fruit bowl.
 
   "Hey," I say.
 
   The cat stares at me.
 
   "You okay?"
 
   No reply. He just stares at me. From the concentrated look in his eyes, I get the feeling he'd eat me if he was big enough to attack.
 
   After glancing back to make sure that no-one's following me, I walk into the office and head over to the cat. He's a fat old thing, and he looks to have barely moved since I met him the other day. I go over to Martina's desk and pick up a pair of scissors, before going back to the cat and staring at him some more. He seems so sedate, almost as if he's half-dead already. In fact, I can't help thinking that in some way he wants me to kill him, so that his suffering can end. It can't be much of a life, sitting in a fruit bowl at a funeral home, just watching a bunch of sad people come in and out, and being ridiculed for your size and your habits.
 
   "Sorry about this," I say quietly.
 
   "It's okay," he replies, his voice sounding like a soft, purr. I guess I was right: he is tired of being alive.
 
   Smiling, I hold the scissors directly above his head. I'm going to have to do this quickly and firmly, otherwise there'll be a noise and I'll attract attention. I definitely can't afford any kind of struggle, so I have to kill the cat with one strong strike. Realizing I have no time to spare, I ram the scissors straight down, instantly piercing his skull and cutting into the brain. He lets out a single mewl before slumping down in the bowl. Rather than removing the scissors and risking having lots of blood come spurting out of the wound, I place my backpack on the nearby chair and then lift Gizmo out of the bowl and place him inside. I zip the bag up and double-check that there's no blood in the fruit bowl, before hurrying out of the office just as my father and Martina come through from the next room.
 
   "Hey," my father says. "I thought I told you to wait over by the door. Have you been snooping around?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Have you been good?"
 
   I pause for a moment, and then I nod again.
 
   "Good enough to deserve an ice cream?"
 
   I nod yet again. Sometimes, I get really sick of nodding.
 
   "It was lovely to see you again," Martina says, smiling a false smile.
 
   I smile back at her.
 
   "Juliet can be a little shy sometimes," my father says, reaching out and ruffling my hair. "Can't you, honey?"
 
   "Of course she's shy," Martina replies. "There's nothing wrong with being shy. I was shy when I was a little girl."
 
   I smile again, feeling the extra weight of the dead cat in my backpack. All I want to do is get home and start preparing the body for the process, but I have to be careful so I don't seem too eager to get out of here. As I loiter by the door, my father pretends to be discussing some business matters with Martina. It's kind of funny to see the way they're putting on this charade for me, and it's clear that they've got no idea that I overheard them. After a moment, Martina rushes into her office to get some forms. When she comes out, she looks a little distracted.
 
   "Well, how about that?" she says as she hands the forms to my father. "Gizmo's actually hauled his lazy ass out of the bowl for once." She turns to me. "Have you seen my cat, honey?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Hopefully he's chasing mice," she continues. "Anything to get a bit of weight off his haunches. I swear to God, I only give him regular cat food, but he just gains weight all the time. It's been a while since he acted like a normal cat."
 
   With that, my father says goodbye and we head out the front of the building, into the bright afternoon sunlight. There's a part of me that really wants to pull the dead cat out of my backpack and shock everyone, but I force myself to stay focused on my real aim: I'm going to observe the slow decomposition of Gizmo, and I'm going to try to imagine the same things happening to my mother's body if my father hadn't made the crazy decision to burn her. It's not an ideal situation, and I'll have to be careful so that my father doesn't find out, but at least my curiosity will be satisfied and I'll finally get to see the face of death.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Lizzie!" I call out, running into the reception area. She's nowhere to be found, so I head straight to the next ward, desperately hoping to find her. The last thing I need is to get stuck alone in this place again, especially after my very first shift ended in near-disaster while I was searching for Mr. Jenkins. "Lizzie!" I say, lowering my voice a little in an attempt to make sure that I don't wake up any of the residents. "Lizzie!" I check in the office, but there's no sign of her.
 
   "What?" she hisses, suddenly coming up behind me.
 
   "I need help!" I say, spinning around to face her. "It's Ruth Brown. She's awake."
 
   "Awake?"
 
   "She got out of bed," I continue, trying not to sound too much like a rambling lunatic. "She started talking. She's on the floor right now."
 
   "What?" She pauses for a moment. "Okay, Juliet, calm down. Tell me what happened."
 
   "She got out of bed," I say again. "She's moving about. It's like she wants something, but I don't know how to help her. She fell over, but I don't think she's hurt too badly."
 
   "Are you serious?" Lizzie asks, raising an eyebrow. "The old bird's a vegetable, Juliet, she can't -"
 
   "Come and see," I reply, grabbing her arm and trying to pull her along the corridor.
 
   "I don't have time for this," she replies, slipping free from my grasp. "I like you, Juliet, but you can't go pulling pranks like this. This is a professional environment and we have responsibilities to all the residents. Any time I spend on a stupid joke is time that's taken away from the others."
 
   "I'm not lying!" I say, desperate to get her to come with me. "Why would I make this stuff up? Just come and see. I swear to God, if it turns out I'm lying, you can fire me on the spot!"
 
   She sighs. "Fine," she says, marching along the corridor. "You'd better not be bullshitting, Juliet."
 
   "I swear it's true," I say, hurrying after her.
 
   "It can't be true," she replies. "People don't just slip out of vegetative states when they're this close to death. What you're saying is physically and practically impossible."
 
   "It's true," I insist. "Just wait and see." We head along a series of corridors until finally we reach the spot outside Ruth Brown's room. To my shock, she's no longer on the floor, and the first thought that crosses my mind is that perhaps I've somehow been tricked; perhaps she's gone back to bed and I'm going to be made to look like a complete fool.
 
   "Where exactly is she supposed to be?" Lizzie asks as she walks to the door and looks into Lizzie's room. "Is she -" She pauses as she sees the empty bed. "Where the fuck is she?" she asks, turning to me with a shocked look on her face.
 
   "I told you she was up," I reply.
 
   "Okay," Lizzie says, grabbing my arms and staring at me. "This is deadly fucking serious, Juliet. We're entrusted with the care of these residents, and we absolutely cannot have them wandering off. Where is she?"
 
   "She was right outside her room when I came to find you," I say, starting to panic. "She was trying to crawl, but she couldn't manage it."
 
   Letting go of me, Lizzie rushes to the end of the corridor and glances in both directions. "How long ago?" she asks, looking back at me. "How long did it take you to find me?"
 
   "Five minutes," I say. "Ten, tops."
 
   "She can't have got far," she replies. "Okay, Juliet, here's the deal. If Charles Taylor finds out about this, we're both fucked, do you understand? Our only option is to find her, and find her fast, and then get her back to bed." She checks her watch. "It's 4am, so we've got two hours before we have to start the morning routines. Two hours is more than enough time to check every damn inch of this place twice over, so that's what we're going to do. When we..." She pauses for a moment. "Why didn't you phone me? Why did you leave her and come running off to find me?"
 
   "I didn't have any signal," I say, pulling my phone out of my pocket. To my surprise, I see that I've now got four bars' worth of signal. "It looks fine now."
 
   "When you find her," Lizzie continues with a sigh, "you call me. You don't leave her again. You fucking call me, you tell me exactly where you are, and I'll come. If I find her, I'll call you. Do you understand these very simple instructions, Juliet?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "You go that way," she says, pointing toward the other end of the corridor, "and I'll go this way. And remember, our jobs are on the line here." With that, she turns and hurries away, muttering something inaudible as she goes. I'm left standing alone in the corridor, totally shocked by the latest developments. I just don't understand how someone as old and frail as Ruth Brown could possibly have managed to haul herself along the floor, but I figure I just have to keep calm and make sure I find her. Turning and hurrying along the corridor, I glance both ways at the junction before walking quickly toward the rec room. With no sign of her, I head along the next corridor, and then the next, and then the next until finally I see a figure crawling along the floor.
 
   "Hey!" I call out, running over to her. "What are you doing here?"
 
   Without answering, Ruth continues to inch forward, dragging her withered body along the polished floor.
 
   "Where are you going?" I ask, kneeling next to her. It's so tragic to see the look of absolute determination on her face, and the intent, concentrated stare in her milky white eyes. "You can't be out here," I say, putting a hand on her shoulder. "I have to get you back to your room."
 
   She doesn't look at me. Instead she opens her mouth and lets out a low, guttural gasp.
 
   "Please," I say, pulling my phone from my pocket, "just try not to hurt yourself." I pull up Lizzie's number and try calling her, but the call doesn't connect and when I check the screen, I see that I've once again got no signal. "Great," I mutter as I put the phone away. It's almost as if something is deliberately blocking me every time I need to call for help. Glancing along the corridor, I suddenly see where Ruth Brown is headed: about ten meters away, at the next junction, there's the boarded-up door to the abandoned ward.
 
   "You don't want to go in there," I say, looking back down at Ruth, but it's quite clear from the look on her face that she knows where she's going. "Please," I continue, moving along the floor a little in order to keep pace with her. "You really, really don't want to go in there. There's nothing for you through that door, it's just a really cold, really horrible place." Realizing that she's either not hearing me or not paying attention, I hurry in front of her and sit right in the middle of the corridor, blocking her way. "I'm taking you back to bed," I say firmly, staring straight into her eyes. "Do you understand me? I'm taking you back to your room so you can go to bed."
 
   Ignoring me, she slowly starts trying to crawl around me, but I immediately block her again.
 
   "It's not going to work," I say firmly. I try my phone again, but it's still not working. "There's nothing for you up there," I continue, "so just let me help you. Please!"
 
   She tries to get around me again, but I keep myself in her path. After a moment, she pauses, as if she's actually starting to realize that she's going the wrong way.
 
   "Back to bed," I say, trying not to sound too harsh or mean. "Seriously, it's -"
 
   With no warning, she suddenly lunges straight toward me, letting out a deep growl as she reaches up and grabs my face, digging her fingernails into my face. I gasp as I feel her cutting my skin, and I immediately pull back. Putting my hand up to feel the wounds, I find that there are small trickles of blood coming from each of the cuts. By this point, she's already started to make her way around me. It's as if her determination to get to the abandoned ward is stronger than any other impulse.
 
   "You have to come with me," I say, my voice trembling with shock.
 
   She ignores me once again, instead crawling on her hands and knees, her thin hospital gown barely covering her frail body.
 
   "You can't go in there!" I shout, checking my phone again and seeing that there's still no signal. I reach out to hold Ruth Brown's arm, but she suddenly turns and lunges at me again, digging her teeth into the flesh of my wrist. Stunned, I try to pull back, but she's got a strong grip with her jaws and she won't let go, not even when I feel her teeth start to puncture the skin. Blood dribbles down onto the floor, but I'm scared to pull away too hard, in case I cause more damage. "Get off!" I shout, forcing myself to hold back from hitting her. I put my other hand on her face and try to gently ease her away, and finally she pulls back.
 
   "Fuck!" I gasp as I check the damage to my wrist. She hasn't done any major damage, but I can see the outlines of her teeth in my skin, and she's broken the flesh. The pain isn't too great, though. When I look back over at her, I see that she's finally reached the door to the abandoned ward, and now she's reaching up in an attempt to get hold of the padlock. As hard as she tries, however, she seems to be completely unable to get her shaking hand up high enough.
 
   "You won't get in," I say, making sure to keep my distance from her. "The only way you could ever get through that door is if someone helped you, and there's no way I'm going to do that, so you might as well just give up."
 
   She continues to reach up for the padlock. Even if she could manage to get to it, however, there's no way she's be able to force it open. All her intensity, and all her passion, has led her to this point, but her legs are too frail to support her. I take a deep breath, keen to avoid being bitten again but also keenly aware that I have to do something. I look at the floor and see that she's left a trail of sweat and flaky skin as she made her way here.
 
   "You're going to die," I say eventually. "I don't know if you can hear me, but you might as well know the truth. Do you really want to spend your final moments here, like some kind of addict? Or do you want me to take you back to your room so you can die in peace?"
 
   She gasps as her wrinkled, trembling hand continues to reach up toward the padlock. Her fingertips are just inches away.
 
   "What's in there that you want so much, anyway?" I ask, even though I've got a horrible feeling that I already know the answer. I make my way over to her, making sure to stay a safe distance back. "Have you been in there before? Did you meet someone while you were inside?" I look at the little window in the middle of the door; I can see the brightly-lit abandoned ward on the other side, looking cold and empty. "Did you meet her?" I ask, looking back down at Ruth Brown. "Jennifer, or whatever her name is."
 
   I wait for some kind of response, but there's nothing. It's as if every scrap of energy left in her body is being directed toward one goal, and one goal only: she wants to get through this door and onto the abandoned ward.
 
   "You have to come back with me now," I say, staring down at her tired, weathered face. "I'm not angry at you for hurting me, but there's no way I'm ever going to open this door for you. There's nothing through there but..." I pause for a moment, remembering the night I walked through this door. "There's nothing that can help you," I continue. "There's nothing through there that can make things any better."
 
   "Are you sure about that?" whispers a voice nearby, and I turn to see Jennifer standing on the other side of the door, staring at me through the window.
 
   "What do you want with her?" I ask.
 
   "Me?" she replies, smiling. "Who says I want anything with her?"
 
   "You're luring her toward you," I point out.
 
   She shakes her head. "If I wanted her in here, don't you think I'd have opened the door by now?" She pauses for a moment. "Whatever's driving her, it's nothing to do with me. Anyway, what do you care? The old woman bit you and scratched your face. Are you really so worried about her? If she wants to come in here, why not just let her?"
 
   "Because I -" Suddenly the padlock opens itself.
 
   Gasping, Ruth makes one final effort to reach the handle, but I push her hand away and she falls flat on her back. I immediately kneel next to her, worried that I've hurt her, but she quickly starts trying to get up again. It's as if she's some kind of junkie, and the abandoned ward is her fix; she seems filled with an overwhelming urge to get through the door, and she won't let anything stand in her way.
 
   "It's not happening," I say, grabbing the padlock and forcing it shut again.
 
   "What are you scared of?" Jennifer asks, still taunting me from the other side of the door.
 
   "I'm not scared of anything," I reply, "I just don't want to chase her any more. I'm taking her back to her room."
 
   "Spoilsport," Jennifer says. "Aren't you curious? I know I am."
 
   "That's not how it's going to work tonight," I say, stepping around Ruth and finally putting my hands under her arms. Making sure I'm behind her, and that she can't reach me with her teeth, I slowly start dragging her along the floor. It feels totally wrong to be doing this, and completely disrespectful, but I figure it's better than just letting her remain out here. "I'm taking you back to your room," I say, "whether you like it or not."
 
   "Come and see me again soon!" Jennifer calls out.
 
   Although Ruth struggles a little as I pull her back along the corridor, she doesn't put up as much of a fight as I'd expected. It's almost as if the exertion required to get all the way to the abandoned ward has drained her, and she seems to be slipping back into her non-responsive state. Struggling a little, even though she's hardly a heavy woman, I eventually manage to get her back to her room. Realizing that she seems docile again, I decide to take the risk of getting closer to her, and I'm finally able to haul her up and back onto her bed. After a few minutes, I've got her tucked in again, and it's almost as if she never left the room in the first place.
 
   "Where the hell was she?" says Lizzie, hurrying into the room. "Why didn't you call to let me know you'd found her?"
 
   "She was up near the red ward's rec room," I say, deciding to skirt around the events concerning the abandoned ward. Reaching into my pocket, I find that my phone is looking fine, with no signal problems. "I think I need to get a new phone," I add. "This one isn't quite working normally."
 
   Lizzie busies herself with Ruth, checking her over. "She seems okay," she says after a moment, "but I don't understand how she could have got out of bed. She's been half-dead for so long, there's just no way she could..." She sighs. "You know what? It's not a problem. Juliet, I'm going to say something that could get us both in a lot of trouble, but I hope you'll be smart enough to realize it's by far the best approach. If we write about this incident in the logbook, we'll get asked a heap of questions. We might even end up on suspension. It's going to cause nothing but trouble, and it won't benefit anyone. Not you, not me, and certainly not Ruth."
 
   "So you want to keep it quiet," I say, realizing where this conversation is headed. I pause for a moment. "Sure. I won't mention it."
 
   "Okay," she replies. "That's perfect. I'm going to go check on the other residents, and you need to just sit here and resume your watch. If she moves again, if she even flinches, you get out of here and you lock the door behind you, okay?" She fishes a key from her pocket and hands it to me. "You're not supposed to have this, but just keep hold of it for the rest of the shift. If she does anything, you lock her in and come find me." She sighs. "When the sun comes up, if she's still alive, she's someone else's problem."
 
   "Sure," I say.
 
   Once Lizzie has left the room, I walk over to the bed and stare down at Ruth. She's back to her former condition, with her eyes closed and her breathing becoming slow and heavy. Whatever sparked that brief flurry of activity, it seems to have passed.
 
   "I'm sorry I dragged you," I say, keeping my voice down. "I didn't mean to hurt you, but I couldn't leave you there." I look at the bite marks on my hand; at least Lizzie didn't notice my injuries. "Trust me," I continue, "you really didn't want to go into that ward. There's nothing there. Nothing good, anyway."
 
   I turn and walk over to my chair, but after a moment I hear the sound of movement and I glance back at the bed. To my shock, she's opened her eyes again, and she lets out another deep growl. I make my way over to the door, but something tells me that whatever's happening this time, it's different somehow. I walk back over to the bed and realize that she's not getting up; she's dying. From the depths of her throat, she emits a grinding death rattle that sends a chill down my spine. She blinks a couple of times, and then she just stares up at the ceiling. I keep my eyes focused on her face, and after a couple of minutes I realize that she's dead. I wait a little longer, but eventually there's no doubt at all.
 
   "Bye," I say quietly, immediately realizing that my choice of words sounds kind of flippant. "Rest in peace," I add.
 
   Turning and walking out of the room, I walk slowly to the reception area. I grab the logbook from the top of the office filing cabinet and I open it to today's date. Apart from the change of the last shift, there's nothing mentioned, not even in the column that's reserved for any unusual notes or comments. I check my watch and see that it's 4:55am, so I carefully enter Ruth Brown's time of death. Once I'm done, I put everything away, take a deep breath, and make my way through to the blue ward, figuring I need to find Lizzie and tell her what happened. I guess that now, with the death watch over, it's time to get on with my normal duties.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   Once my father has put me to bed, I stay awake in the darkness and stare at the window. It's barely 9pm and I know my father will still be awake for a while; even now, I can hear him shuffling around downstairs, doing whatever he does when he's alone at night. Before my mother died and I came to live with him, he used to go out a lot, drinking in bars; now he has to spend his nights in the house, at least until he's managed to find a babysitter. He spends a lot of time on his computer, mostly either playing chess or going on dating websites, and I'm pretty sure he has a couple of glasses of wine. Everything about the situation seems temporary; even my bedroom is really just a store-room, with shelves running along all the walls, containing hundreds of old vinyl jazz records. It's better than nothing, but I can't help wondering how long it'll be before he decides things have to change. Soon, hopefully.
 
   After staying awake for a few hours, I hear my father coming upstairs and going into his room. I wait a little longer, until I'm sure he's asleep, and finally I reach over and switch on my bedside lamp. Climbing out of bed, I pull my backpack out from the cupboard and open the top. Fortunately, the dead cat hasn't started to smell yet, so I carefully remove him and place him in a plastic box I took from the kitchen. I carefully pull the scissors out of his head, and a small dollop of blood comes out, but not too much; I guess he's started to congeal, now that he's been dead for a few hours. I arrange him so that he's as spread out as possible, and then finally I place the lid on the box.
 
   Sneaking out of my room, I go over to my father's door and immediately hear him snoring. I head downstairs, open the back door and go into the garden. It's pretty overgrown out here, and my father only ever comes out to smoke, so I'm pretty sure it shouldn't be too hard to hide the box containing the cat. I hurry around to the side of the house and sit on the cold grass, before opening the box and looking down at the corpse. So far, to be honest, it's a little disappointing: it looks just like a regular cat, and apart from the wound in its head you wouldn't even know that anything was wrong. As it's large, dead eyes stare up at me, I start to feel a little guilty. I mean, as far as I know, the cat didn't do anything to deserve being killed; I just hope that there wasn't too much pain as the scissors entered his brain.
 
   "Sorry again," I whisper.
 
   He doesn't reply.
 
   Reaching into the box, I move one of his paws, and I can immediately tell that he's starting to get stiff. I managed to go on a website on my father's computer earlier, and apparently bodies get hard when they've been dead for a few hours. There's no sign of maggots, but I'm sure they'll come soon. Although everything looks normal, I'm fairly sure that inside the cat, the process of decomposition has already begun. It'll be slow at first, but gradually the skin will start to get eaten away. Smiling in the moonlight, I imagine what it would be like if it turned out the cat wasn't dead at all; I imagine him suddenly leaping out of the box and running off, having faked his death so he'd have a chance of escaping. Fortunately, I've already made double sure that there's no chance of anything like that happening. His body is dead, and his soul... Well, I don't believe in souls. When the body dies, the mind dies too.
 
   "Your death won't be in vain," I explain as I stare at him. "I'm going to keep a diary of everything that happens to you. This is a big project, so we'll be doing this for a few months, okay?" I pause for a moment. "If you're really good, and if you get lots of nice juicy maggots, I might even take you for pancakes and an ice cream. You'd like that, wouldn't you?" I hesitate for a moment, and then I reach down and ruffle the fur around his ears. "It's okay," I add. "I know you're a little shy." I smile. Obviously I know the cat is dead, but I bet some people would be stupid enough to believe that it could still be alive. It's kind of fun to imagine a zombie cat roaming across the grass, trying to eat everything it finds.
 
   Although the dead cat is fun, I can't help thinking how much more fun this whole situation would have been if I'd been able to get hold of my mother's body. I'd have needed a much bigger box, and it would have been harder to get her back home from the cemetery, but then I'd have been able to feel her arms get stiff, and I'd be able to watch as her body slowly decayed and rotted to nothing. Smiling, I imagine the flies and maggots crawling across her flesh; a human body must be a big feast for bugs, so the flies would probably end up being really big and meaty. Maybe it's a little morbid to be thinking about this kind of thing, but it'd still have been something fascinating to watch. Human bodies change so slowly when people are alive; when they die and finally get interesting, they're immediately hidden away in the ground or, even worse, they're burned. Sometimes I wonder why adults make the decisions they make; if my father had just been a little more thoughtful, I could be sitting here with my mother's dead body at this very moment.
 
   Realizing that there's little chance of anything interesting happening to the cat's body tonight, I carefully place the lid on the box and slide it into a small gap behind the woodshed. I hurry back into the house, making sure to lock the door so that my father won't realize I've been outside. I walk over to the kitchen counter and see an empty wine glass next to the sink. After I've wiped my feet on a tea towel, I go back upstairs. My father is still snoring, which means he's got no idea that I ever got out of bed. I like feeling that I can do things that he doesn't know about; it makes me feel good to realize that he's not completely in control.
 
   I push his bedroom door open and stare into the darkness. Creeping across the room, I stand by his bed and stare straight at his sleeping face. After a moment, I'm able to ignore the snoring and imagine what it would be like if he was dead. I stand there for a few minutes, and apart from the snoring, there's no sign of life: I can't see the bedsheets moving as he breathes, and it's as if he hasn't sensed that I'm here at all. The whole room stinks of garlic and clarinet reeds, mixed with a little body odor and flatulence, and to be honest it's a bit gross being in here, but I want to test how close I can get to him before he wakes up. I reach my hand out, keeping it hovering close to his face for a moment, but nothing happens. I guess maybe he had a couple of glasses of wine and now he's passed out for the night. I take a deep breath and finally I poke his shoulder. I figure that if he wakes up, I can always claim to be scared or something like that, but he doesn't even stir. It's useful to know that he's such a heavy sleeper, since my experiments with the cat's dead body are going to have to take place mostly at night. I prod him a couple more times, just to make sure, and although he finally shifts a little under the duvet, he doesn't actually wake up.
 
   Finally satisfied that he's fast asleep, I turn to walk out of the room, but at the last moment I spot a pair of nail scissors on the bedside table. After staring at them for what feels like the longest time, I go back to my room.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   I usually only visit my mother's grave once or twice a year. This morning, I'm back for the second time in as many days. Although the sky is a dull gray color, and a biting wind threatens rain at any moment, I'm determined to sit here for as long as it takes until I get some kind of emotional reaction. So far, I feel absolutely nothing, but I'm convinced that if I sit here long enough, eventually something will happen. I just have to be patient. I mean, what kind of monster wouldn't cry at her own mother's graveside?
 
   "Come on," I whisper quietly, staring at the spot where the ashes were buried. "Come on." I feel something, maybe, but it's little more than a slight heaviness behind my eyes. It's as if my body wants to cry, but my mind is holding the tears back; or maybe it's the opposite, and my mind wants to cry, but my body is... Sighing, I close my eyes and listen to the sound of the wind tearing around the cemetery. After a moment, I feel the first cold drops of rain on my face and hands.
 
   "Fine!" I say, standing up and walking over to the spot where my mother is buried. I kneel on the cold, damp grass and stare directly at the patch of grass. I still remember the funeral, all those years ago, and how I was upset by my father's decision to burn the body rather than bury my mother properly. It's hard to believe that so many years have passed, but in many ways I still feel exactly the same way. I'm still pissed off at him, and I still think it was a lousy thing to do. Besides, when people cremate a loved one, they usually scatter the ashes somewhere meaningful. I don't know why my father chose to bury my mother's burned remains, but I guess he was probably just being cheap; I mean, he didn't even pay for a headstone, which means I only know the exact spot where she's buried because I made a conscious effort to commit it to memory.
 
   Just before she became ill, my mother was considering moving us to California. I can't help wondering how different life would be if she'd stayed healthy, and we'd gone off to the west coast. I'd probably have seen my father just a couple of times a year. Maybe life would have been better out there.
 
   Standing up, I take a deep breath and realize that this isn't working. There's no way I can just sit around in the rain all day, on the off-chance that somehow I'll end up crying. Whatever's wrong with me, it's going to take a lot more work to get it fixed, and shivering in a freezing cold cemetery isn't going to help. As I walk across the grass, I find myself thinking more and more about the abandoned ward and about the outpouring of emotion I experienced on my first visit. Although Jennifer tried to use that emotion to make me kill myself, I can't help wondering whether I could use her powers to unlock my true feelings in a more controlled and ordered way. I've delayed the moment long enough, but now I have to start planning my return to the abandoned ward. Instead of being scared of Jennifer Mathis, I see her as an opportunity, but it's an opportunity that I have to approach carefully in order to make sure I don't get hurt.
 
   As I'm nearing the cemetery gate, I glance over at a nearby spot and I stop in my tracks. A few meters away, a small black headstone pokes out of the ground, almost as if it's calling me over. I walk toward the spot and stare down at the inscription. This is where Martina Hopkins, my father's girlfriend from the funeral home, is buried. At least she got a full coffin rather than being cremated, but then my father wasn't in charge of her funeral, even though they were very close by the time she died. Just as I remember the details of my mother's funeral, I also remember Martina's. Everyone was so shocked and upset following her sudden death, and my father was viewed with great sympathy. He didn't deserve that sympathy, but it was kind of funny to watch him muddle through another close death. As a faint smile crosses my lips, I turn and walk out of the cemetery.
 
   


 
  

Book 3:
 
   Bandages
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "You off to work?" my father asks.
 
   "Yeah," I say, putting my backpack on the table as I wander over to the fridge. It's close to 9pm and I'm supposed to be at the retirement home in an hour. Since my father has decided to stop giving me a lift every night, I have to take the bus, which means heading out into the cold and waiting at the nearby stop. I know it might make me sound like a pampered little princess, but I really wish he'd get off his ass and give me a lift rather than lounging around in his dressing gown, proving some pathetic point. He thinks he's making me understand the realities of the working world, but he's doing it in a totally self-satisfied way.
 
   "You don't sound very enthusiastic," he says, biting into a slice of garlic bread. He's got a book open on the table in front of him, and he seems to be looking at pictures of boats. Typical. The two great loves of my father's life are boats and jazz, and if he's not engaged in one of those passions, you can be sure it'll be the other. Once I'm out the door, he'll probably spend the evening fantasizing about the boat he keeps saying he wants to buy while listening to some old jazz albums, and then maybe looking at some of the dodgy websites I once found in his browser's history.
 
   "It's a job," I say. "Why should I be enthusiastic?"
 
   "Depends," he says, looking down at his book.
 
   "Depends on what?" I ask.
 
   "On how you want to present yourself at work." He looks back up at me. "One of the most important things you can learn, Juliet, is the value of comportment. Do you even know what comportment is?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "It's the way you hold yourself. The way you go about your daily business. If you comport yourself in a happy, enthusiastic manner, people will pick up on that and treat you accordingly. But if you slouch into work like you don't want to be there... well, you get the idea. If you want people to think you're just going through the motions in order to get a pay-packet, then fine, carry on like that. But if you really want to get somewhere in life, you might need to rethink your approach."
 
   "So it's about body language?" I ask, stuffing a bottle of water and a pre-packaged sandwich into my backpack. The truth is, I already know what he's talking about, but I have to ask questions occasionally; it's the only way to make sure he accepts that I'm paying attention.
 
   "In a way," he says. "But it's more than that, really. It's about your approach to life."
 
   "What's wrong with my approach to life?" I ask.
 
   "I didn't say there's anything wrong with it," he says, "but do you think there's really anything very right with it? You're starting college in a few months. First impressions count. I was hoping you might learn this kind of stuff over the summer."
 
   "Guess not," I say, zipping up my backpack. "I'd love to stay and talk, but I have a bus to catch."
 
   "Good luck," he replies, looking down at his book. "If you need me, you know where to find me."
 
   I stare at him for a moment. "Dad?" I say eventually.
 
   "What?" he asks, not looking at me.
 
   "You remember Martina?"
 
   He looks at me, and I can see I've got his attention. "Of course," he says. "Why do you ask?"
 
   "Do you think about her much?"
 
   He pauses. "Sometimes."
 
   "Do you miss her?"
 
   "Why?"
 
   "It's just a question," I say. "I was wondering, that's all. You don't have to answer."
 
   He stares at me. "Sometimes."
 
   "Huh," I say. "That's what I thought." With that, I turn and head out the door, walking through the garden to the cold street. That little question about Martina was probably mean, but I've been thinking about her a lot lately. It's more than ten years since she died, and I can't help but wonder what the past decade would have been like if she'd been around. If she and my father had stayed together, everything would have been so different. In the years since her death, I've mostly managed to put her out of my mind, but lately I've been thinking about her more and more. It's almost as if, in some way, my memories of her have been reawakened by recent events. Hopefully it's just a temporary thing; the last thing I want is for Martina Hopkins to take up permanent residence in my thoughts.
 
   The bus journey to the retirement home is slow, and a bunch of rowdy guys call out to me from the back seats. I ignore them, though inside I'm burning up with fear in case they come closer. They whistle at me and generally make a nuisance of themselves, but fortunately I'm eventually able to get off the bus without being bothered directly. I stand on the sidewalk and watch as the bus heads off into the distance. I know I should be more open to experiences, but in general I hate people. They're loud and obnoxious, and they just cause trouble. I'd be much happier floating through the world in my own little bubble, not having to interact with anything. The problem is that I inevitably have to spend time with other people, and bad things usually happen. I don't know why, but other people seem to bring out the worst in me. I'm pretty sure I'd be just fine if I never had to see anyone else.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Kenneth Jenkins pissed himself again," says Lizzie, storming into the office while I'm writing some notes in the logbook. It's 2am and we're almost halfway through the night shift; so far, we've been so busy, there's barely been a moment to stop and take a breath.
 
   "What?" I ask, turning to her.
 
   "Jenkins," she snaps, grabbing a box of paper towels from one of the lockers. "He's pissed the bed. Now I've got to change everything." Lizzie's mood has been getting stormier by the hour; she's always seemed to have a level of anger simmering away beneath the surface, but tonight she's particularly tetchy. "Can you do me a favor? While I do the sheets, can you hose him down?"
 
   "Sure," I reply. "You mean, like, in the shower?"
 
   "Yeah," she says, hurrying back over to the door. "Just take him to the bathroom, stick him in the shower and make sure all the piss is washed off. Then dry him, get him into some new pajamas, and bring him back to his room."
 
   "Okay," I say, closing the logbook and following her through to the red ward. "I didn't know Mr. Jenkins was -"
 
   "There's no need for a fucking debate about it," she replies, clearly annoyed. "The old guy pissed himself, and he needs cleaning up. You've only worked here a couple of weeks, Juliet. Trust me; when you've been here a little longer, you'll get used to the crap the residents try to pull. Wait 'til you've literally had to reach your hand up someone's ass to pull out a piece of shit that's got lodged up there."
 
   As soon as we get to Kenneth's room, I see him sitting on the edge of the bed, completely naked, looking embarrassed and sad. It's a heartbreaking sight, especially when I spot the large wet patch on the bedsheets.
 
   "Juliet's gonna clean you up," Lizzie says, showing no sign of sympathy at all. "Get up. Go with her."
 
   Slowly, Kenneth gets to his feet and comes over to the door. I step back, immediately smelling the urine. As Lizzie starts removing the soiled sheets, I take Kenneth by the hand and lead him along the corridor. Maybe I'm being overly sensitive, but I can't help thinking that Lizzie's attitude is a little over-the-top; it's pretty clear that Kenneth is feeling humiliated, especially as he's still naked, and I feel as if maybe Lizzie could be nicer to the residents.
 
   "Don't worry," I say, leading him into the bathroom. "You'll be all fixed up in a couple of minutes."
 
   He doesn't say anything. Kenneth Jenkins is usually one of the most talkative and friendly residents, but he seems totally crushed right now. He just sits on a nearby chair and waits while I turn the shower on; I wait for a moment, checking the temperature of the water with my hand until finally it starts to heat up a little.
 
   "How do you like it?" I ask. "Warm? Hot?"
 
   He slowly turns to look at me, and I realize there are tears in his eyes.
 
   "It's not that bad," I say. "Everyone has accidents."
 
   He stares at me, and a tear rolls down his cheek. Grabbing some toilet paper from nearby, I go over to him and gently wipe the tear away.
 
   "Do you want to get in the shower now?" I ask, trying to sound as friendly as possible. "It'll feel good to get it washed off, won't it?"
 
   "I didn't do it," he says suddenly.
 
   "You didn't do what?" I ask, wiping away another tear from his cheek.
 
   "She did it," he says, staring at me with his sad, old eyes. "She did it to me!"
 
   "Come on," I say, "let's get you into the shower."
 
   "It's hers!" he says as he stands up. I get him into the water, and then I quickly lather up a sponge and wipe him down.
 
   "Doesn't this feel good?" I ask. "There's no need to be embarrassed. Accidents happen to everyone."
 
   "I didn't have an accident," he replies. "She came in and did this to me."
 
   "What do you mean?" I ask as I run the sponge over his back.
 
   "She came into my room," he continues, "and she sat on my bed, and she told me no-one'd believe me if I said it was her. And then she did it, and then she came and found you and told you it was me."
 
   I take a deep breath. I understand why Kenneth is embarrassed, but it seems kind of over-the-top to start accusing Lizzie of wetting his bed. Lizzie might be a little harsh at times, but I don't think she's cruel. Besides, why the hell would anyone do something like that? It's pretty sick.
 
   "You don't believe me," he says.
 
   "I'm sure it's not quite like that," I say, turning off the shower. "There. All clean." I grab a towel and start gently patting him dry.
 
   "It's exactly like that," he says. "She was right. No-one believes me. No-one ever believes me, or the others. Most of them are too far gone to even know it wasn't their fault, but she can't trick me the way she tricks everyone else." He turns to me. "There are some evil people in the world, you know."
 
   "I know," I say.
 
   "Just because you're sweet and innocent, doesn't mean everyone's the same."
 
   "I'm not sweet and innocent," I say, forcing myself to smile as I finish getting him dry. "There," I add, before going over to the cupboard and pulling out a dressing gown. "You can wear this back to your room," I continue, "and then we can get you into some pajamas."
 
   "I don't want to go back there," he says.
 
   "And where else are you going to sleep?"
 
   "I want a camera," he continues. "I know you can get little cameras these days. I want one in my room, so you can catch her doing it to me."
 
   "I really don't think that's necessary," I say as I help him into the dressing gown. "Let's just stop over-reacting and get you back to your room." I feel bad for patronizing him like this, but the stuff he's coming out with is kind of crazy. There's no way Lizzie, despite all her faults, is going around urinating in the residents' beds so she can blame them; I mean, she might be a bit of a bitch sometimes, but she's not insane.
 
   "Get me a camera," he says as I lead him back out into the hallway. "You know what I'm talking about. Get me a little one I can hide somewhere. I'll give you money, but you have to pick it up for me."
 
   "Let's not worry about cameras right now," I tell him.
 
   "And don't tell her I told you this," he says. "If she finds out I told you, she'll do something even worse."
 
   "I won't tell her," I reply, "but you have to promise me that you'll realize this isn't as bad as it seems. A little accident isn't the end of the world."
 
   We walk in silence for a moment. "I thought you'd believe me," he says eventually. "I thought you were one of the good ones. We haven't had a good one since Jennifer Mathis left."
 
   I take a deep breath. Even the mention of that name, Jennifer Mathis, is enough to put me on edge. I haven't gone anywhere near the abandoned ward for a few days, and I haven't had any strange encounters since the night that Ruth Brown died. I have no doubt that Jennifer Mathis is still around somewhere, waiting for me, but for now she seems to be leaving me alone, and for that at least I'm grateful. When I've come up with my own plan, I'm going to go back in there and confront her properly, and find out how she managed to get so deep into my head.
 
   "You must be tired," I say as we reach his room. Lizzie is just finishing up with the bed, and there's a pile of dirty sheets in the corner. "Hey," I continue as I guide him to the bed, "at least now everything's clean and new."
 
   "Until he does it again," Lizzie sneers.
 
   "Do you think you'll be able to sleep?" I ask Kenneth as I settle him into bed. He doesn't reply, but he squeezes my hand tight and I can see that there's genuine fear in his eyes. I think he truly believes the claims he's been making, which makes me worry a little for his state of mind. "I'll come back and check on you in a while," I say. "Okay?"
 
   He nods.
 
   "Come on," Lizzie says, carrying the soiled sheets out into the corridor. "There are other residents, you know. We can't spend all night on him."
 
   "Sleep well," I say, before switching off the light and leaving the room, pulling the door shut as I go.
 
   "You wait 'til you've been here as long as I have," Lizzie says as we walk back toward the reception area. "You won't be so nice to them when they piss themselves in the middle of the night."
 
   "He didn't do it on purpose," I say.
 
   "Didn't he?" She smiles. "Sometimes they just want attention, and they learn how to get it. People are like dogs, Juliet. They pick up tricks, and they use them to get what they want. Just 'cause these residents are old, don't be fooled into thinking they've lost the ability to come up with nasty little schemes." She opens the laundry chute and shoves the sheets inside. "Kenneth Jenkins is a devious old bastard. If he wants some attention, he'll happily piss the bed just so he can spend some time with us. Frankly, I think he does it because he likes being sponged down in the shower. Don't tell me his little pecker didn't quiver while you were washing him."
 
   "I'll go and check on the rest of the red ward," I say, turning and heading back along the corridor. I'm really starting to hate the way Lizzie talks about the residents. She acts like they're a bunch of naughty children, and sometimes it seems like she treats them pretty badly. Sure, it's annoying when someone has an accident in their bed, but I don't feel as if scolding them is going to do much good; in fact, it's probably going to make things worse. Then again, I'm only a temporary employee here, and I'll be gone by the end of summer. I guess there's no point trying to change things. I just need to knuckle down, do my best, and try not to cause trouble. I'm not here to save anyone.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   The maggots are really busy this morning. Wriggling in and out of Gizmo's body, they're chewing on every last morsel of flesh. It's taken them a few weeks, which is a little longer than I'd anticipated, but they've finally reduced his corpse to little more than a collection of bones and fur. When they first appeared, the maggots were small and thin, but they're getting fatter and fatter. It's been fascinating to watch them develop, and to see the way they've used Gizmo's body; in a way, they've turned him into an entire world, but they're going to run out of resources soon and I can't wait to see what happens next. I just wish I'd been able to perform this same experiment on my mother's body.
 
   "Juliet!"
 
   Looking up, I realize my father is looking for me. I told him I was coming out to the garden to look for frogs, but I've been out here for ages. I quickly put the lid back on the box and slide it back into its hiding place, before running around to the back door.
 
   "Find anything?" my father asks, smiling at me. He's still wearing his dressing gown, even though it's almost lunch-time.
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Maybe it's the wrong time of year," he says. "You want to come in and have breakfast?"
 
   Reluctantly following him into the house, I glance over at the clock and see that it's almost midday. In my opinion, breakfast should be eaten much earlier, but at weekends my father has a tendency to run according to a different schedule. He likes to stay in bed for as long as possible, which means I have to find something to eat for myself and then wait for him to emerge from his bedroom. It feels weird to be eating breakfast so late in the day, and lunch and dinner both get pushed back much later than I'd prefer. I liked it when my mother used to get up early and boil some eggs. My father makes eggs too, but it's not the same; he always complains about the way I eat them.
 
   "Martina's in the shower," he says as he butters some toast.
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "Did you hear me?" he asks, glancing over.
 
   I nod. What does he want me to say? That I'm glad she's in the shower? That I'm interested? That I care? Anyway, I already knew what she was doing, because I can hear the shower running in the distance. I've tried really hard to hide the fact that I don't like Martina, but he's really pushing me to act like I accept her. My father's never been very good at hiding his feelings, and he's never been very subtle, and I hate the way he's trying to act like Martina's a part of our family. To me, she's just this woman who comes and sleeps over a couple of nights each week.
 
   "You like Martina, don't you?" he says, bringing a big plate of buttered toast over to the table.
 
   "Yes," I say obediently.
 
   "Good," he replies, tousling my hair. "There's no reason to be against new people coming into our lives, and Martina's really very nice. Give her a chance and I think the pair of you will get on really well."
 
   I sit on one of the chairs and grab a piece of toast. My mother always used to burn the toast; I liked biting into the crisp black edges, whereas my father's toast is just lightly browned. I know I probably spend too much time thinking back to how my mother used to do things, but I got used to her habits. It feels as if everything my father does is wrong.
 
   "You know," he continues as he checks the boiled eggs, "Martina isn't sure whether or not you like her." He glances over at me. "I think she thinks you're a little cold around her sometimes. Maybe you could try a little harder to make sure she knows that's not true."
 
   I bite into the toast. It's soggy, and too buttery.
 
   "Don't eat yet," he says, hurrying over and taking the piece of toast out of my hand. "Just wait a couple of minutes, Juliet. It's rude to start before everyone's at the table."
 
   I look over at the door. In the distance, the shower is still running. If we wait for Juliet, everything's going to get cold.
 
   "Did you hear what I said just now?" my father continues. "I think it'd be nice if you could show Martina that you like her. Just smile a little more and talk to her. Is that something you think you could do?"
 
   "Yes," I say, hoping to get him off my back. At that moment, I hear the shower being turned off.
 
   "You want us to be happy, don't you?" he continues, bringing a bowl of boiled eggs over to the table. "Time moves on and new people come into our lives. It's how the world works, Juliet. You're too young to understand at the moment, but you'll just have to trust me. Martina's a very lovely person."
 
   I smile politely.
 
   "Hey!" Martina says, coming through to the dining room wearing nothing more than a towel wrapped around her body. She does this every time she's here for breakfast, and I hate it. Why can't she get dressed like a normal person? Her hair's wet and there's something annoying about her bare shoulders, which still have little beads of water glistening on the skin. As she walks barefoot over to my father and kisses him on the cheek, I have to fight the urge to ask her to put some clothes on. I know I shouldn't get so easily annoyed, but it feels like she thinks she can do anything she wants when she's here, even though she's just a visitor.
 
   "Perfect timing," my father says as he fills up two mugs of coffee. "Breakfast is served."
 
   "You really spoil me," Martina says, laughing as she comes over to the table. "A girl could get used to this. Isn't that right, Juliet?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "How are you this morning?" she asks, sitting opposite me.
 
   "I'm good," I say.
 
   "Did you sleep well?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Don't you just love Sundays?" she asks as my father comes and joins us at the table. "No work to do. No hassles. No school. A whole day to just relax."
 
   "Have you found your cat yet?" I ask, already knowing the answer.
 
   "No," she replies, taking a slice of toast and an egg. "No, I haven't. Gizmo's still out there somewhere, but I'm sure he'll come back."
 
   "Why?" I ask.
 
   "Why what, honey?" she replies.
 
   "Why are you sure?" I stare at her. "Maybe something's happened to him?"
 
   "Well, maybe," she says, glancing uneasily at my father, "but maybe he's just off having an adventure and he'll be back later today. He might be sitting on the doorstep when I go back to my apartment this evening."
 
   "He might be," I say, forcing myself not to smile, "but I doubt it."
 
   "Have some toast and an egg," my father says, putting food on my plate. I can tell from the way he's looking at me that he wants me to shut up. I guess they don't want to talk about Gizmo, since they both probably know that he's unlikely to return. There's a part of me that wants to tell them the truth, and bring the box in from the garden. I can just imagine their horrified faces if they saw all the maggots crawling through Gizmo's rotted corpse. Then again, I want to see the experiment through to the end, so it's probably best that I keep it to myself for now. Still, it's fun to know that I've got a secret, and to think that I've got this small amount of power over them.
 
   "So what do you want to do today?" my father asks Martina.
 
   "I want to relax," she says, smiling. "What else is there to do on a Sunday?"
 
   My father grins. There's something sickening about the way these two behave. It's as if they're totally in love and they can barely think about anything else. Every weekend, Juliet comes and stays for Friday and Saturday night, spending the days just sitting around the house, watching films and typing on her laptop. In the evenings, I'm usually packed off to bed so they can do adult stuff. What's worse is that the house smells so weird when she's here: my father always smells of garlic and clarinet reeds, and Martina always smells of lavender and cigarettes. Even though she always goes out into the garden to smoke, the smell somehow seems to cling to her. I miss how my mother smelled: she just smelled of soap and hair.
 
   "We could go for a drive," my father says. "Who's up for a little drive? Maybe we could go to the park?"
 
   "We could," Martina replies, clearly not too keen.
 
   "Maybe another time," my father continues, reaching over and touching her arm.
 
   "I just feel like relaxing today," she says. "Maybe watch a few films?"
 
   "Sure," my father replies. "Maybe something that Juliet can watch too?" He turns to me. "Or you can just play in your room if you prefer, honey."
 
   I stare at him. "Can I play in the garden?"
 
   "Of course," he says.
 
   "I used to love playing in the garden," Martina adds. "I used to sit really still and quiet, and wait for butterflies to land near me, and then I'd watch them. And bees too. Do you like nature, Juliet?"
 
   "Yes," I say, already thinking that maybe I could take a stick and poke the dead cat a little. I'd kind of like to see what he's like on his underside, although I really don't want to disturb the maggots too much.
 
   "You're so lucky to have a nice garden," Martina says. "I bet there are so many little creatures out there."
 
   "Yes," I say, before finishing my piece of toast. I remove the shell from my egg and take a bite.
 
   "You really shouldn't eat the yellow part of the egg, Juliet," my father says. "It's bad for you."
 
   "Let her eat it," Martina says with a smile. "It can't be that bad."
 
   "It's full of carbohydrates," he says. "She only wants to eat it because it's yellow."
 
   "It's okay," I say, putting the half-eaten egg back on my plate. "I'm not hungry. Can I be excused so I can go to my room? I want to get ready to go out into the garden."
 
   "Of course," my father says, and I waste no time in getting up and hurrying through to my bedroom. As soon as I've got through the door, I jump onto my bed and try to calm down. I don't know why I let them get to me so much, but there's something about my father and Martina that really, really drives me crazy. I just want them to stop being around me all the time, but I have no idea how I'm supposed to get them to understand. What I really want is to be left alone so that I can get on with doing the things I want to do, but they keep getting in the way. One way or another, I need to get Martina to go away forever, even if I have to sacrifice my experiment in the process.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   The shout is short, and distant, but also very distinct.
 
   Looking up from the logbook, I frown. The nursing home is usually completely quiet during the night; the residents are mostly asleep, and even when they get up and wander about, they tend not to make much noise. Nevertheless, I definitely just heard a brief, curtailed shout, as if someone was startled by something.
 
   "Hello?" I call out, stepping into the reception area. There's no sign of anyone. Lizzie's off checking the wards, and I'm supposed to be staying here to do some paperwork. It's almost 4am, and there's a little over three hours left before the shift ends. It's tempting to just go back to the logbook and get on with my work, but I'm certain I heard that shout, and I'm pretty sure the person seemed to be in distress. Reaching into my pocket, I pull out my phone and call Lizzie.
 
   "What's wrong?" she asks when she answers. She sounds a little breathless.
 
   "I heard a noise," I say. "It sounded like -"
 
   "It's nothing," she replies. "One of the residents almost fell, but I caught him. Don't worry about it. How's the paperwork going?"
 
   "Fine," I say. "Are you sure -"
 
   "Keep up the good work," she says, interrupting me. "Anything else to report?"
 
   "No," I reply, a little surprised by how terse she's being.
 
   "Okay," she says, "well, I'm busy, so I'll see you in a bit." With that, she cuts the call off.
 
   "Huh," I say, putting the phone away. I stand and listen for a moment, but there's only silence all around me. I turn to go back into the office, but I can't shake the feeling that something's wrong. The way Lizzie was talking to me, it was almost as if she was trying to shut me up and keep me busy. My mind goes back to the things Kenneth told me; although I'm sure he was just covering up for his embarrassment, I've got a nagging feeling that maybe I should double-check that nothing strange is happening.
 
   Pulling the office door shut, I head through to the red ward. As soon as I get past the rec room, I realize I can hear voices nearby. When I get close to room 109, I realize Lizzie is in there, talking to Kenneth Jenkins. I edge a little closer, and it becomes clear that Lizzie's voice is angry. Although she's talking quietly, her voice sounds tense and harsh, and there's no reply from Kenneth.
 
   "So that's why you won't call for help," Lizzie says. "You'll just stay here in bed, soaking in everything, until someone comes to get you up in the morning. And when they ask if you pissed yourself again, you'll just smile like an old idiot. Do we have a deal?"
 
   There's a pause. With my heart in my mouth, I stay by the door, shocked by what I'm hearing.
 
   "Don't think you can go running to that little bitch," Lizzie continues. "She doesn't believe you, anyway. Why would anyone believe an old fuck like you? In fact, give me your hand." Another pause. "Kenneth, give me your fucking hand. There. Now pay attention and try to get this through your thick, addled old brain. Whatever I do to you right now is nothing compared to what I'll do to you if you ever tell anyone about this, got it? Really, if you think about it, a little finger's nothing. What do you need it for, anyway?" There's yet another pause, followed by a dull snapping sound, and Kenneth cries out in pain.
 
   "Hey!" I say, stepping into the room and hitting the light switch.
 
   "Get out!" Lizzie shouts, standing up as Kenneth clutches his hand. "Get the fuck out!"
 
   "What are you doing?" I ask.
 
   "Get out!" she screams, barging toward me and pushing me out of the room. "Go back and do your work!" she shouts, her face flustered and red. "Right now! Go! Get out of here!"
 
   "What the hell did you just do to him?" I ask, trying to push past her.
 
   "Go and do your work!" she shouts, shoving me against the wall. "Do not interfere with my official business! Go and do your work!"
 
   "I don't -"
 
   "Go and do your work!" she shouts, leaning so close that I feel a fine spray of spit across my face. "Go and do your work!"
 
   "I -"
 
   "Go and do your work!" she shouts again, grabbing my arm and shoving me along the corridor. "Go and do your work!"
 
   "You can't -"
 
   "Go and do your work!" she screams. "Go and do your work! Go and do your work!"
 
   I stare at her. It's as if she's completely snapped. She seems to be just stuck in a cycle, shouting the same thing over and over.
 
   "Let me see him," I say, trying to stay calm. "I want to see what you're doing."
 
   "Go and do your work!" she screams.
 
   "No!" I say, trying again to push past her. She grabs my arm and twists me away from the door. I cry out in pain before finally getting away from her. "What the hell is wrong with you?" I ask.
 
   "Go and do your work!"
 
   "Stop saying that!" I shout. "Let me see him right now!"
 
   "This is none of your business," she says breathlessly. "Don't make me write you up for poor duty. Go and do your work!"
 
   "You hurt him," I say, panicking. I have no idea what to do. Lizzie's bigger than me, and I'm pretty sure she could hurt me, but at the same time I can't just leave her to continue hurting Mr. Jenkins.
 
   "Do your work!" she screams, slamming me into the wall and wedging an arm against my neck. Barely able to breathe, I try to fight back, but she's too strong. "Go and do your work!" she says firmly, pressing her forehead against the bridge of my nose with such force, I'm scared she might break a bone. "Go and do your work! Go and do your work!"
 
   "Get off me!" I splutter, starting to get really worried. It's clear that she's not just angry; she seems to be mentally unstable. I always suspected there was a nasty side to Lizzie, but I never expected her to blow up like this. As she stares at me, I can't help thinking that she's lost her mind. "Lizzie -"
 
   "Go and do your work!" she says, shoving me along the corridor. "Go!"
 
   Realizing I can't handle her on my own, I decide my only option is to go and get help. She's clearly too strong for me to manhandle, so I back away along the corridor, making sure not to turn my back on her. Eventually, she turns and heads back into the room, and I take a deep breath before turning to go back to the reception area. Fumbling in my pocket, I eventually pull out my phone. I'm just about to call Mr. Taylor, the facility's manager, when I hear another cry of pain coming from Kenneth's room.
 
   I wait for Mr. Taylor to answer, but the call just goes straight to answerphone. I cut the call off, and I'm just about to call the police when I hear Kenneth shout out for a third time. I hurry back along to his room, grabbing a fire extinguisher from the wall before I walk through the door. At least this time, I've got something I can use as a weapon in case Lizzie tries to hurt me.
 
   "Get out!" she screams, barreling toward me and shoving me against the wall. The fire extinguisher drops to the ground and rolls away. I wriggle free, but in the process I fall to the ground. When I try to get up, Lizzie slams her foot into my back, pinning me to the floor. I try to reach for my phone, but the pressure on my back is getting worse by the second and I'm scared she might seriously hurt me. Summoning up the last of my energy, I manage to roll out of the way; I grab the fire extinguisher and get to my feet as Lizzie storms toward me once again.
 
   "Keep back!" I shout at her.
 
   "Go and do your work!" she screams at the top of her voice.
 
   "Fuck you!" I shout, swinging the fire extinguisher at her head. There's a dull thud, accompanied by a stark cracking sound, and she staggers backward. My first instinct is to be relieved that she's not bleeding, but after a moment I realize from the vacant look in her eyes that something's wrong. She stumbles toward me, and then she topples over, landing with a heavy thud on the floor. I wait for her to move again, but she stays completely still.
 
   "Are you okay?" I ask, looking over at Kenneth.
 
   He nods, clutching his hand.
 
   "Fuck," I mutter, reaching down and checking to see if Lizzie has a pulse. I try a couple of places around her neck, and then I try her wrist, but there's nothing. Finally, I tilt her head a little. Her dead eyes stare back at me. "Fuck, fuck, fuck," I say quietly, sitting on the floor and staring at her body. This can't be happening. Not again.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "I've got a present for Martina," I say as I walk into the front room. The shoebox, which I've spent the past half hour wrapping and decorating, is behind my back; I've tied a big red bow on top, to make it look extra good.
 
   "You have?" my father asks, looking over. He and Martina are sitting on the sofa, watching a DVD. They've been like this for a few hours, watching film after film. I've been out in the garden working on my experiment, recording my final observations and preparing the specimen for its next stage. The job was a little icky, and I worked in constant fear of being disturbed, but finally I got it all done. Now I'm ready for the pay-off.
 
   "Here," I say, holding the shoebox out.
 
   "Is that for me?" Martina asks, a broad smile spreading across her face. "Really?"
 
   "What is it, honey?" my father says.
 
   "She has to open it and see," I say. I was hoping to remain completely impassive during this whole encounter, but I can't help smiling.
 
   "Well, this is a surprise," Martina says. "Juliet, you really didn't have to do this."
 
   "I wanted to," I reply.
 
   "Wait right here," Martina says excitedly, getting up from the sofa. "I've got something for you too."
 
   "You do?" I ask, watching her go. This wasn't part of the plan. In my head, I had it all worked out: I was going to come in, give her the box, and then watch her horrified reaction when she opened the lid. It never occurred to me that she might have something to give me in return. Still, I suppose it doesn't matter too much. As long as she ends up opening the box, that's all that matters.
 
   "I didn't know you'd got Martina a present," my father says, eying the box suspiciously. It's almost as if he suspects that something might be wrong, although I doubt he's got any idea about Gizmo.
 
   "I didn't get it," I say. "I made it. In the garden."
 
   "You did, did you?" he replies. "Are you sure it's something you want her to have?"
 
   I nod. At that moment, I see the very tip of a little white maggot emerge from under the lid. I carefully tuck it back inside; fortunately, it was on the side facing away from my father. I quickly turn the box around, just to double-check that there are no more escapees.
 
   "Here!" Martina says, coming back through with a large box in her hands. To my surprise, her box is also wrapped, but it's bigger than mine. "I was saving this for later," she continues, placing the box on the table, "but I think I'll give it to you right now. I saw it in a shop window, Juliet, and I immediately thought of you. I had something similar when I was younger, and it gave me hours of fun."
 
   "Don't I get any presents?" my father asks.
 
   "Sorry, honey," Martina replies, patting his shoulder, "but you're a guy. Guys don't get spontaneous presents today."
 
   "Huh," my father says, pretending to be grumpy.
 
   "Okay," Martina says, clearly excited as she smiles at me, "who's going to open their present first?"
 
   I stare at her, trying to stay calm. Things are rapidly spiraling out of control, and I'm a little worried that my trick's going to go wrong. As I stare at the box she's brought through for me, I suddenly realize it's about the right size for a human head. Since Martina works at a funeral home, is it possible that... I take a deep breath as I realize that maybe, just maybe, she might have saved my mother's head for me. She'd have had plenty of opportunities to cut the head off the body and put it somewhere safe. My heart starts to race as I contemplate all the fun experiments I could carry out, and suddenly this mangy old cat corpse doesn't seem very exciting at all.
 
   "Can I open mine?" I ask, almost shaking with excitement.
 
   "Of course, honey," Martina replies. "Go ahead!"
 
   Putting the shoebox on the table, I start pulling the wrapping off the box Martina has given me. My hands are trembling as I imagine what it would be like to find my mother's head inside. I keep trying to tell myself that I'm being crazy, and that there's no way my father would allow Martina to give me such a wonderful gift; at the same time, I can't stop thinking about the possibility. Even after a few weeks, my mother's head would still be in fairly good condition, especially if Martina had taken extra care to refrigerate it. Then again, why would she wait so long before giving it to me? Wouldn't she know that I'd want to get started with my work immediately? As I pull off the rest of the wrapping, I find myself staring at a brightly-colored cardboard box, and when I open the top I find there's a smaller box inside.
 
   "Keep going," Martina says, smiling.
 
   My heart sinks as I place the smaller box on the table. There's no way my mother's head could fit into such a small space. I guess I was stupid to think I might ever be so lucky.
 
   "Open it," Martina says, barely able to contain her excitement.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I start to lift the lid; seconds later, something shoots out through the top. I jump backward and trip over the leg of a chair, crashing down to the ground. My heart's pounding so fast now, I'm scared it might leap out of my chest. As my father hurries over and helps me up, I stare at the table and see a clown's head on a large, coiled spring.
 
   "It's a jack-in-the-box!" Martina says. "Isn't it fun?" She pauses for a moment. "Are you okay, Juliet? You didn't hurt yourself, did you?"
 
   I shake my head. Although I bumped my elbow a little, I don't want to admit that it was painful. I stare at the jack-in-the-box and watch as its head bobbles about at the end of the spring. I guess I was right in one way: there was a head in there, it just wasn't the kind of head I wanted. I feel so completely stupid for allowing myself to think that I'd be receiving my mother's head as a gift. There's no way Martina or my father would ever understand my need to get on with some interesting work. They don't understand me at all.
 
   "Do you like it?" Martina asks.
 
   "She loves it," my father says. "Don't you?"
 
   I nod, and then I turn to Martina. "I love it. Thank you. Now open yours."
 
   "I'm so excited!" she says, coming over and picking up the shoebox. A maggot drops out from under the lid, but I'm the only one who sees it as it lands softly on the carpet. I make sure not to step on the little creature as I walk around the table. "What is it?" Martina asks, shaking the box. "Whatever it is, it's not very heavy. Is it something you made, Juliet?"
 
   "Sort of," I say.
 
   "I think it's something she found in the garden," my father says, sounding a little doubtful.
 
   "Something you found?" Martina asks brightly. "Well, now I'm definitely intrigued. It's too heavy to be flowers."
 
   "Maybe I should take a look first," my father says. I'm not certain, but I think he might be suspicious. He probably thinks it's something disgusting, which I suppose is correct. From his perspective, at least.
 
   "No," Martina says, setting the box on the table. "It's my present, and I'm going to open it." She takes the lid away. "If I can -" She stops talking as she stares at the contents of the box. I swear, I can actually see the moment all the color drains from her face. "Oh," she says, looking ill. She steps back, and then without any warning she drops to the floor. I'd expected her to run away screaming, but instead she seems to have fainted.
 
   "What the hell?" my father asks, staring into the box. "Juliet, what have you done?" He kneels next to Martina and checks to see if she's conscious. "Marty?" he asks. "Can you hear me?"
 
   "It's her cat," I say, watching as more and more maggots come crawling out over the edge. "She wanted her cat back, so I got it for her."
 
   "Go to your room!" my father shouts. I don't need telling twice, so I turn and hurry along the corridor. As soon as I get to my bedroom, I push the door shut and take a deep breath. I did it. I actually did it. I can't help laughing as I imagine my father gently trying to wake Martina up; when she's conscious again, they'll have to talk about what happened. It's pretty funny, really, to think about how easy it was to shock them. Looking down at my feet, I spot something white crawling over the top of my shoe, and I realize it's a maggot. I reach down and pick it up.
 
   "Hello," I say. "I'm going to name you..." I think for a moment. "Harry!" I say eventually, feeling rather pleased with myself. "Good job, Harry. We really showed her!"
 
   I wish it was possible to high-five a maggot.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Stay here!" I say firmly as I drag Lizzie's heavy body past Kenneth's bed.
 
   "Is she dead?" he asks, still holding his injured hand.
 
   "No," I say, figuring it's best to keep the truth from him, at least for now. "Just wait here!"
 
   Given Lizzie's heft and bulk, it takes me a couple of minutes to drag her through the doorway and into the corridor. I check my watch and see that it's not 5am yet, so I have a few hours before anyone's due to turn up. Stepping over Lizzie's body, I hurry back over to Kenneth.
 
   "I'm sorry you got caught up in this," he mutters.
 
   "Don't be crazy," I say, crouching next to him. "Let me see your hand."
 
   Cautiously, he holds out his left hand, and I can immediately see that his little finger is broken. "Why did she do this to you?" I ask.
 
   "She was angry," he replies. "She thought I told you what she did." He pauses for a moment. "Did you tell her?"
 
   I shake my head. "Maybe she overheard." I take a deep breath. I feel like I'm going to break down into a panicking mess at any moment, but right now I'm running on pure adrenalin. "Kenneth," I say eventually, "you have to wait here. You need to get your finger looked at, but I can't sort that out right now. Okay?"
 
   He nods.
 
   "Can you wait here for me?" I ask, glancing down at the bed and seeing that there's a fresh wet patch on the sheets. "Did she do that?"
 
   He nods again.
 
   "How long has this been happening?" I ask.
 
   "A couple of years," he says. "She's always had a temper, but something changed a while back. She started doing things to embarrass us on purpose. Not just me. Everyone. It was little things at first, but it's got worse and worse. We're all scared of her, but no-one ever paid any attention. She's always careful to make sure it's little things; things that no-one's going to ask questions about. Most of the other residents are senile anyway, so they're ignored. I realized it'd be better to just shut up and take it, but tonight she seemed to have really lost control."
 
   "It's over now," I say. "She won't do this to you again."
 
   "Are you going to call the police?" he asks.
 
   "I -" I pause for a moment. Sure, I killed Lizzie in self-defense, but would anyone believe me? After all, I've got a certain history when it comes to things like this. They'd have the handcuffs on me before I could even explain, and then I'd have no chance. "I'll sort it out," I continue eventually, my mind racing as I try to come up with some kind of plan. "Just sit tight and I'll be back to make sure you're okay. Just... don't panic. Everything's fine."
 
   He nods, and I hurry out of the room, pulling the door shut as I go. Alone in the corridor with Lizzie's body, I take a deep breath and try to work out what the hell I'm going to do. I'm still fueled by adrenalin, but I'm worried I might crash at any moment, so I decide to start moving the body. Reaching down and grabbing her ankles, I drag her slowly along the corridor until I reach a junction, at which point I realize where I'm going to take her. While I work out what to do in the long-term, the best short-term option is to go and dump her in the abandoned ward. At least I'll have time to come up with some kind of solution, or an explanation, or some way out of this mess.
 
   "Come on," I mutter, hauling her past the rec room. The last thing I need right now is for any of the residents to come out of their rooms, but fortunately it seems like they've slept through the disturbance. As I continue to drag Lizzie's body along the corridor, I try to figure out what I'm going to do. In normal circumstances, I could just explain what happened, and the self-defense angle would be fine; my history, though, means that my story would be met with skepticism. It's not as if Kenneth Jenkins is a very reliable witness; even if he gave a full account of what happened, there'd be doubts about his susceptibility to coercion. I guess I just have to find a way to deal with this on my own.
 
   "Fuck!" I say, gasping as I trip on a loose piece of carpet. I land hard on the floor, hurting my elbow, and as I get to my feet I suddenly realize how hopeless this situation has become. How the hell am I ever going to get out of this mess? I turn and look at Lizzie's body, and I realize there's no way I can hide her. I've spent most of my life trying to prove to people that I'm not weird, and now they're going to think I killed Lizzie on purpose. I grab hold of her ankles once again, but I can't summon up the strength to drag her any further. Maybe I should just sit here and wait for someone to find us in the morning; maybe it's not worth fighting anymore.
 
   "Problem?" asks a familiar voice nearby.
 
   I take a deep breath. I should have known she'd turn up.
 
   "Sorry," she continues, "I guess it's pretty obvious that something's wrong. You want to talk about it?"
 
   Turning, I find Jennifer Mathis standing behind me, with a big grin on her face. "Didn't you see it all?" I ask. "I thought you were everywhere."
 
   She shakes her head. "I've been leaving you alone. I thought you liked it that way. Judging by this mess, though, I'm starting to think I should have kept more of an eye on you." She walks over and looks down at Lizzie's face. "This woman was a monster. She deserved to die."
 
   "I didn't mean to kill her," I say.
 
   "Of course you did," she replies. "Everyone knows what you're like, Juliet. You're weird. You're dark and fucked up. You've done this kind of thing before. Do you seriously think that anyone's going to believe you?"
 
   "They have to," I reply, even though I know I don't have much of a chance.
 
   "So what's your plan?" she asks. "I can't help but notice you're dragging her my way. Do you seriously think you can stuff her body in the abandoned ward and forget about it?"
 
   "I just need some time," I say. "I need to come up with a better plan."
 
   "You think a woman's gonna go missing and no-one's gonna think to look for her?" she continues. "You think -"
 
   "I don't know!" I say, raising my voice. "I don't know, okay? But I can't just leave her here, can I?"
 
   "No need to get angry at me," she says. "I'm not the one who smashed her head in with a fire extinguisher."
 
   "How do you know it was a fire extinguisher?" I ask. "I thought you said you weren't watching me when it happened?"
 
   "Oh, yeah," she replies. "Sorry. That was a lie. I was watching. To be honest, Juliet, I thought you showed commendable resolve. I would've killed her much sooner."
 
   "I didn't kill her!" I say, tears starting to run down my face. Damn it, I almost never cry, but there seems to be something about Jennifer Mathis that brings out my emotions. "I didn't do it on purpose," I continue, my voice cracking as I sniff back the tears. "She was hurting him. You saw that, right? She was hurting him."
 
   "People hurt other people all the time," she replies. "Doesn't mean you can go around killing them."
 
   "I know," I whimper, my bottom lip wobbling as I try not to break down. "I didn't do it on purpose," I say. "I swear to God. You must know that. I didn't do it on purpose!"
 
   "Not this time," she replies coldly.
 
   I look up at her.
 
   "I'm just saying," she continues, shrugging. "You didn't do it on purpose... this time. But what about -"
 
   "Shut up," I say. The last thing I need right now is to listen to her bullshit, even if she's telling the truth. "You don't know anything about me."
 
   "I've been in your head, remember?" she replies. "I know your deepest fears, Juliet, and I know how to fix them. The way I see it, you have two choices. You can muddle through on your own, end up getting accused of killing Lizzie, and they'll probably lock you away for a long, long time. Especially with your history. Or you can accept my help, do what I say, and have a much better time." She pauses for a moment. "It's your choice, but you should probably hurry and make a decision. There's not much time."
 
   Staring at Lizzie's body, I realize she's right. The last thing I want to do is accept any help from Jennifer, but that's exactly what I have to do if I'm going to have any chance of getting out of this thing. I can come up with all sorts of crazy plans to get myself out of this situation, but they'd all fall apart in the end. I need help, and Jennifer's the only one I trust right now. "What do I do?" I ask eventually. "What the fuck do I do?"
 
   "Bring her this way," Jennifer says calmly.
 
   "Where?" I ask.
 
   "Don't ask stupid questions."
 
   "Where?" I ask again, but when I turn to her, I find that she's gone. Taking a deep breath, I realize that I know exactly where I'm supposed to go. I grab Lizzie's body and start hauling her along the corridor. It takes a few minutes, but I eventually reach the door to the abandoned ward. Fumbling with my key-chain, I eventually find the right key and I unlock the padlock. Trying not to panic, I pull the door open and start dragging Lizzie across the threshold. Once she's inside, I'm about to drag her along to the other end of the ward when I hear Jennifer's voice in my ear.
 
   "Shut the door," she whispers.
 
   Without hesitation, I step over Lizzie's body and push the door shut. And that's when everything changes.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "I still don't understand," my father says, staring at me with a very serious look on his face. "Go back to the beginning, Juliet. Where did the cat come from?"
 
   We're sitting in the dining room. My father and Martina have very serious expressions on their faces, and she looks as if she's been crying. The atmosphere is very still and quiet, and I can tell I'm in a lot of trouble.
 
   "Did you find him?" Martina asks, her voice sounding uncharacteristically calm. "Was he in the road?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Where was he?" she asks.
 
   I stare at her. "He was in your office."
 
   She glances over at my father for a moment. "Was he alive when you found him?" she asks. I can hear the tension in her voice; it's as if she's scared of what I might say.
 
   "He was purring," I reply.
 
   "Oh God," she replies, looking down.
 
   "Did you kill him, Juliet?" my father asks.
 
   I nod. "With scissors."
 
   "Why?" Martina asks. She's started crying again, with tears streaming down her face. I don't know why, but the sight of her red, watery eyes makes me smile.
 
   "What's so funny?" my father shouts.
 
   "Nothing," I reply, looking down at the floor so he can't see that I'm still smiling. It's not my fault; I can't help it. I don't even think it's particularly funny, but the muscles around my mouth are forcing themselves into a smiley shape.
 
   "Answer the question," my father continues. "Why did you do this, Juliet?"
 
   I pause for a moment. "I just..." I start to say. Damn it, I had everything worked out in my head earlier. While I was waiting for my father to come and fetch me from my room, I rehearsed this conversation over and over again; I imagined what I'd say, and how I'd explain myself, and it all made sense. Right now, though, as I face them over the table, it's as if my mind has gone blank and I know that anything I say will sound stupid.
 
   "Did you do it because you wanted to upset Martina?" he continues.
 
   "No," I say, although that's probably partly true.
 
   "Did you do it because you wanted to hurt the cat?"
 
   "No." I can't tell him the truth. If I tell him that I wanted to dig my mother up, he'll think I'm crazy. He's always thought I'm a bit strange, but the last thing I want to do right now is give him any confirmation. "I just did it," I say, remaining purposely vague. "I'm sorry."
 
   "I don't think sorry is going to be enough," my father says. "Let me get this straight, Juliet, so that I understand. You took a pair of scissors and you used them to kill Martina's cat, and then you put the body in a box and gave it to her as a present. Is that, broadly speaking, what happened?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "When you killed the cat, did you intend to give it to Martina later?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "So what did you intend to do with it?"
 
   "I wanted to watch it," I reply.
 
   "To watch it?" he asks, sounding as if he doesn't understand.
 
   "I wanted to watch what would happen to it," I say, being careful to avoid mentioning my mother.
 
   "Is that why you kept it until today?" he asks.
 
   I nod.
 
   "So then why did you decide to give it to Martina today?"
 
   I shrug.
 
   "Don't shrug," he replies, his voice getting a little louder. "Answer the question, Juliet. Why did you do this?" After a moment, he stands up and walks around the table, before crouching down next to me and looking up into my face. His eyes are wide open, staring straight at me with barely-concealed anger. "Tell me right now, Juliet. I want to know exactly why you did such a horrible thing."
 
   I stare back at him. "I wanted to see what would happen," I say quietly.
 
   "What would happen to the cat?" he asks. "Or what would happen to Martina?"
 
   "To the cat," I reply. "I wanted to watch it rot, so I could see what would happen."
 
   "Like an experiment?" Martina asks, her voice sounding pale and fragile.
 
   I nod.
 
   My father stares at me for a moment. "No," he says finally. "No, I don't believe you, Juliet. I think you're lying. I don't think you're telling us the truth at all. I don't know why you did this, but I'm damn sure it was nothing to do with an experiment."
 
   "Brian," Martina says, "don't be too harsh on her."
 
   "Oh, I'll be harsh," he continues. "I think harsh is the least she deserves. I have no idea what's got into her head, but I'm damn well going to make sure she never does anything like this again. Do you hear me, Juliet? I don't care how your mother raised you or what she taught you, but you're living with me now, and things are going to be different. Do you understand?"
 
   I take a deep breath. I feel like I'm on the verge of crying, except the tears are bottled up and won't come out.
 
   "Maybe we should take a time-out," Martina says. "It's getting late, and I have to get home." She takes a tissue from a small packet on the table, and dabs at her eyes. "I'm sure Juliet didn't really mean to do what she did. It was probably just an accident." She smiles a sad smile at me. "It's okay, Juliet. These things happen. I know you wouldn't have wanted to hurt Gizmo on purpose. You're a good girl, so whatever happened here, it probably just got out of hand." She turns to my father. "I just need to grab some things from the bedroom. Can you come with me for a moment?"
 
   My father nods and follows her out of the room, leaving me sitting alone. I can hear them talking in the distance, but I can't quite make out what they're saying. Carefully getting off the chair and making sure to keep quiet, I sneak to the doorway.
 
   "How can I come here when she's like this?" Martina is saying. "It's one thing to not connect with her, but her behavior has gone beyond aggression, Brian."
 
   "I know," he replies. "Maybe give it a couple of weeks while I see what I can do. She's needed help for a while, but her mother always insisted we should just wait it out. At least this time I can take charge. I'll get her to see someone."
 
   "You think a couple of weeks will be enough?" she asks. "Brian, I like Juliet, but she's clearly got problems. She's going to need more than a few sessions with a therapist."
 
   "You're preaching to the converted, Marty," he says. "I said the same thing to her mother years ago, but she always saw her as this perfect little angel. I love Juliet, but I'm not going to let her get away with this kind of behavior."
 
   There's a pause. "I'm sure she'll be fine," Martina says eventually. "I never met Amanda, but I know you're a good father. I just think I should stay out of the way a little while you two are dealing with this."
 
   "I'll get a babysitter for next weekend," he says. "Maybe we can go away for a couple of days. Just the two of us."
 
   "I'd like that," she says.
 
   Deciding I don't need to hear any more of their conversation, I go back over to the table and stare at the jack-in-the-box. There's something about its crazy smile that makes me feel seriously uncomfortable; I mean, when you think about it, Martina's gift to me wasn't a whole lot better than my gift to her. I sit down and grab the box, carefully stuffing the clown back inside and closing the lid. Hearing my father and Martina coming back through, I focus on the box, making sure that the lid is firmly shut. The last thing I want is for the clown to pop back up without any warning.
 
   "Stay down," I whisper. For a moment, my mind goes blank, and finally I realize what I have to do. Grabbing the jack-in-the-box, I hurry over to the door and out into the garden, and then I go around the corner to Martina's car. My heart is racing as I glance back to make sure no-one can see me, and then I try the handle. Luckily, the door is unlocked, so I climb inside and open the glove compartment. Carefully positioning the jack-in-the-box inside, I unfasten the lid and then quickly shut the glove compartment back up. I take a deep breath: when Martina opens the compartment, the clown will leap out at her. If I have any luck, she'll be so startled, she'll crash her car and die.
 
   "Juliet!" my father calls from the distance.
 
   Getting out of the car, I shut the door and hurry back around to the door, where I find my father and Martina waiting for me.
 
   "What were you doing?" my father asks.
 
   "Nothing," I reply, seeing that Martina has the shoebox in her hands.
 
   "I'm going to bury Gizmo when I get home," Martina says.
 
   "Are you sure you don't need any help?" my father asks.
 
   "No," she says quickly. "Really. I'm fine."
 
   "Juliet," my father says, turning to me, "do you have anything you'd like to say to Martina?"
 
   I stare at her for a moment.
 
   "Anything at all?" he adds.
 
   I pause for a moment, before shaking my head.
 
   "I'm going home now," Martina says, looking tired as she smiles at me. "I'll see you soon, Juliet, okay?" With that, she kisses my father on the cheek and then heads to her car; for once, she doesn't tousle my hair. I turn and watch her walk away. With any luck, I'll never have to see her again. I can just imagine her driving along at high speed and then deciding she needs a cigarette; she'll open the glove compartment and the jack-in-the-box will leap out at her. While she's busy screaming, she'll steer the car straight into a wall. I know I should feel bad about this, but I don't. I want her to die, and when that's done, I want my father gone too.
 
   "Come on," my father says, taking my hand and leading me back into the house as Martina starts her car and drives away. "We've got a lot to talk about, young lady. It's time to sort your head out once and for all."
 
   I don't reply. Glancing back over my shoulder, I see Martina's car heading along the road, headed for certain death.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Are you okay?" Jennifer Mathis asks. She's standing in front of me, just inside the door of the abandoned ward.
 
   "Yeah," I say, taking a deep breath. It's crazy, but while I was dragging Lizzie's body here, I was filled with doubt and fear and regret; as soon as I crossed the threshold into the ward, however, all those feelings seemed to just dissipate. It's as if they were sucked out of me, and now I don't feel anything at all. Looking down at the body, I see nothing but a lump of meat and bone with a human face.
 
   "You don't seem okay," Jennifer Mathis continues. "You seem kind of shell-shocked."
 
   "I'm fine," I say. "It's just -" I look along the corridor. It's been a few weeks since the first time I came to the abandoned ward. Since then, I've been careful to avoid the place. I always knew I'd come back eventually, but I was planning to come up with some kind of plan. The first time I was here, I ended up having an emotional breakdown, and I almost ended up cutting my wrists. "Maybe I'll just leave," I say, stepping back toward the door.
 
   "You can't leave her here," Jennifer says, looking down at Lizzie's body. "Someone'll see her. The people around here are stupid, but they're not morons." She pauses for a moment, and then she looks at me and smiles. "I know what you're worried about."
 
   "You do?"
 
   "You're worried it'll happen again. You're worried I'll give you a knife and encourage you to kill yourself. Don't be scared, Juliet. I'm not going to do that again. Now that I've realized how special you are, the last thing I'd ever want to do is get rid of you. I want to keep you around so I can study you. In fact, I think maybe we can work together."
 
   "I don't want to work with anyone," I say. "I don't even know what you -"
 
   "First things first," she says, interrupting me. "You've got a dead body to get rid of, and I've got a place for you to hide it. There are a lot of things I can do, Juliet, but dragging corpses along corridors isn't one of them. She's heavy, but you'll have to bring her yourself. Come to the rec room. You know the way, right?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, looking down at Lizzie for a moment, "but I don't know if -" Suddenly I look up and realize Jennifer has vanished. "Fuck," I mutter. I want to get out of here, to run as far away as possible, but I know I have to find some way to hide the body. Grabbing Lizzie's ankles, I start dragging her along the corridor. It's a long, slow job, but eventually I get to the rec room, and I find Jennifer waiting for me.
 
   "Get her in there," she says, indicating a small storage closet over in the corner.
 
   "In there?" I ask, shocked. "You don't think anyone's gonna look in there when they find out she's missing?"
 
   "Let me take care of that," she replies. "You do the dragging, I'll do the rest."
 
   "I swear to God," I say, hauling Lizzie over to the closet, "if you turn out to be a figment of my imagination or some kinda crap like that, I'm not gonna be happy."
 
   "You're so suspicious," she says. "Now we've come to the hard part. You've got to get that big chunk of humanity into the closet, and then get the door shut."
 
   "No way," I reply. "She won't fit."
 
   "She will. Trust me; I know these things. You get her in there, Juliet, and I'll do the rest."
 
   Sighing, I start trying to get Lizzie into the closet. It's a hard job at first, and I'm convinced it can't possibly work, but eventually I get her inside and, to my surprise, I'm just about able to get the doors to shut.
 
   "Seriously," I say, taking a step back, "when they realize she's missing, they're gonna look for her, and they're gonna come here."
 
   "They're not going to realize she's missing," Jennifer says. "I've already made sure of that."
 
   "How?" I ask.
 
   "Don't worry about the details," she continues. "I've got experience with this kind of thing."
 
   "But they're going to wonder where she is," I say, feeling as if Jennifer hasn't quite grasped the severity of the situation. "She must have family and friends. They're going to notice she's missing, and they're going to realize I was the last person who saw her alive."
 
   "Just wait a few more hours," Jennifer says. "Go back to the ward. Go and do your work. By the time your shift's over, everything will be okay. I promise."
 
   I take a deep breath. "Why don't I feel bad?"
 
   "You don't?"
 
   "I should," I say, "but I don't. I'm scared of getting caught, but other than that, I don't feel bad at all. I killed her, but I just feel like..." My voice trails off. I've always known that there's this side to me; a side that seems to have no conscience at all. As far back as the day I killed Martina's cat, I've known that I don't seem to have the same kind of emotions as other people.
 
   "Any feelings you have about Lizzie are gone," Jennifer says. "As soon as you came to see me, I took them away. I'll continue to take them away, whenever you need a little help. Think of it as a special ability."
 
   "You mean I have no conscience?" I ask.
 
   "Of course you have a conscience," she replies. "You're not a monster, Juliet. But you have a special friend who's able to wipe certain things clean for you."
 
   I turn to her. Did she really just refer to herself as my friend? I don't even know what she is, but she seems to have taken an interest in me. I guess she's picked up on the fact that I'm not quite normal. I don't know whether to be flattered or horrified by this development, but I guess there'll be time to worry about all of that later. Right now, I just have to make sure that I don't get into any trouble over Lizzie's death.
 
   "Go," Jennifer says. "You have a job to do. I'll be fine here. Just promise me one thing."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Come and say goodbye before you leave when your shift ends."
 
   I pause for a moment. "Sure," I say, before turning and hurrying away. As soon as I'm out of the abandoned ward, I push the door shut and re-attach the padlock, before heading through to the main part of the building. I check on all the patients, and finally I reach Kenneth's room. I find him sitting on his bed, having apparently not moved since I left; he's still clutching his hand, and there's still a wet stain on the bedsheets.
 
   "Hey," I say, my heart racing. I have no idea what to do next.
 
   "I won't tell anyone," he replies.
 
   I stare at him. "Won't tell anyone what?"
 
   "You know." He pauses for a moment. "I'm just glad she's gone."
 
   "I need to change your bed," I say, figuring I have to get on with some actual, proper work. "Can you go and sit in the chair?"
 
   It doesn't take me long to get the bedsheets changed, and fortunately Kenneth himself is totally clean. I guess he was telling the truth when he claimed that Lizzie was the one causing the mess in his bed; I have no idea what was going through her mind, but that woman was clearly fucked up beyond belief. As I finish sorting Kenneth's room out, I look over at his damaged hand and realize he's going to need some medical attention for the finger.
 
   "We need to sort out your finger," I say.
 
   Reaching into his bedside cabinet, he takes out a small white packet. "I'll stick a bandage around the finger for now," he says. "That ought to help."
 
   "A bandage won't do anything," I say. "It won't stop the pain."
 
   "Better than nothing," he replies.
 
   "But..." I pause, realizing he'll feel better if he's wearing the bandage.
 
   He smiles. "You're a good girl, Juliet. I could tell that from the moment I met you."
 
   Without saying anything, I turn and head out of the room, taking the soiled bedsheets with me. I only have half an hour before the shift ends, and people are going to start arriving soon. Once the bedsheets are in the laundry chute, I finish checking on all the residents and finally I go to complete the logbook. I don't know where to begin, so I just enter the most basic details about the patients, carefully omitting all the details of Kenneth and his broken finger. My heart is racing, and I feel as if it's only a matter of time before someone finds Lizzie's body. I can imagine the headlines now: I'd be accused of murdering her, and my whole life would be dragged out by the media. I don't know if I could go through all of that.
 
   With the logbook filled out, I head back to the wards, panicking a little. I'm convinced I must have forgotten something, and finally I remember the fire extinguisher. I left it propped outside Kenneth's room, so I hurry to the red ward and make sure everything is back in place. Once I've checked and double-checked everything, I realize there's nothing to indicate that anything strange happened tonight. The only difficult part is going to be explaining why Lizzie isn't around. I'd like to believe that Jennifer was telling the truth when she said she'd sort it out, but I can't bring myself to rely on her just yet.
 
   As I'm heading back to the reception area, I hear the sound of someone moving around. Checking my watch, I see that it's 6am, which means Mr. Taylor is probably here. Sure enough, I find him in his office, checking the answering machine. My heart is pounding as I walk over to the door.
 
   "Huh," he says, putting the phone down. "I'm sorry I didn't pick up when you tried to call me, Juliet. Have you been okay here on your own?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, feeling my chest tighten.
 
   "I've known Lizzie for three years, and I never thought she'd do something like this."
 
   I stare at him. "Like... this?"
 
   "Did you hear the message?" he asks, reaching down and pressing a button on the machine.
 
   "Fuck this place and fuck you," Lizzie's voice says. "I was going to give you two weeks' notice, but then I figured I'd rather screw you over. So I'm walking out mid-shift. Good luck with your stinking retirement home." The message cuts out.
 
   "That was Lizzie?" I ask.
 
   "About two hours ago," he says. "Did she say anything to you before she left?"
 
   I shake my head, trying to work out how Lizzie's voice ended up on the machine.
 
   "So she just stormed out?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Bitch," he replies, opening his briefcase. "Don't worry, I'll find someone to take her place tonight." He pauses for a moment. "So you've been running the place single-handed since she went?"
 
   I pause for a moment. "Yeah," I say eventually, realizing I have to make this sound convincing. "I just... It wasn't that hard, really. I just checked on the residents and made sure everything was okay."
 
   He sighs. "State regulations mean we could be sued, big-time, if anyone found out about this. You're not a professional carer, Juliet, so technically the facility has been unmanned since Lizzie left. I need your absolute promise that you won't breathe a word about this to anyone. We could be fined hundreds of thousands of dollars."
 
   "I won't say anything," I tell him, relieved that he seems to be focused on the bureaucratic side of the whole mess.
 
   "Good," he says. "I'm glad to know I can rely on you."
 
   "So did Lizzie have many friends?" I ask. "Any family?"
 
   "No," he replies. "The bitch was a loner. I mean, can you imagine anyone putting up with her?"
 
   I smile, realizing that maybe Jennifer was telling the truth when she said she could make sure everything would be okay. It seems crazy, but perhaps Lizzie really can just vanish without anyone asking too many questions, especially if Jennifer is able to replicate her voice. This whole thing feels like it's too good to be true.
 
   There are voices through in the reception area, which means the nurses for the day shift have started to arrive. I'm sure there'll be plenty of gossip about how Lizzie just upped and left, but fortunately the abandoned ward is off-limits. The chances of anyone happening to wander through there are low, and I've got a feeling that Jennifer will help keep Lizzie's body a secret. For now, at least.
 
   "That's weird," Mr. Taylor says, staring at something on his laptop. "Did you notice anything weird with the cameras last night?"
 
   "Cameras?" A cold panic hits me in the guts as I realize there are security cameras dotted all around the building.
 
   "It looks like they reset themselves," he says, clearly a little confused. "I guess they weren't recording last night."
 
   "Huh," I say, feeling the panic subside.
 
   "Off you go," he continues. "You're due back here in sixteen hours."
 
   "Sure," I say. "I'll just go and get my things." Turning and hurrying out of the office, I make my way through the corridors until I reach the door to the abandoned ward. As soon as I get there, I see Jennifer staring back at me through the small glass window.
 
   "All good?" she asks, smiling.
 
   "All good," I say.
 
   "You want to come in?" she says. "Hang out a little?"
 
   I shake my head. "Gotta get home."
 
   "How's that for gratitude?" she continues. "I saved your ass tonight, and you don't even want to spend some quality time with me." She pauses. "It's okay. You're scared, I understand."
 
   "I'm not scared," I say, stepping away from the door. "I'll come and see you soon."
 
   "Aren't you going to ask?" she says.
 
   "Ask what?"
 
   "You're not?" She smiles. "If our roles were reversed, Juliet, I'm damn sure I'd have asked one very big, very obvious question by now."
 
   "I've already asked what you are," I say. "You wouldn't tell me."
 
   "Not that," she says. "The other big question. The bigger question."
 
   "I don't know what that is," I say.
 
   "I know you don't." She pauses. "That's the strange thing. I'm sure you'll think of it at some point. Let me know. I'd be quite surprised if you never managed to work out what I mean. In the meantime, I hope you'll maybe swing by and see me during your next shift. It'd be good to see you again."
 
   "Maybe," I say.
 
   "Goodnight, Juliet," she replies. "It was very nice seeing you again tonight."
 
   "Yeah," I say, turning and hurrying away. I can't deny that Jennifer Mathis saved me tonight. Without her, I'd have been unable to hide Lizzie's body, at least not for long. At the same time, I can't help feeling that I should be careful of accepting her help too readily. That whole abandoned ward is creepy; it's as if Jennifer has the ability to draw certain emotions out of me and then take them away completely. Even though Lizzie was a monster, I should feel bad for killing her; instead, I simply feel an overwhelming sense of relief at the realization that I seem to have got away with it. Thanks to Jennifer, people think Lizzie quit her job and headed off to some faraway new life; if that lie can be maintained, there's no reason why anyone ever has to go looking for the body. I've got away with it completely. Grabbing my backpack, I hurry out the front door and into the slowly brightening street. As I hurry toward the bus-stop, I can't help smiling. After all, I saved the residents from a woman who was treating them like shit; for the first time in my life, I feel like I actually did something to help people. I'm almost a superhero.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   It's midnight. Wide awake in bed, I stare up at the ceiling. The whole room is a kind of dark blue, thanks to the pale moonlight that's streaming in through the window. My father closed the curtains, but I opened them again as soon as he left the room. I don't like being in the dark; I prefer it when I can see the sky. Of course, I should be asleep, especially as I've got school tomorrow morning. Every time I close my eyes, though, I see Martina's face when she opened the shoebox. I'd been so sure she'd scream like a cartoon character; instead, it was as if all the color and energy drained from her face. Next, I think of her opening her glove compartment and being startled by the jack-in-the-box. Would she know it was me who put it there? In her final moments, would she realize it was all my fault?
 
   Somewhere in the distance, I hear the phone ringing. I stay in bed as my father's footsteps head downstairs, and I listen to his muffled voice talking to someone. I know what he's planning; he's going to sign me up to spend time with some kind of psychiatrist. He and my mother used to argue about it all the time. He thought I needed to see someone to straighten out my head, whereas she thought I was fine and that I'd grow out of my weirdness. My mother had been granted custody in the divorce, and she successfully rebuffed my father's attempts to get her to change her mind; in the end, I had to go and see the school counselor one time, but apart from that everything was fine.
 
   Until now.
 
   After a while, I realize I've started to drift off to sleep, but I keep waking up. My father is still on the phone, and eventually I sit up, hoping to hear what he's saying. For a while, I sit in the darkness, listening to his mumbled conversation, but eventually I get out of bed and go to the door. Once I'm out in the corridor, I can hear his voice a little more clearly, and I can tell he's agitated about something. Still, I can't make out his words, and eventually I decide to walk down the stairs. My father's nocturnal activities remain something of a mystery to me, but I'm pretty sure he's not usually up this late. As I get to the bottom of the stairs, I can tell that he's engaged in a somewhat anguished and tense conversation.
 
   "Okay, okay," he says, "I can be there in the morning. I have to drop my daughter off at school by 8am, so I can be there by half past. Is that okay?"
 
   I pause, wondering what he's talking about. The last time I heard him talking like this, it was the night my mother died.
 
   "No," he continues, "I have no idea. I don't know that they've spoken very much in recent years. There was some trouble between them, though I'm not sure what. I don't think it was anything particularly problematic, but I don't have their details. Isn't that something you could work out?" He pauses. "Maybe you have some of her details on file? I don't know their numbers off-hand."
 
   Stepping closer to the door, I look through into the kitchen and see him sitting in his dressing gown. A cold shiver runs through my body as I realize something's definitely wrong; the last time I remember hearing my father getting up in the middle of the night and talking on the phone, it was the night my mother died. I take another step forward, but this time I make the mistake of letting my foot nudge the door; the resulting creak causes my father to look over at me, and I see to my shock that he looks as if he's been crying.
 
   "No," he says to the person on the phone, "I don't know about that. You'll have to ask someone else. I'm sorry." He pauses for a moment, still staring at me. "I'll call you in the morning to see how things are going. I'm so sorry, Robert." Putting the phone down, he takes a deep breath. "Juliet, do you want to come in here for a moment?"
 
   I pause, not sure what to do. Suddenly I realize I want to go back to bed, but I guess I don't have that option right now. I walk into the kitchen, but I keep a few steps away from him.
 
   "That was Robert Hopkins," he says. "Martina's brother." He pauses. "Juliet, there's been an accident. Martina was involved in a car crash while she was going home today. It was a big crash, honey, and..." Another pause, and I can tell he's finding it hard to get the words out. "Martina died," he says eventually. "It was very quick, and she wouldn't have felt anything. It was just a horrible, horrible accident. There's nothing any of us can do." As he stands up and walks over to get a cup of coffee, I see that his hands are shaking.
 
   "Why did her car crash?" I ask. My mind is spinning as I think of Martina opening her glove compartment and having the jack-in-the-box leap out at her.
 
   "I don't know," my father says. "Robert wasn't sure. He only found out a few minutes ago. We're going to talk properly in the morning."
 
   I watch as he sits back down at the table. He's clearly in shock, and I can't help noticing that he seems far more upset about Martina than he was about my mother.
 
   "Did she -" I start to say, but then I realize I can't mention the jack-in-the-box. No-one can ever know what I did.
 
   "Come here," my father says, reaching out a hand. To keep him happy, I step toward him, and he hugs me. "I know you didn't mean to upset her today," he continues. "Despite the little stunt with the dead cat, Martina liked you very much, Juliet. She loved spending time with you. I want you to always remember that, okay?"
 
   "Yes," I say blankly.
 
   "I'm sure you'd have ended up being really good friends," he continues, still hugging me. "I hoped you'd have all the time in the world to get to know each other, but -" He suddenly stops talking, and it takes me a moment to realize that he's crying. I stand completely still, wondering what to do, and after a couple of seconds he dries his eyes and pulls away from me. "You should probably get to bed," he says, forcing himself to smile. "It's late, Juliet, and you need your sleep."
 
   I nod, before turning and walking over to the door.
 
   "You can come with me to Robert's house in the morning," he says.
 
   I turn to him. "I have school."
 
   "You can have the day off," he replies, sipping from his cup of coffee. "There's so much to do, it'd be easier to just have you home." He pauses. "Don't you want to come with me and see Martina's brother?"
 
   "Sure," I say.
 
   "Don't worry," he replies. "It'll just be a quick trip. But, hey, at least you get to have a day away from school. That's something, right?"
 
   I stare at him. "Are you going to stay up?" I ask.
 
   He nods.
 
   "Good night," I say, before heading back to my bedroom. As soon as I'm in my room and I've shut my door, I climb into bed and stare up at the ceiling. I want to stay calm, but I've got this rising sense of panic that's starting to flood through my body, coupled with an intense feeling of nausea in the pit of my stomach. I keep imagining Martina, driving along, and suddenly deciding to get some cigarettes from the glove compartment; I imagine her reaching out and hitting the button to open the hatch, and pulling it down; I imagine the jack-in-the-box springing out, causing her to panic; I imagine her spinning the steering wheel, so that the car skews off the road and straight into a brick wall; I imagine everything smashing and crushing, and Martina being killed as the force of the impact rips her violently from her seat and into the windshield; finally, I imagine the jack-in-the-box in the wreckage as people hurry over to see if they can help. No-one would suspect a jack-in-the-box; no-one would suspect me.
 
   But I killed her.
 
   This is my fault.
 
   If I hadn't done what I did, she'd be alive.
 
   I murdered Martina Hopkins.
 
   I pause for a moment.
 
   I'm a monster. I'm an evil, murderous monster.
 
   I take a deep breath.
 
   No-one knows. The only person who maybe knew it was me, the only person who might have had a clue, was Martina. Maybe, in that split second between the jack-in-the-box springing out at her, and the car slamming into the wall, she realized that I'd done it all; maybe, as she died, she knew it was my fault. But no-one else knows. Even if they find the jack-in-the-box in the wreckage, and even if they trace it back to me, I can just say that Martina took it with her. After all, she was mad at me because of what I did to her cat, so I can say she must have taken the gift back. Besides, I'm just a kid, so I don't see that they'll suspect me, and...
 
   I take a deep breath.
 
   Why is my heart pounding so fast in my chest?
 
   Leaning over to my bedside table, I grab the small ring-box that used to belong to my mother; carefully opening the lid, I find Harry the maggot still wriggling around happily inside. I guess I'll need to find something for him to eat tomorrow, but I'm sure he'll be okay for the night.
 
   "We did it, Harry," I say, smiling at him.
 
   He wriggles some more, his pointy little head squirming as he edges closer to the edge of the box. Just when it seems he's going to escape, I close the lid, trapping him once again.
 
   "Good teamwork," I say, putting the box back on the table.
 
   I try to get some sleep, but in the end I spend the whole night just staring at the ceiling, going over the details of Martina's death a million times. Eventually I see that it's getting light outside, and I realize I didn't hear my father come upstairs. It's been a pretty crazy night, and he's probably asleep down in the kitchen. I look over at the clock by my bed, and I see that it's only 6am. I should probably stay in bed a little longer, so I just keep on staring at the ceiling for a few more hours. In my mind, Martina's accident is on a constant loop as I remind myself what I've done. Eventually, I realize I'm smiling.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Good morning, sunshine," my father says as I walk through the door. He's sitting at the table, eating a bowl of cereal as he gets ready to head off to work. This happens every morning: I wander back from work just as he's about to go out, and he grills me about my night. "The night lark returns."
 
   "Night lark?" I ask, putting my backpack on a chair before going to the fridge.
 
   "They don't teach you much poetry at school these days, do they?"
 
   "Not really." I pour myself a glass of juice.
 
   "How was your night?"
 
   "I discovered that my co-worker has been systematically abusing the residents for quite some time, so I beat her to death with a fire extinguisher and hid her body in an abandoned ward. I had some help from a ghostly creature that lives in the building. Fortunately, all my emotions about the whole thing have been sucked away by the creature and are safely stored in the building, so I don't have to worry about them. It's quite liberating, really," I almost say. Almost. Damn it, I'd love to tell him the truth. Instead, I decide to keep things simple. "Fine."
 
   "Fine?"
 
   "Fine."
 
   He laughs. "That's the trouble with you, Juliet. You're always fine. Never good or bad. Always fine. Just straight down the middle. Don't you think it might do you good to actually feel some kind of strong emotion some time?" He stares at me. "I'm serious, Juliet! You need to have a little fun sometimes. Maybe you should go out with some friends on your next night off?"
 
   I smile weakly. He knows I don't really have any friends, but I guess he wants me to be more like a normal daughter. He wants me to go out and be social.
 
   "You don't want to do that?" he asks.
 
   "Not really," I say.
 
   "What about when you go to college? What are you going to do when you're sleeping in dorm rooms and going to class with hundreds of other people?"
 
   I shrug. To be honest, the thought of going to college is pretty terrifying. At the moment, it's this big abstract thing that hasn't really crystallized in my mind, but as the summer drags on, I'm getting closer and closer to the day when I have to go and be 'social'. There's a part of me that wants to cancel the whole thing and just find some low-level job where I don't have to interact with people, but I know that's not really an option. I hate to admit it, but I think my father might be right when he says I need to learn how to be around people.
 
   "I'll work something out," I mutter.
 
   "Pardon?" he says. "I can't hear you when you speak so softly, Juliet."
 
   "I said I'll work something out," I say firmly.
 
   "Like what?"
 
   I sigh, realizing he's in the mood to pick holes in everything I say. "I'm tired," I tell him.
 
   "I used to work night shifts when I was your age," he says. "Over at a sausage factory. When I got home early in the morning, I'd be so pumped and full of energy, it'd be hours before I got to bed. Sometimes I'd just burn through and spend the day with friends, and then go back to work. I'm not saying I'd want to live like that again, but when you're younger, it's not a bad strategy. I think most nights, I was running on about five hours' sleep every night."
 
   I stare at him, wondering how he wants me to reply.
 
   "You sleep a lot, don't you?" he says eventually.
 
   "Don't people die if they stay awake forever?" I ask.
 
   "True," he says, "but you don't want to go too far the other way."
 
   "Maybe not," I reply, finishing my drink. "I'm just gonna go to bed."
 
   "Fine," he says. "Sleep away the best years of your life. I promise you, though; one day, you're going to look back on all this time you're wasting, and you're going to really regret your choices."
 
   "I guess."
 
   "You guess?"
 
   I sigh. "Yeah. I guess."
 
   "You working tonight?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, grabbing my backpack. "They're gonna find a new co-worker for me. The old one bailed."
 
   "She quit?" he asks.
 
   "Kind of. It was all kind of sudden. She was there at the start of the shift, but then she left."
 
   "You must have really pissed her off," he says, smiling.
 
   "Actually, I killed her," I almost say. "I could show you her body right now." Almost.
 
   "Not bad," he continues. "A few weeks on the job and you've already scared off one co-worker. Try to take better care of the next one, huh?"
 
   "Yeah," I mutter. The weird thing is, I don't feel any regret about what happened to Lizzie. All the bad feelings seem to have been stripped away from me when I was in the abandoned ward, and now I've left them behind. I'm not haunted by the fact that I killed her; in fact, I don't really care too much either way. It's not like I'm glad I killed her; it's more like I just see it as something that happened. There's something about that abandoned ward, or maybe about Jennifer Mathis, that seems to wipe away all my negative emotions. I guess I have to be careful, otherwise I might end up being some kind of blank shell. I mean, I don't want to be totally empty; then again, it might be an easier way to go through life. Any time I try to be emotional, I usually just fuck things up.
 
   "Good night," I say, turning to leave.
 
   "Why did you ask me about Martina this morning?" he says suddenly.
 
   I turn back to him. "I was just thinking about her. Nothing important."
 
   "It's just that you've barely mentioned her since she died," he continues. "To be honest, I thought you'd forgotten all about her. Do you think about her a lot?"
 
   "No." I pause for a moment. "Do you?"
 
   "No," he says, as if the idea is crazy. "That was all a long time ago, Juliet."
 
   "I know," I reply. "I was just thinking, maybe you'll be lonely after I've left for college in a few months. Maybe you could get a cat."
 
   There's an awkward pause. "I'm not really a cat person."
 
   "A dog?"
 
   He shakes his head. "I don't really want a pet."
 
   "Just a thought," I say, turning and heading through to my bedroom. It's weird, but Martina Hopkins has been on my mind more and more in recent days. I guess that's not surprising; after all, she has a special place in my heart, given that she was the first person I ever killed. I suppose I should be more careful and make sure I don't mention her around my father; the last thing I want to do is draw attention to myself, especially when people might become suspicious. In some small way, though, I think maybe I'm a little proud of the fact that I've managed to go eleven years without anyone finding out about the jack-in-the-box. Then again, maybe there's a part of me that's a little frustrated; I mean, what good's a masterpiece, if no-one ever knows you painted it? I know I can't tell anyone the truth about Martina, but still: sometimes I wish someone would suspect what I did. At least that way, I'd know that someone recognizes the real me.
 
   


 
  

Book 4:
 
   I Can't Do This Without Laughing
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Just ease the car into this parking bay," says Mr. Kennedy, the instructor.
 
   Turning the steering wheel, I carefully park the car and switch off the engine. The test is finally over, after a half hour of absolute terror, and now I've just got to find out whether or not I've passed. It's not that I've got any particular love of driving, or any desire to hit the open road; however, my overall plans would be severely stymied by the need to take my test again. If I've passed, I can get on with the next stage.
 
   "Well, Juliet," he says, shuffling through a pile of papers on his lap, "how do you think you did?"
 
   "I don't know," I reply. "Pretty good, I guess."
 
   "Uh-huh," he says, ticking a couple of boxes on one of the forms. He pauses for a moment. "Well, you did better than that. You passed."
 
   I take a deep breath. To be honest, there were times over the past few months when I thought I didn't have a chance in hell of passing my test. I definitely wasn't a natural, and I almost gave up a whole host of times. It was only in the past week, when I suddenly realized why I might need to be able to drive, that I buckled down and worked hard to smooth out my rough edges. And now, finally, all that hard work has paid off.
 
   "I'm sure you'll be a very safe and careful driver," Mr. Kennedy says, opening the door and getting out of the car. "Just remember that you still need to keep your standards up. Don't get sloppy now you've passed your test, okay?"
 
   "Sure," I say, getting out of the car. I take the slip of paper from his hand and head back into the testing center. Over at the main desk, I get everything stamped and sealed, and finally I walk back through to the waiting room.
 
   "Well?" my father asks, putting down a magazine and standing up. "How did it go?"
 
   I stare at him for a moment. "I failed," I say.
 
   "Seriously?"
 
   "Just a couple of minor points," I continue. "He said I was close, but I just need to come back another day and try again."
 
   He sighs. "So what were these minor points?" he asks as we wander out through the front door.
 
   "I almost missed a stop signal," I say, making the whole thing up, "and I stalled a couple of times at junctions."
 
   "I thought you practiced all that stuff?" he says. It's funny; I can tell he's pissed off, and he's not making a very good job of hiding his true feelings. "I don't know if there's much point carrying on with lessons if you're just going to make basic mistakes. They cost money, Juliet. Maybe you should give it a rest for a while."
 
   "You don't think I can do it?" I ask as we reach his car.
 
   "Maybe you're just not meant to be a driver," he says, turning to me. "You're not very aware of the space around you. You tend to zone out sometimes. I thought maybe you could cut all that stuff out when you were driving, but I guess you're just not ready." He unlocks the car door. "If you want any more lessons, you'll have to pay for them yourself."
 
   "Okay," I say, pausing as he gets into the car. It's hard to hide the smile on my face; after all, he never believed for one second that I'd pass my test. The good news is that it suits me just fine for him to think I failed. The last thing I want is for him to start noticing certain other things that I'm doing. He's not the smartest guy in the world, but there's still a danger that he could work out that I'm up to something, and I'm determined to make sure that my plan doesn't hit any hurdles. I needed to pass my test in order for everything to work out, and now everything's going according to plan; my father's views, on the other hand, don't matter at all. Anyway, by the time he learns the truth, it'll be far too late.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "We have a problem," says Mr. Taylor, lowering his voice as he shuts his office door and walks quickly over to the desk. It's 10pm and I've arrived for my night shift, but I can tell something's wrong. Mr. Taylor's always kind of nervous and shifty, but tonight he seems to be off the scale. He's been pacing up and down ever since the nurses left a few minutes ago, and I can't help but notice that there's no-one else here. He's supposed to have brought in someone to take Lizzie's place after her 'disappearance'...
 
   "What kind of problem?" I ask.
 
   He sighs. "Actually, it's two problems. The first is that I haven't been able to find anyone to replace Lizzie at such short notice. I'm working on something for tomorrow night, but right now I've come up with nothing. I mean, I thought there was a fucking recession going on, but apparently everyone's already got enough money. I just want to pay someone a decent wage to work a fucking night shift, but suddenly they're all too fucking busy. I mean, seriously, what kind of world are we living in?"
 
   I stare at him. "So what does that mean?"
 
   He sighs. "It means that, contrary to state and federal healthcare laws, and in strict violation of several very important protocols, you're going to have to work the night shift alone. Just this once, Juliet, I swear to God. After tonight, I'll definitely find someone. There's this woman in Maine who I think will come. I almost got her today, but she's playing hardball about travel costs. Don't worry, though. I'm confident she'll cave in the morning."
 
   I take a deep breath. "Okay," I say, figuring that although it's not ideal, I can probably get through the night without any help. "But what if I need -"
 
   "I'll have my phone on right next to my bed," he says, interrupting me. "If there's any kind of medical problem, you call me, okay? I'll sort it out. You don't call anyone else, and you definitely don't call for an ambulance." He pauses for a moment. "Juliet, if anyone finds out about this, I'm screwed. Finished. We'll be fined, the insurance won't pay out, I'll lose my job, you'll lose your job..." He takes a deep breath; I swear, he's close to hyperventilating. "I need to know you can do this, and that you'll be discreet about it."
 
   "Sure," I say. "Do I get any overtime pay or -"
 
   "You get to know that you've done a good job," he replies. "You get the satisfaction of potentially saving this entire facility. Please, Juliet. Just this one night. I helped you out by hiring you when, frankly, there were other candidates with better references. Now I need you to return the favor by doing this one night alone. Can you do that? And can you keep it just between the two of us?" He stares at me. "Please?"
 
   "Sure," I say.
 
   "Thank fuck," he mutters, hurriedly grabbing some papers and shoving them into his briefcase. It's pretty obvious that he can't wait to get out of here.
 
   "What's the other problem?" I ask.
 
   "Huh?"
 
   "You said there's another problem."
 
   "Oh," he replies, glancing over at the door with a worried expression on his face. "Um... Well, it's nothing, really."
 
   "What is it?" I ask, determined to make him tell me before he leaves.
 
   "Piotr Cymbalista," he replies, clicking his briefcase shut.
 
   "Who?" I say.
 
   "You know Barbara Cymbalista in room 105, on the blue ward? Piotr's her son, and he's just this fucking asshole on legs, and he exists purely to cause trouble. Seriously, the guy is constantly angry, and this is the absolute worst night to have him here."
 
   "He's not here right now, is he?" I ask, looking out through the service hatch and seeing that the reception area's empty. "I thought visiting hours finished before dinner?"
 
   "He just came storming in about an hour ago," Mr. Taylor continues, "demanding to see his mother. Don't worry, I told him he had to be gone by the time the night shift started. I swear, that man is always angry about something."
 
   "But he's gone now?" I ask, starting to get worried. There's a pause. "He's gone now, right?"
 
   "He's leaving any minute," Mr. Taylor replies, hurrying to the door.
 
   "You have to wait until he's gone," I say, following him out into reception and over to the front door. "You're not going to leave me here alone with some angry Polish guy, are you?"
 
   "You can handle it," he says. "I've got a lot of faith in you, Juliet. You're a people person."
 
   "I'm a what?" I say, shocked.
 
   "You're a people person," he says again, turning to me.
 
   "No," I say. "I'm really not."
 
   "Just make sure he doesn't realize you're here alone," he continues. "Tell him your colleague is off on another ward and -" He looks over at the other side of the room, just as an angry middle-aged guy, dressed all in denim and looking as if he hasn't washed for a few days, comes storming through from the blue ward. "Great," Mr. Taylor mutters.
 
   "This is a fucking disgrace!" the angry man says as he reaches us. "Do you know what this is? This is a fucking appalling way to treat human beings. What the fuck is going on in this place? Do you think you're running a zoo or something?"
 
   "Mr. Cymbalista, I'd like you to meet Juliet," says Mr. Taylor. "Juliet's part of our night team. She's one of the people who check on the residents while they're sleeping, and I can assure you that your mother is in the best possible hands."
 
   "Huh," Mr. Cymbalista says, glancing briefly at me. He's clearly not impressed. "So who's responsible for the fact that my mother's sleeping in a filthy bed?" He waits for an answer. "Huh?"
 
   "She is?" Mr. Taylor asks. It's crazy, but I swear he's paler than normal. It's as if he's terrified of this Cymbalista guy.
 
   "That bed hasn't been changed in nearly a week," Mr. Cymbalista continues. "I pay fucking good money for her to be here, and I expect her bed to be fucking changed on a regular basis. It's like the most basic fucking human decency. What kind of operation are you running here?"
 
   "I can assure you," Mr. Taylor replies, "that we're running a very caring and thoughtful operation." He turns to me. "Juliet, you must go and change Barbara's bed immediately. Didn't I tell you repeatedly to do that? Top priority. Go!"
 
   "Not now, you fucking ass-hat," Mr. Cymbalista replies. "She's going to sleep. You think I want her turfed out of bed just so you lot can do the job you should have done hours ago? Change it in the morning." He pushes past us and heads out into the hallway, before turning back to us. "Actually, you know what? Maybe you should change it tonight. At least that way she'll be able to sleep without getting fucking bedsores. Don't make me report your asses!" With that, he storms out into the night.
 
   "Change her bed," Mr. Taylor says.
 
   "Sure," I reply.
 
   "I mean it," he continues, turning to me. "That guy'll be back tomorrow to check. You have to change her bed. Do it right now. Go and wake her up. No excuses, Juliet. Piotr Cymbalista is a bomb waiting to go off. He spends most of his time driving trucks inter-state, but every few months he gets home and sure enough, there's always trouble."
 
   "Okay," I say, "I'll do it."
 
   "And lock this door once I've gone," he says. "Tonight has to run smoothly. If anything goes wrong, both our asses are on the line." He takes a deep breath. "Okay, Juliet. God speed. Just do your job to the best of your ability, and I'm quite certain you'll be fine. You're a very, very capable young woman. Now go and change Barbara Cymbalista's bed!" With that, he turns and hurries out toward his car, leaving me to close and lock the door.
 
   Turning to look across the reception area, I realize with a sense of dread that, apart from the residents, I'm completely alone here. After just a few weeks on the job, I've been left to look after the place overnight with no help at all. Taking a deep breath, I remind myself that it shouldn't be too much of a problem. Provided the residents just sleep through the night, all I have to do is stay calm and do the rounds every few hours, checking each of the bedrooms to make sure everything's okay. This must be my twentieth shift, and as long as it's uneventful, I don't see that I'm going to have any problems.
 
   "That was kind of funny, don't you think?" says a voice nearby.
 
   Turning, I see Jennifer Mathis standing over by the door.
 
   "Funny?" I ask.
 
   "The way he talked about you being alone tonight." She steps toward me. "You're not alone, Juliet. I'm here. I was planning to have a quiet night, but seeing as you need help, I suppose I could come out of retirement and lend a hand. It seems only fair."
 
   "I don't need help," I tell her, feeling a little suspicious of her motives. I still haven't quite worked out what I think about Jennifer, but I'm certain I need to be wary around her.
 
   "You think I'd cause trouble?" she asks. "I'm hurt, Juliet. All I want to do is keep you company and maybe help out with a few mundane chores. I thought that's what friends do for one another."
 
   "Friends?" I stare at her. Does she really think we're friends? Sure, she helped me out with Lizzie's body, but I'm not sure that makes her my friend, exactly. Accomplice, maybe...
 
   "We're friends, aren't we?" she says, looking a little hurt. "It gets so lonely out on the abandoned ward. I'd love to spend some time through here, just keeping you company while you go about your routine. Even if it wouldn't help you, will you at least let me come with you? For my sake?"
 
   "I need to go and do the first checks," I say. "You can come if you want."
 
   She smiles. "I was hoping you'd ask."
 
   Turning, I walk through to the ward. I know she's a few steps behind me, shadowing my every move. I guess I'll never be alone, not while Jennifer is with me. Still, there's something about her constant interest that makes me a little wary. Why does she seem so fascinated by what I do? What is it about me that attracts her attention?
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "Why did you kill her cat?" asks Dr. Larson.
 
   Sitting in a chair that's far too big, with my feet dangling several inches above the floor, I stare at him. We're in his study, and he's been asking me the exact same question for the past ten minutes. He never changes the phrasing, or the emphasis of the words; he just keeps saying the same thing over and over and over again. However I reply, it seems I can't give him the answer he wants. I guess he's trying to make me realize that I can't wriggle out of the interrogation, or something like that. There's probably some complex psychological theory that explains why this is a good approach to take. The problem, for him, is that it's not going to work.
 
   "I don't know," I say, kicking my feet together as I look down at the floor.
 
   "You do know," he replies. "Tell me."
 
   Sighing, I can feel tears starting to well up behind my eyes, but I know they won't break through. Something about my eyes always stops the tears from getting out. I think maybe I don't have the right holes, or ducts, or something. "I don't know," I say eventually. "I just did."
 
   There's more silence. "Why did you present it to her in a box, as a gift?"
 
   I take a deep breath. On the way over here today, I was feeling confident. I thought I could wrap this guy around my little finger. Now that I'm in his office, however, I'm struggling to stay focused. Somehow, he's getting through my defenses.
 
   "Juliet," he continues, "why did you -"
 
   "I wanted to see her face when she opened it," I say, interrupting him. "I wanted to watch her go from a smiling face to a sad face."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because..." I pause for a moment. "She's always so fake. I wanted to see her real face."
 
   "And do you think you saw her real face when she opened the box?"
 
   "Kind of."
 
   "And how did she look?"
 
   "Upset."
 
   "And how did that make you feel?"
 
   I take a deep breath. "I don't know," I say. The truth, though, is that it made me smile. To be honest, I had to work hard not to laugh. I don't know why, but whenever I see someone get really upset, I have this involuntary urge to smile. I know it's wrong, and I know it can make other people think I'm a bad person, but it's just some weird reflex in my facial muscles. I try to fight it, but it's too powerful. It's almost like some invisible person is grabbing my cheeks and forcing the smile onto my face. So when Martina opened the box, I looked away, hoping she wouldn't see me smile, and I spent the whole time thinking about how weird my face gets.
 
   "Martina died that day, didn't she?" Dr. Larson asks.
 
   I nod.
 
   "Just a few hours later, is that correct?"
 
   I nod again.
 
   "In a car crash."
 
   I nod. I don't get why he's asking me this. He knows what happened, or at least he thinks he knows what happened. Like everyone else, he has no idea about the jack-in-the-box, although I'm slightly worried that it'll be found in the wreckage. My father has been so busy dealing with the aftermath of Martina's death, he hasn't had a spare moment to consider the truth about what really happened to her. It's possible that he thinks she was upset when she drove away, and that this contributed to the accident; I'm certain, though, that the jack-in-the-box hasn't entered his head.
 
   "I hated her because she was trying to replace my mother," I say eventually, hoping to give him the answer he wants.
 
   "You did?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Bullshit."
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "Bullshit," he says again. "You're playing me. You're giving me easy answers. You didn't hate Martina Hopkins because you thought she was trying to replace your mother. Don't insult my intelligence, Juliet." He pauses for a moment. "Remind me how you killed the cat again."
 
   I stare at him. My mind has gone blank.
 
   "Juliet?"
 
   "With scissors."
 
   "And how do you think the cat felt as you stabbed him with a pair of scissors?"
 
   I pause. "It was quick," I say eventually.
 
   "But not so quick that he wouldn't have felt pain."
 
   I feel my heart getting a little tight. Why is he asking stupid questions about the cat? "I don't know," I say. "I don't know how cats feel."
 
   "Do you know how people feel?"
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "How do you think I'd feel if you stabbed me with a pair of scissors?"
 
   "It'd hurt," I reply, staring at him darkly. I want him to stop asking these annoying questions.
 
   "Tell me about your mother's death," he says suddenly.
 
   I sigh. Why does he keep jumping from one topic to another? It's hard to keep up when he's talking about Martina one minute, and her cat the next, and then my mother.
 
   "Do you think about your mother a lot?" he continues.
 
   I look over at the door again. "Aren't we done soon?" I say, although I immediately realize that by dodging the question, I'm providing some kind of answer.
 
   "We're done when I've finished talking to you," he says. "Answer the question, Juliet. Do you think about your mother a lot?"
 
   I take a deep breath. Every time anyone mentions my mother, the same thing happens: I get this weird, wobbly feeling in my body, and I feel tears behind my eyes, and then everything goes kind of blank for a while.
 
   "Juliet," Dr. Larson says, speaking firmly and clearly. "Do you think about your mother a lot?"
 
   "Not really," I say, staring straight at him. I swear to God, I wish I could just make him disappear; I wish I could stare at him so hard, his head would explode; I wish he'd just shrivel up and die, and never be able to ask me any more questions.
 
   "Do you want to hurt me, Juliet?" he asks.
 
   I feel a cold chill run through my body.
 
   "Do you want to hurt me?" he asks again.
 
   Glaring at him, I imagine ripping his head off and squeezing all the blood out of his neck; I imagine taking his head home and watching it rot for months and months.
 
   "The way you're looking at me," he continues calmly, "is rather menacing. It makes me wonder whether you have strong, negative feelings about me." He pauses for a moment. "I want you to remember that anything you say to me is strictly confidential. I won't tell anyone. Not even your father. Do you sometimes want to hurt people, Juliet? Do you have urges to make people feel pain, or to make them go away?"
 
   I stare at him a little longer. "No," I say eventually. My heart is racing; how did he know what I was thinking? Is there some way he's able to get into my head and read my thoughts?
 
   We sit in silence for a moment.
 
   "Okay," he says, smiling suddenly, "I think we're done for today. I just need to talk to your father for a few minutes, so why don't we go and find him?"
 
   I get out of the chair and walk over to the door, feeling slightly shaky. That conversation ended up twisting in ways I'd never expected. As the door opens and I emerge into the corridor, I find myself feeling that I just lost this first encounter with Dr. Larson; he definitely got into parts of my head that I'd decided were off-limits. I sit on the bench while my father goes into the office, and eventually I get up and walk over to the door, hoping to hear what they're talking about.
 
   "She quite clearly has some emotional problems," Dr. Larson is saying, keeping his voice low in an attempt to make sure I can't hear. "I think they're relatively benign for now, but they could grow if they're untreated. She's a classic example of a child who's showing signs of aggression and emotional repression."
 
   "Is this because of her mother's death?" my father asks.
 
   "No, I don't think so," Dr. Larson replies. "I think she has some deep-seated psychological issues that likely go back much further. This couldn't have developed so quickly. Whether you choose to believe that this is due to some environmental factor, or alternatively something more deeply rooted in her personality, is up to you. There are arguments in both directions, and frankly I don't think it's worth trying to untangle all the conflicting theories. The important thing, though, is that she gets the help she needs. She can absolutely overcome this, but only if she's treated effectively."
 
   "Her mother was always very soft on her," my father says. "After we divorced, she had primary custody. I knew it was a mistake from the start. She let Juliet live in this kind of fantasy world. The kid's got no real social skills to speak of. I tried to talk to Amanda about it over and over, but she just said I was being too hard on her. She said she'd grow out of it."
 
   "It can be hard to take a step back and look at your child objectively," Dr. Larson says. "What we need to do right now is to set up some sessions. I can help Juliet, but it's going to take a little time and it won't be easy. Nevertheless, the sooner we tackle these deficiencies, the sooner we can help her to overcome her very considerable problems."
 
   "I'll do whatever it takes," my father says.
 
   "Does she have any friends?" Dr. Larson asks.
 
   "No. That's one of the things that's always worried me. She seems to drift through school without making any kind of social connections."
 
   "That's very unusual," Dr. Larson says. "She should have at least one friend by now. The fact that she doesn't, suggests there's some kind of trauma holding her back."
 
   "She needs help," my father replies.
 
   "I think weekly sessions are required," Dr. Larson continues. "An hour at a time should do it. I'll work to break through the barriers she's erected in her mind. I'm confident that this time next year, she'll be a very normal and happy young girl."
 
   "I should never have let her mother take custody," my father says, sighing. "I knew it'd damage her, but I never thought things would get this bad."
 
   "Don't worry, Mr. Collier. You've done the right thing in bringing her to me. I've treated girls with very similar problems in the past. I don't want you to underestimate the scale of Juliet's problems, because they're severe and potentially very damaging for her life. But you can rest assured that I can get her into shape. By the time I'm done with her, she'll be the perfect daughter."
 
   "Are you okay?" a voice asks.
 
   Turning, I see that Dr. Larson's secretary is standing nearby. She has a kind face, but she looks a little troubled by the fact that I'm standing so close to the door. "Maybe you should sit down," she says.
 
   I go and sit back on the bench. I'd hoped this session with Dr. Larson would be a one-off, but now it's clear that I'm going to be coming back here regularly. I need to come up with a strategy, because he clearly knows what he's doing. The last thing I need is for some guy to start poking about in my head. He got much, much closer to my real thoughts today than I'd ever thought possible; looking down at my hands, I see that they're trembling slightly. I take a deep breath and remind myself that I still have a week or so before the next session, which means I have time to come up with some new way to protect myself. By the time the door opens, and my father and Dr. Larson emerge smiling from the office, I've calmed down a little. This is going to be okay. In fact, messing with Dr. Larson might even turn out to be fun.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Are you sure you want to do this?" Jennifer asks as we stand in the rec room of the abandoned ward. It's just gone midnight, we've double-checked all the residents, and now we've come through to this part of the building. Despite all my reservations, this was actually my idea. I wanted to come here.
 
   "What's the problem?" I ask, crouching in front of the cupboard. It's less than twenty-four hours since I stuffed Lizzie's body in here, so I'm certain there won't be any sign of decay. Still, I'm fascinated by the way the body degrades after the point of death, and I want to check on Lizzie every night so I can watch as she slowly changes. "It's just a body," I say, psyching myself up to open the cupboard door. "It's just a chunk of flesh and bones."
 
   "But you killed her," Jennifer says. "Doesn't that make you feel... anything?"
 
   I take a deep breath. I know I should feel bad, but I don't. Lizzie was abusing the patients, and she attacked me when I caught her with Kenneth Jenkins. I didn't mean to kill her when I hit her with the fire extinguisher, and I only hid the body because I knew no-one would believe my story. I have to keep reminding myself that I didn't do anything wrong.
 
   "Go on, then," Jennifer says. "Get it over with."
 
   Before I can change my mind, I grab the handle and pull the door open. My heart skips a beat as soon as I see Lizzie wedged into the small space. Her head is pressed down against her chest, and her eyes are open, staring straight at me. I swear her eyes were closed when I put her in here, but maybe I'm getting everything mixed up. For a split second, I'm filled with the thought that she might somehow be awake, but then I realize her expression is glassy and empty. She was dead from the moment I smashed the side of her head.
 
   "She looks the same as yesterday," Jennifer says, sounding a little bored. "I was expecting maggots and discolored flesh. Maybe in a month, she'll be more interesting."
 
   "It's cold in here," I say. "She'll rot more slowly."
 
   "You sound like you know what you're talking about," she replies.
 
   "It's just science," I say. "Every body is more or less the same, with the exception of the level of fatty tissue. Everyone basically breaks down the same way."
 
   "You should have been a doctor," Jennifer says.
 
   I pause for a moment. "There was this cat when I was younger," I say eventually. "I watched his body rot for a while. It was kind of interesting, but what I really wanted was -" I fall silent for a moment. I've never, ever told anyone about the stuff that went on back then, but there's something about Jennifer that makes me think she might actually understand my problems. "I really wanted my mother's body," I say, feeling my chest tighten as the words come out of my mouth. I've kept all of this stuff in for so long; I never thought I'd actually tell someone the truth. "I was going to dig her up. I was just a kid. It was stupid. I mean, how the hell was I supposed to dig up a coffin? But my father cremated her, so I didn't have the chance."
 
   "Huh," Jennifer says. "So you were a weird kid, were you?"
 
   "No," I say, before realizing that she's dead right. "Yeah," I say after a moment. "I mean, I didn't think I was weird at the time. Well, maybe I did. I just wanted things that maybe didn't seem normal."
 
   "So they scattered your mother's ashes?" she asks.
 
   "No," I say, staring into Lizzie's dead eyes. "They stuck her in an urn and buried her."
 
   "Why did they do that?"
 
   "Don't ask me. It was my father's decision."
 
   "Then you can still dig her up," Jennifer says.
 
   "Why bother?" I ask. "It's just ashes. I might as well just open the vacuum cleaner bag."
 
   "Not if they neglected to grind her up," Jennifer replies.
 
   I turn to her. "What do you mean?"
 
   "When the cremation is over, there are still small pieces of bone," she says. "If the ashes are going to be scattered, the funeral directors use a grinder to pulverize those pieces. But if the ashes are just going to be buried, they don't usually bother."
 
   I think about this for a moment, imagining little pieces of bone in the urn. "It's not the same," I say. "It'd just be..." My voice trails off. Although I've never been very interested in bones, the thought of getting a part of my mother's body back, after all these years, is undeniably enticing.
 
   "I'm not saying it's a good idea," Jennifer continues. "I'm just saying it's an option. I mean, if it's something that's really bothering you..."
 
   I reach out and touch the skin on Lizzie's hand; she's so cold to the touch, and she feels kind of leathery. "I killed my father's girlfriend," I say suddenly. After all these years, it feels so liberating to say the words. I've kept everything bottled up, never thinking there was anyone I could talk to about what happened; there's something about Jennifer, though, that makes me think she understands me. I turn to her. "I did it on purpose."
 
   "Go on," she says, with a faint smile on her lips.
 
   "It was years ago," I continue. "She was really annoying, and it was just a few weeks after my mother died. I guess I was a bit messed up. Anyway, she'd given me this jack-in-the-box, and I'd killed her cat and put it in a box for her. Things were a bit weird, but eventually I went out to her car and hid the jack-in-the-box in her glove compartment. I thought she'd open it at some point while she was driving, and then she'd be so startled, she'd crash the car." I pause for a moment. "That's exactly what happened. She was killed instantly."
 
   "So you did it on purpose?" Jennifer asks.
 
   I nod. "I chose to kill her, and I did it."
 
   "But no-one knows?"
 
   "No," I say. "You're the only one I've ever told. I mean, it's not exactly the kind of thing you broadcast to everyone you meet, is it?"
 
   "Are you ashamed?"
 
   I shake my head. "I'm just cautious. You can't trust anyone."
 
   She stares at me. "Thank you," she says after a moment. "I mean, I already knew all about it. I've been in your mind, remember? But it still means a lot to me that you actually chose to let me into your confidence. Does it feel good to finally get the whole thing off your chest?"
 
   "Not really," I say. "It's just something that happened." I close the cupboard door, and for a moment I'm almost overwhelmed by a sense of complete blankness; it's as if all my thoughts have temporarily come to a halt. After a few seconds, everything seems to go back to normal.
 
   "Do you ever regret it?" Jennifer asks.
 
   "Killing Martina?" I take a deep breath. "No. It was the most convenient thing. I didn't like her much anyway. Sometimes I imagine what it would have been like if she was still around, and..." I pause for a moment. "There was just something about her."
 
   "So that's two people you've killed in your life," she says. "Not bad going."
 
   "Three," I say quietly.
 
   "Who was the third?" she asks.
 
   "It was a long time ago," I tell her.
 
   "Spill," she says. "I want to know everything."
 
   I stare at her. I've always been so careful to keep these things away from other people, but there's something about Jennifer that makes me think she truly understands me.
 
   "It was -" I start to say, but then I realize I'm not certain. Can I really count the cat as a victim?
 
   "Wait!" She pauses for a moment. "You can tell me later. Something's wrong."
 
   "What?" I ask, standing up and looking around. "What is it?"
 
   "That angry man from earlier," she says. "He's back. Piotr Cymbalista."
 
   "I don't hear anything," I say.
 
   "Trust me," she replies, "he's back."
 
   "Fuck," I mutter, hurrying along the corridor, heading back toward the main part of the building. Visitors aren't supposed to come to the home this late, and I locked the front door, so there's no way that asshole should be inside; nevertheless, as I get to the door and step back into the warmer, occupied side of the facility, I can immediately hear movement off in one of the distant corridors. Closing the door to the abandoned ward, I hurry through to Barbara Cymbalista's room; sure enough, the door is wide open, the light is on, and Mr. Cymbalista is in there, pulling his mother out of bed.
 
   "What are you doing?" I ask, my heart racing.
 
   "I'm doing what you lot should have done," he says. "I'm changing my mother's bedsheets. They're filthy."
 
   "They're not filthy," I say, looking down at the bed. "You can't do this. You can't even be here right now. I'll change the bed, but you have to -"
 
   "Yeah," he says, not even bothering to look at me as he settles a startled-looking Barbara into a chair, "I'm sure you'll get around to it just as soon as you've finished having a fucking cigarette break. Where is everyone, anyway? It's like this place is fucking abandoned. Do you just leave everyone to rot during the night?"
 
   "I was helping another resident," I say, realizing I have to be careful not to let him see that I'm the only person on duty. "We're always very busy overnight."
 
   "Whatever," he spits back at me. "I'm sure you lot have got an excuse for everything. How many of you are working tonight, anyway? Two? Three? However many, it's not enough." He pulls the bedsheets off and dumps them in a pile on the floor. "Well? Are you going to go and get fresh sheets, or do I have to tear this place apart with my bare hands until I find them?"
 
   Panicking, I hurry out of the room and along to the laundry closet. I grab a pile of sheets and carry them back through, at which point Mr. Cymbalista immediately pulls them out of my arms. It's as if he's on some kind of manic crusade to change his mother's bed as quickly as possible.
 
   "How did you get in?" I ask.
 
   "That's for me to know," he says, checking the fresh sheets.
 
   "You can't be here," I continue, feeling as if I'm sounding a little whiny.
 
   "Do you know how much I pay for her to live here?" he asks as he angrily starts re-making the bed. "Do you have any fucking idea how much money I hand over every month so that my mother is looked after properly?"
 
   "No," I say, hurrying over to Barbara. "Are you okay?" I ask, kneeling next to her. "I'm sorry about this."
 
   She turns to me with tears in her eyes.
 
   "It won't be much longer," I say, taking her hand in mine. "You can go back to bed soon. You just have to wait a few more minutes."
 
   "You're not a nurse," Mr. Cymbalista says as he struggles to fit a new cover over the duvet. "What are you, just some hired help? I want to speak to a proper nurse. Someone with actual medical training."
 
   "I think she's busy," I say, "but I'm sure -"
 
   "I don't give a shit," he replies. "I'm not leaving until I've spoken to a nurse. This place is run like a fucking lunatic asylum. I swear to God, you're cutting corners so bad, you're gonna end up killing someone. Hell, she could die in the middle of the night, and you lot wouldn't find her for hours!"
 
   "You're scaring your mother," I say, looking at Barbara and seeing a tear roll down her cheek. One of the oldest residents, Barbara suffers from a form of dementia that makes it difficult for her to remember her surroundings. She's clearly upset by the fact that her son has stormed into her bedroom in the middle of the night; in fact, I'm not even sure that she understands who he is, since she's staring at him with a look of absolute terror.
 
   "Are you deaf?" he asks, turning to me. "I want to see your supervisor, or your boss, or whoever the hell's in charge."
 
   I take a deep breath; frankly, I want to throw this guy out right now. I'm pretty sure that, technically, he's trespassing, and I'm still not certain how he managed to get into the building. "Let's get your mother back to bed," I say, seeing that he's finished changing the sheets. "Then we can talk."
 
   "Get off her," he says, storming over and taking his mother's arm, pulling her from the chair. "Come on, bedtime."
 
   Looking lost and confused, Barbara gets to her feet and staggers back over to the bed. Her son pushes her down roughly onto the mattress and then lifts her legs over the side. "Don't worry," he says, putting the duvet back over her, "I'm gonna talk to these morons and make sure they treat you better." After casting an angry look at me, he heads out of the room and stands in the corridor. He's clearly waiting for me, so I go over to Barbara and check she's okay, before turning the light out and leaving the room.
 
   "Okay," I say, pulling the door shut, "I don't think -"
 
   "Shut up," he snaps at me. "I'm sick and tired of my mother being treated like a piece of furniture in this place. You think just because she's a bit soft in the head, you can get away with shoving her about and leaving her to rot in her own filth?"
 
   "I'm sure it's not like that," I reply. "Maybe if -"
 
   "Don't answer back to me," he says firmly. "You're not a nurse. Do you have any medical training at all?"
 
   "I've been here for quite a while now -" I start to say.
 
   "Just like I thought," he says, laughing, "you're just some kid who's been hired to do the heavy lifting." He clears his throat. "So where's your supervisor?"
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but at that moment I hear movement nearby. Turning, I spot Jennifer Mathis walking along the corridor.
 
   "Hello," she says, smiling broadly, "is there a problem here?"
 
   "You in charge?" Mr. Cymbalista asks.
 
   "I'm the senior staff member on duty tonight," Jennifer tells him, conspicuously avoiding making eye contact with me. "Can I ask what's causing all the commotion?"
 
   "Me," he says angrily. "I'm causing the fucking commotion. My mother, she was left in dirty bedsheets. You think these people aren't worth shit, just 'cause they're old. Well, that might be fine for the rest of them, but my mother's not being treated like this. I know our rights. You don't show these people any fucking dignity at all."
 
   "Why don't we go and discuss this in the office?" Jennifer says, smiling as puts a hand on Mr. Cymbalista's arm and steers him along the corridor. "We don't want to wake the residents up, do we? Besides, I'm sure we can find a way to resolve this situation amicably." She glances briefly at me, before continuing to lead him along the corridor. "I guarantee," she continues, "that everything's going to be okay."
 
   I stand and watch as they walk away. Up until this moment, I had no idea that other people could even see Jennifer; now she seems to be taking the lead in dealing with this asshole. While I'd like to think that she's going to resolve the problem without any drama, something tells me that Jennifer's intentions might not be entirely honorable. As she leads Mr. Cymbalista away, I find myself realizing that in many ways I'm in a perfect situation. After all, if this asshole keeps stirring things up, I can get rid of him without any risk. Maybe that's what Jennifer has been trying to tell me all along; with her help, I can be almost like a superhero, getting rid of people who cause problems. Finally, for the first time in my life, I start to feel as if I have a purpose.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "You're going to see Dr. Larson once every two weeks," my father says as we sit at the kitchen table. "Between those sessions, you'll have certain exercises to carry out. You'll also be writing your thoughts in here." He slides a small notebook over to me. "Congratulations, Juliet. It's your first diary."
 
   I stare at the notebook. It's just a tatty little spiral-bound jotter; in fact, I think I've seen it sitting in the kitchen drawer for a while, so it's not like he went out and bought a proper diary for me. Perhaps if it was big and bulky, maybe with a lock on the side, I'd be interested. But this thing doesn't look very inspiring.
 
   "Why don't you give it a try?" my father continues, passing me a ballpoint pen. "Open it up and write down how you're feeling right now. Don't forget to include the date and time."
 
   Reluctantly, I open the notebook to the first page. "Who's going to read it?" I ask, staring at the white, ruled page.
 
   "Dr. Larson will read it at the start of every session," he says. "I'll read it, too. And any other healthcare professionals who get involved."
 
   I pause. "So it's not really a diary," I say after a moment.
 
   "It's a diary, Juliet. That's exactly what it is."
 
   "Aren't diaries supposed to be private?"
 
   "Not necessarily. In this case, the aim is for you to write down how you're feeling, so Dr. Larson understands the emotional rhythms of your days. You can write as many times as you want each day. Whenever something happens, or you get a strong emotion, just make a note of it." He waits for me to get started. "How are you feeling right now, Juliet?"
 
   I stare at him. How do I feel? I have no idea how I feel. How am I supposed to answer that question?
 
   "Okay," he says, clearly a little disappointed, "maybe we can get there through a process of elimination. How do you not feel?"
 
   I blink. "How do I not feel?"
 
   "Do you feel ecstatically happy?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Do you feel absolutely miserable?"
 
   Again, I shake my head.
 
   "Okay, so somewhere in-between the two. Good. We're making progress. Do you feel angry?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Do you feel resentful?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Do you feel... depressed?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Do you feel grateful?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Are you scared?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   He sighs. "Help me out, Juliet. How do you feel? Sum it all up in one word."
 
   I take a deep breath. "I'm kinda hungry," I say quietly.
 
   "You can eat when we're done with this exercise," he says. "How do you feel?"
 
   To be honest, I'm starting to need the toilet, but I guess that's not what he wants to hear. I look down at the notebook and realize that my best bet is just to make something up. "I feel sorry," I say eventually.
 
   "Sorry?" he asks. "About what?"
 
   "About what I did to Martina," I say. "I mean, about the cat."
 
   "Okay," he says, "that's good. Write that down."
 
   I carefully write the word 'Sorry' in big letters on the first page of the notebook, before adding today's date on the next line. After a moment, I add 'about Martina'.
 
   "Do you feel as if Martina's death robbed you of the chance to make it up to her?" he asks.
 
   "I guess," I say, pretending to be upset. It's pretty easy to work out what my father wants, and to give it to him on a plate. Dr. Larson's probably going to be a lot more tricky, but at least this way I can practice.
 
   "I'm sure she would have forgiven you eventually," he replies. "She was a very nice, very considerate person. She was upset, but I think the pair of you would have become really good friends over time. You know she wasn't trying to replace your mother, right?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "It's just that people have to move on with their lives," he continues. "You can't sit in stasis forever. You're a very smart girl, Juliet, but you have certain emotional problems. I'm sure you recognize that there are things about you that aren't quiet normal. That's why you're writing this diary. I want you to come out of your shell a little and learn to embrace your other identities." He stares at me. "Don't you want to be like everyone else? Have friends? Go out? Go to college? You're too young for all these things now, but in nine or ten years, you're going to really miss out on life if you haven't sorted out these problems."
 
   I nod.
 
   "It's for your own benefit," he adds. "I'm your father, Juliet, and that means sometimes making you do things you'd rather avoid. Do you really think I'm going to just let you go sit in your room and play all alone? No. I'm going to push you out there and make you become more social." He gets up and walks over to the fridge, pulling open the door and taking a look inside. "I know it seems daunting right now, but that's only because you're right at the beginning. Imagine you're at the bottom of a steep slope. Sure, it looks impossible from here, but eventually you'll be at the top. Now, what do you want for dinner? Pancakes?"
 
   "Yeah," I say. "Can I go to my room?"
 
   "What do you want to go to your room for?" he asks.
 
   "I want to put my diary away," I say.
 
   He pauses for a moment. "Okay, but come back quickly. I don't want you sitting alone in there. It's bad for your head."
 
   "Okay," I say, getting off the chair. I'm about to go out of the room when I realize I should probably do something to make him think he's making progress with me. Walking over to him, I kiss his arm. "Thank you, Daddy," I say, with a big smile.
 
   "That's quite alright," he replies, ruffling my hair before taking the pancake mix out of the fridge. "Go and put your diary away."
 
   I turn and walk through to my bedroom. It made me feel almost physically sick to be so nice to him, but at least it should get him off my back for a while. Tossing the diary onto my bed, I sit down on the floor and grab the ring-box from the bedside table. I open it carefully and find Harry the maggot wriggling around inside. He's eaten the small piece of lettuce I gave him earlier, and I think maybe he's grown a little bigger. It's weird, but I'm really enjoying watching Harry develop. He started out in Gizmo's dead body, but since then he's really made progress. I can't wait to find out what he's going to look like when he grows up and stops being a maggot.
 
   "Juliet?" my father asks, standing in the doorway. "What's that?"
 
   I close the ring-box.
 
   "Let me see," he says, stepping toward me and holding out his hand.
 
   I shake my head. My heart is racing, and I feel really stupid for letting him sneak up on me like that. I should have shut the door; I should have been more careful.
 
   "Alright," he says, grabbing the ring-box and opening it. He stares at Harry for a moment. "What the hell is this?"
 
   "It's mine," I reply.
 
   "Is it a worm?" he asks. "Juliet, is this a maggot?"
 
   I can feel something growing in the pit of my stomach: a kind of sickening feeling, as if something awful is about to happen. It's as if someone has grabbed my guts and is slowly, determinedly twisting them tighter and tighter. As I stare at my father, I feel all the goodness start to rise out of my body, replaced by cold, hard fury.
 
   "Okay," he says, turning and marching out of the bedroom, taking the ring-box with him. I stay where I am, and after a moment I hear the toilet flushing. When he comes back through, there's nothing in his hands. "I imagine you can guess what I just did," he says, staring at me with a kind of cold, angry intensity.
 
   I don't say anything; I just stare at him, with hatred bubbling up through my body.
 
   "Come on," he says, grabbing my arm and pulling me toward the door.
 
   "I want to stay in here," I say, trying to pull away.
 
   "No fucking way," he replies, yanking me across the room. I stumble a little and bang my shoulder against the door jamb. "It hurts!" I shout, trying not to lose my temper as he pulls me through into the hallway. One of my slippers comes off, and I try to reach out for it.
 
   "No!" he says, pulling me along the corridor toward the kitchen.
 
   "My foot's cold!" I shout.
 
   Letting go of my arm, he hurries back to the slipper, and then kicks it toward me with such force that it hits me right in the face. It doesn't hurt, and it doesn't do any damage, but it's still kind of startling.
 
   "Sit down!" he says, pulling me through to the kitchen and forcing me onto a chair. "Stay there while I make dinner," he says angrily, heading over to the cooker. "I'm fucking sick and tired of this behavior, Juliet."
 
   I reach down and grab my slipper, carefully putting it back onto my foot. Right now, I want nothing more than to hurt my father. I know it's wrong, and I know that in the long-term it would be a bad idea, but I just want to do something that makes him go away forever. The thought of ever having to even look at him again makes me feel sick to my stomach. I turn and stare at the table, feeling this anger boiling in my soul. Then again, I can't blame him entirely. It's my fault that Harry was caught and flushed away; if I'd been more thoughtful and more careful, he'd still be alive. If I'm going to deal with my father, I have to be smarter; I have to come up with a plan, and it has to be something that's smart enough to slip past him. He's not the smartest man in the world, but he's not an idiot either. My stupidity has already cost Harry's life, but I'm going to make sure I never make another mistake again. Harry was just a maggot, so his death isn't the end of the world; but from now on, the stakes are going to be higher. If I can't keep my father under control, how can I ever hope to deal with Dr. Larson?
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "I'm not happy," says Mr. Cymbalista, sitting in the office with his arms folded across his chest. He's a loud, obnoxious man who seems to delight in causing trouble. I mean, it's 1am and he seems to have nothing better to do than to sit around here, picking arguments with us about his mother's healthcare. "What kind of half-assed operation are you running here?" he continues. "These old people, they need care and attention. Instead, it's like you just tuck them away as if they're a bunch of battery hens. I mean, fuck, what am I paying you for, if you can't even change her bed once in a while?"
 
   "I can assure you that all our residents are given proper care and attention," Jennifer says, smiling calmly. To her credit, she seems to be completely unruffled by Mr. Cymbalista's overbearing tone. "If your mother's bedding was not to your liking, I can only apologize and promise to have a stern word with the manager of the day shift. Perhaps your feedback can help us to -"
 
   "Screw it!" he barks at her. "I don't want to hear your bullshit. You know what the problem is with you people? In fact, you know what the problem is with the whole fucking world? No responsibility! You fuck up, and then you use all these weaselly words to avoid taking the blame. Well, it's not gonna work with me." He grabs some paper and a pen from Mr. Taylor's desk. "I'm gonna make a complaint. I'm gonna get this fucking place closed down. I wouldn't treat a fucking farmyard pig the way you treat these old people."
 
   "Let's not get ahead of ourselves," Jennifer says, remaining calm. "If we -"
 
   "Your name!" he shouts, pointing the pen at her. "I want your name! You're going in the complaint!"
 
   "Jennifer," she says after a moment. "Jennifer Mathis."
 
   "Jennifer Mathis," he says, writing it down. "And what about you?" he adds, glancing up at me.
 
   "Juliet Collier," I reply.
 
   "Juliet... Collier," he says, adding my name to his piece of paper. "And what about that boss of yours? What's his name?" He waits for one of us to answer. "You know what? Never mind. Fuck this." Grabbing the first file on the desk, he starts leafing through the pages. "Gotta be some interesting stuff in here," he mutters. "Looks like I've found a bunch of invoices. Let's see if this place is has got any secrets, huh?"
 
   "I'm just going to talk to my colleague in the corridor for a moment," Jennifer says, before leading me by the arm into the reception area. "This is a problem," she whispers. "Trust me; Charles Taylor hasn't exactly been running this place by the book. If Piotr Cymbalista starts causing trouble, the whole of Crestview could be dragged down."
 
   "So what do we do?" I ask. I pause for a moment. "I've got an idea," I say eventually.
 
   "What?" she asks.
 
   "We do what we did to Lizzie," I continue.
 
   She stares at me, and finally a smile forms on her lips. "You want to kill him?"
 
   "Why not?" I ask. "He's nothing but trouble."
 
   "You think he deserves to die?"
 
   "You think he deserves to live?"
 
   "You think you deserve to decide?" She pauses. "I don't know anything about him, and neither do you."
 
   "I know I don't want him ruining everything," I continue. "What if he gets this place shut down? They'll find..." I pause for a moment, imagining Lizzie's body being found in the abandoned ward. "I can't let him do this," I say, feeling a cold chill run through my body. "I can't let anything happen that might..." My voice trails off. "You have to help me."
 
   "Me?" She smiles. "My dear Juliet, what do you think I can possibly do to help you?"
 
   "The same thing you did with Lizzie," I say. "Help me hide the body!"
 
   "This is a little different to Lizzie," she replies. "You killed her in self-defense. It was a reflex reaction; you were scared for your life. This is cold-blooded, premeditated murder."
 
   "With the same result!" I hiss at her. "A bad person is prevented from causing any more damage!"
 
   "And that's a solution to you?" She stares at me. "Are you just going to go through life like this, killing everyone who doesn't match up to your moral standards? Put it another way, Juliet. What if closing this place down might actually be a good thing? The residents don't get the care they need. Charles Taylor pisses all the facility's funding up the wall and then expects his staff to work double-time for half wages. Why do you think he left you alone tonight? Do you really think he couldn't find someone else to work with you? Of course he could! The problem is, he's not prepared to pay a full wage for his staff!"
 
   "The guy in there is an asshole!" I say, pointing at the office. "I can't believe you're defending him!"
 
   "I'm not defending him," she replies. "I'm just saying that you can't go around killing every annoying human being you come across, otherwise you'll have to wipe out the entire planet. Standing here and plotting to kill that man isn't the same as killing Lizzie McGuigan in self-defense."
 
   "So you're saying you won't help me?"
 
   She smiles. "I'm not saying that at all, Juliet. I'm just saying that you can't turn around later and claim I didn't warn you first."
 
   "So you'll do it?" I ask. "If I kill him, you'll help me hide the body?" I pause for a moment, waiting for her to tell me she understands. "We're like superheroes," I add. "Between us, we can stop all the bad people!" I sigh, realizing I might be sounding a little naive. "Okay, not superheroes, but you get the idea. We can make a difference! We can put his body in the abandoned ward, and then..."
 
   "And then what?" she asks, still smiling.
 
   "And then you can do what you did last time," I continue. "You can make it so I don't feel bad."
 
   "Can I do that?"
 
   I nod. "You've done it before."
 
   She stares at me. "Do what you think best, Juliet. I'll help you with the body. But don't forget what I said yesterday. There's a very important question that you still need to ask me."
 
   "I still don't know what you're talking about," I reply.
 
   "I know," she says, "and I find that very strange."
 
   "Hey!" Mr. Cymbalista calls out from the office. "When you two ladies are done out there, I've got something you need to see!"
 
   Taking a deep breath, I head back through to find that he's got a pile of files and folders open on the desk.
 
   "Is there anything I can help you with?" I ask, glancing over at the large pair of scissors on the desk. Is it possible that I'm going to have to kill this guy in the same way I killed Martina's cat all those years ago?
 
   "Look to me like your boss, this Mr. Taylor guy, has been cooking the books," he says, with a grin of self-satisfaction plastered across his face. "His car payments, his mortgages... It's all being paid for out of the company's accounts, and guess what? The official accountant hasn't flagged anything up because she happens to be the fucker's sister!" He shifts a little in his seat, clearly warming to his theme. "I'm no expert, but it looks like they've siphoned a six-figure sum out of this place in the past year alone."
 
   "Uh-huh," I say, carefully picking up the scissors while he's focused on the paperwork in front of him. I start walking slowly around the desk.
 
   "There's money leaking out of the accounts all over the place," he continues. "This is fucking insane! How the hell can he think he's going to get away with this?"
 
   "No idea," I say as I come to a halt right behind him. Looking down, I see the back of his head; I think back to the time I killed Martina's cat, and I remind myself that this is basically the same. I just have to ram the scissors into his brain, and it'll all be over.
 
   "This is illegal," Mr. Cymbalista goes on. "He's going down for this, and his sister's going down with him."
 
   I hold the scissors directly above the top of his head. Taking a deep breath, I decide to count to three and then strike. I glance over at Jennifer and see that she's loitering in the doorway, watching me with a look of curious excitement on her face.
 
   "This whole place is one big slush fund!" Mr. Cymbalista says.
 
   Three.
 
   "This is only the paperwork for the past year," he continues. "God knows how long he's been doing this."
 
   Two.
 
   "How long's he been in charge around here"?
 
   One.
 
   At the last moment, Mr. Cymbalista suddenly tilts his head back and looks straight at me. I pause for a fraction of a second, and then I ram the scissors straight into his face. The blades crunch through his skull, and I see a single trickle of blood run from the wound as he stares straight at me. Realizing he's not dead yet, I slowly twist the scissors around, causing the metal to scrape against his broken bone. He still seems to be alive, though, so I start jiggling the scissors around, hoping to destroy enough of his brain. After a moment, he opens his mouth and a huge dollop of dark red blood flows out. Determined to finish him off, I force the handles of the scissors apart and then twist them again. As I stare into his eyes, I see his pupils get bigger and bigger, and finally I realize he's stopped moving. I wait a few seconds, and then I let go of the scissors and check his pulse.
 
   He's dead.
 
   Over in the doorway, Jennifer start clapping slowly.
 
   "It's done," I say, stepping back. It's weird, but I expected him to cry out, or to try to say something, or at least to scream. Instead, he just stared and stared until he was dead. I've never seen it happen like that in a film.
 
   "How do you feel?" Jennifer asks.
 
   "I don't know," I say, unable to stop looking at Mr. Cymbalista's dead eyes. Slowly, a creeping sense of panic starts to rise through my body. "We have to get him hidden," I say eventually. "Right now. We have to move him."
 
   "What's the hurry?" she asks, smiling. "We've got all night."
 
   "We've got to do it now," I reply, trying not to let her see that I'm terrified. We have to get the body to the abandoned ward so that I can get rid of these emotions. "Now!" I shout.
 
   "Okay," Jennifer says. "I'm not really a fan of dragging dead bodies along corridors, so I'll meet you there. Do we have a deal?"
 
   "Sure," I say, grabbing Mr. Cymbalista's arms and hauling him onto the floor, before pulling him over to the doorway. "Can't you help?" I ask, turning to Jennifer but finding that she's not there. I glance around the room and realize she's already gone. I guess she's returned to the abandoned ward so that she can get ready for this second body. With no time to waste, I continue pulling Mr. Cymbalista's corpse across the carpet, heading for the door to the abandoned ward.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "So," Dr. Larson says, taking a deep breath as he keeps his gaze fixed on me. "I hear you've developed a tendency to bite people."
 
   I nod, but I don't say anything. It's important to not seem overly eager. After all, he has to believe that this is a genuine problem, rather than something I've made up purely for his benefit. The way I see it, I need to distract Dr. Larson and my father, and to make them think they're making progress with me. That's why, over the past week, I've bitten three separate people at school: first, I clamped my jaws on my teacher's arm while she was showing me how to solve a math problem; later, I bit a girl's ankle while we were in the playground; and finally, I bit my father's hand during dinner. I don't particularly like biting people, and I've been very careful to only choose people who look clean, but I figure Dr. Larson will be fascinated by the biting and will focus on this, rather than exploring my other problems. So far, my plan seems to be working.
 
   "Why do you bite people, Juliet?" he asks.
 
   I shrug.
 
   "Is it an attempt to distract me from your real problems?"
 
   I stare at him. Is it possible that he could have guessed my motives already? I shake my head yet again.
 
   "I'll tell you what I think, Juliet," he continues. "I think you want to play a little game with me. I think you're a very smart young lady, and you think you can trick me into wasting my time on this matter." He smiles. "Well, here's the thing. I don't care about your biting. You can bite all the people you want. For all I care, you can eat an entire classmate. It's not going to distract me from the fundamental question of your deeper-rooted issues." He pauses for a moment. "So, why don't you tell me about your social phobias?"
 
   I take a deep breath. Social phobias? I have no idea what he's talking about.
 
   "I've spoken to your father," he continues, "and he informs me that you have no friends. I find it hard to believe that a clever, pretty young lady such as yourself could have trouble making friends at school. In fact, I should think that you have to go out of your way in order to avoid making some kind of connection. Is that right? Do you intentionally seek out ways to repel people?"
 
   Feeling as if this conversation is getting out of hand, I climb out of my chair, walk over to Dr. Larson, grab his hand and bite down hard on his flesh. My initial instinct is to stop immediately, since he tastes like garlic mixed with tobacco, but I figure I have to keep going in order to make my point. Realizing he hasn't pulled away, I bite down harder, waiting for him to show some sign of pain; when he fails to respond, I tilt my head up and look into his eyes, and I see that he's staring at me with an impassive look in his eyes. Determined to get a reaction, I bite down as hard as I can, sinking my teeth deeper and deeper into his skin until finally I feel a hot, wet bead of blood against my tongue. Shocked, I step back and spit the blood out. I hate blood.
 
   "And what did that achieve?" he asks, raising an eyebrow. "Would you like a drink to rinse your mouth out?"
 
   I stare at him. What's wrong with this man? When I bit the other people, they all acted as if I'd done something awful; Dr. Larson, on the other hand, seems to find the whole thing amusing.
 
   "I don't have a cat," he says, "but I could probably arrange to get one in time for your next session. Would that help? Maybe I could lay out a selection of scissors and you could show me what you did to the last poor feline that passed your way?"
 
   Turning and hurrying over to the door, I grab the handle but find that it's locked. I can still taste Dr. Larson's blood in my mouth, so I try wiping my tongue on the sleeve of my dress, but it's no use. Finally, I turn back to him and see that he's still sitting impassively in his chair, watching me with the amused expression of someone whose pet has learned a new trick.
 
   "The sooner you sit down and start talking to me," he says, "the sooner we can get on with things. You're a smart girl, Juliet, but I'm afraid you won't be able to trick me. It would be far better if you simply accept my help. We can work together and get your head in order. Wouldn't you like to be a normal girl, Juliet? Wouldn't you like to have friends, and go out to play, and spend more time out of your room? In fact, if you can just make a little progress, these sessions can end and you never have to see me again. Surely you'd like that, wouldn't you?" He pauses for a moment. "Sit down, Juliet."
 
   Reluctantly, I go back over to the chair.
 
   "Now," he continues, "we're not going to get distracted by stupid, false problems that you invent in order to pass the time. No, we're going to dig in, Juliet, and get to the root of your psychological issues. I don't know if this will interest you in any way, but I've started to think I might get a paper out of you. I'll change your name, of course, but I'm quite certain I'll be able to publish an account of our sessions. Wouldn't that make you feel special?"
 
   "I want to go home," I say firmly.
 
   "And you shall," he replies. "Later. For now, I want you to tell me about your mother. She died of cancer, I believe. Your father tells me she was ill in hospital for almost a year before she passed away. That must have been extremely distressing for you. Tell me, what do you think it was like for your mother?"
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "Come on, Juliet. You're smart. Surely you can put yourself in your mother's place for a moment and imagine how she felt. She must have known she was dying for a very long time, and yet she sat in that bed, just waiting to get weaker and weaker. Do you think she enjoyed it?"
 
   I take a deep breath. Why is he bringing up all this stuff about my mother? That was weeks and weeks ago. I feel this strange, tightening sensation in my heart, almost as if I'm getting short of breath.
 
   "And the pain," Dr. Larson continues. "Think of the pain. I don't know the specifics of the treatment she received, but I'm quite certain it must have been agonizing. What do you think that was like for her, Juliet? If you had to sum up the last year of your mother's life in one word, what word would you choose?"
 
   I close my eyes.
 
   "Happy?"
 
   I focus on staying calm.
 
   "Sad?"
 
   "Bored," I say suddenly.
 
   He stares at me. "Bored?"
 
   "She must have been bored," I say. "Nothing to do all day. She..." My voice trails off as I realize how stupid I sound. The truth is, I have no idea what it was like for my mother to be in that hospital bed. How could I know? I'm not her. Whatever she was thinking and feeling, it was all trapped inside her head. I know people like Dr. Larson think we can share our feelings with each other through words and actions, but we can't. We're all trapped in our own minds, with no real way to reach out and connect with anyone else.
 
   "Is that the word you'd choose above all others?" Dr. Larson asks. "Bored?"
 
   I stare at him. I want to say something to make him happy; something to shut him up and get him off my back. The problem is, I have no idea what the 'right' answer might be in this situation.
 
   "I think she was scared," he says. "I think she was undergoing a painful, hopeless treatment for a disease that was eating her from the inside out. I think she was humiliated. She probably lost control of her bladder, her bowels... She probably had to be bathed and washed down. I think she was looking forward to death, Juliet. By the end, she was probably longing for that final moment to arrive. Think about it. So much pain and horror, and then right at the end, a single moment of relief. A fraction of a second between the pain ending, and her life coming to an end. In that millisecond, she must have felt like she was in Heaven. Don't you think so?"
 
   I take a deep breath. The tight feeling in my heart is still there, and I'm starting to feel angry about the way Dr. Larson is trying to provoke some kind of response.
 
   "What's wrong, Juliet?" he continues. "Can't you get inside your mother's mind? Can't you imagine what it's like to be someone else?" He smiles. "I believe in total honesty. I believe in giving my patients the benefit of every determination that I make. The fact that you're so young is not, in itself, a hindrance to this policy, so I'm going to tell you exactly what I think." He leans forward. "Juliet, I think you're have psychopathic tendencies. Do you know what that means?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "It means a number of things," he says. "Not all of them apply to you, but certainly enough for me to be fairly confident of my diagnosis. You have an inability to empathize with people. You're manipulative. You seem able to handle stressful events remarkably well for someone of your age, almost as if you're able to retreat into an internal world where the rules of logic are different. Tell me, Juliet. What do you think of your father?"
 
   I swallow hard. This conversation is pointless.
 
   "Do you love him?"
 
   I don't reply.
 
   "Do you like him?"
 
   Still, I don't reply.
 
   "Do you wish he'd die?" He pauses. "Or do you realize that you need him to be alive, because you need him to provide you with food and somewhere to live? That's another aspect of the psychopathic personality, Juliet. You've become a parasitic force in your father's life, using him for your own gain but developing no strong bonds to him on an emotional level. If you think I'm wrong, then by all means argue with me. Otherwise, I'll take your continued silence as a tacit acceptance of my ideas."
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "I think our session is over for today," he says after a moment, with a smug smile spreading across his lips. "I'll need to speak to your father briefly, but other than that, we'll see each other in two weeks' time. I hope you don't feel that I've been too harsh, Juliet, but I have a strong track record in helping people such as yourself. The first step is to get you to confront your own identity and to accept who and what you are. From this point, we can work to change you, although I should add that it's not possible to completely resolve such issues. These tendencies will always be a part of you, and you'll likely have to work your whole life to keep them repressed." Standing up, he walks over and unlocks the door. "Don't worry," he says, smiling. "I think it's better to be honest than to patronize you. We're at the beginning of a long journey, Juliet, but we'll get to our destination in the end. I promise."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "This is becoming a habit," says Jennifer, as we stand together in the abandoned ward and stare down at Piotr Cymbalista's body. While Lizzie ended up stuffed into a closet, we decided to put Mr. Cymbalista into one of the storage boxes in the corner. It doesn't seem like the most secure place in the world, but Jennifer insists that she can make sure no-one starts poking around in here. I guess the abandoned ward is her world, and she's in charge through here.
 
   "What about his family?" I ask. "Will there be any complications?"
 
   "I'll deal with it," she replies. "You remember how I smoothed over Lizzie's disappearance? I can do the same with Piotr Cymbalista's life."
 
   "It had to be done," I say quietly, staring at Mr. Cymbalista's face. The scissors are still wedged firmly in his head; I was scared to pull them out, in case there was a lot more blood. The one thing I don't want, in all of this, is to have to deal with too much blood; I've never liked blood.
 
   "Maybe," she says, closing the lid before turning to me. "I've got to admit, Juliet, I underestimated you when we first met. I thought you were just another night girl, but there's something very unusual about you."
 
   "I have to go and check on the residents," I say, turning and walking away. The truth is, I'm starting to feel a little bad about what happened to Mr. Cymbalista; fortunately, I know that all my negative feelings will vanish as soon as I step over the threshold back into the rest of the building.
 
   "You never stay long," Jennifer says, as I walk around the corner and find her waiting for me by the door. "What's the hurry?"
 
   "I have a job to do," I say.
 
   "And you think you can leave all your bad thoughts and feelings behind?" She smiles. "You think it's that neat, Juliet?"
 
   "It works for me," I reply.
 
   "And you still don't have a question to ask me?"
 
   I stare at her. "What kind of question?"
 
   "The obvious question."
 
   Sighing, I push past her and step through the door. As soon as I'm in the main part of the building, I feel my guilt and shock over Mr. Cymbalista's death start to recede. Within a couple of seconds, I'm back to feeling totally blank and calm. I turn to Jennifer. "What do you want from me?" I ask.
 
   "Finally. It took you long enough." She pauses for a moment. "I've given you a lot, haven't I? I help you cover up the dead bodies and I take away all your guilt and bad feelings. That's a pretty amazing privilege for you. Who wouldn't want to be able to do whatever they want without having to deal with the consequences?" She stares at me. "Why are you smiling?"
 
   I look down at my feet as I try to wipe the smile from my face, but there's nothing I can do. It's as if something about this whole situation is forcing me to grin like an idiot. I've always had this problem; whenever something bad happens, I start smiling. I want to stop, but there's nothing I can do. It's as if my face is completely independent of my mind.
 
   "You want to know what I want from you?" Jennifer says. "Well, I'm not going to tell you, but eventually you'll work it out all by yourself. Just remember that nothing's free. If I'm helping you, then it's pretty clear that I'll want you to help me in some way eventually. I hope you won't try to avoid your responsibilities, Juliet."
 
   I keep my gaze focused on my feet, and eventually I'm able to stop smiling. I look back at Jennifer, but she's gone. Closing the door to the abandoned ward, I take a deep breath as I think about the two dead bodies hidden nearby. Jennifer was wrong when she said that killing Mr. Cymbalista was somehow worse than killing Lizzie; in both cases, they were nasty people who were causing problems, and I don't regret what I did. If I'd let them live, other people would be suffering. Frankly, I think I should be proud of my actions. If Jennifer wasn't around to help take away my guilt, I'd never be able to kill anyone, but as things stand, I have a unique power.
 
   Turning and walking through to the blue ward, I take a moment to stop outside Barbara Cymbalista's door. As soon as I peer into the room, I hear her contentedly snoring as she sleeps. If I hadn't killed her son, she'd probably have to put up with his trouble-making for the rest of her life; at least this way, she can live out her days in peace. Besides, her mind is so far gone, I doubt she'll even notice his absence. Meanwhile, the retirement home can carry on as normal, without Mr. Taylor's accounting irregularities being brought out into the open. Then again, I feel as if maybe Mr. Taylor is endangering the lives of everyone here, in which case I might need to take action.
 
   Walking away from Barbara Cymbalista's room, I realize how easy it would be to kill Mr. Taylor. I know I shouldn't start trying to rearrange the whole world. I should stop now, while I'm ahead, but it's pretty clear that Mr. Taylor could cause a lot of trouble if he carries on with his dodgy practices. I'm sure I can get Jennifer to help me again, so I figure I might as well start coming up with a plan to get Mr. Taylor out of here once and for all. Then there's my father, who has been a huge problem in my life for many years. With Jennifer on my side, I suddenly feel as if I have a chance to put right everything that's gone wrong. Most people struggle with their consciences, but I've never really had that problem; now, with Jennifer's help, I don't have to worry about any emotions at all. I can just do what needs to be done, and not have to worry about getting caught.
 
   The rest of the night passes fairly peacefully. I quickly tidy up Mr. Taylor's office, and then I do a few rounds of the wards, checking on all the residents. As the hours tick past, I start to feel pretty good about myself; after all, I've got the whole situation under control. For the first time in my life, I seem to be able to manage things. I know I have to be careful not to get carried away, but every so often, I catch myself smiling or even laughing at the way the night has developed. I don't feel bad about Mr. Cymbalista at all: he was a trouble-maker, and now he's gone. If I hadn't been helped by Jennifer, I'd probably be worried about someone finding the body, or about someone starting to wonder about his disappearance. I still don't know what Jennifer is, exactly, but she's definitely useful.
 
   Eventually I hear the front door open, and a bleary-eyed Mr. Taylor heads to the office. I go through and find him opening his briefcase on the desk.
 
   "How did it go?" he asks, clearly exhausted.
 
   "Fine," I say. "No problems at all."
 
   "Everyone still alive?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, trying not to smile. If only he knew the truth.
 
   "Any walkers during the night?"
 
   I shake my head. "Everyone slept soundly." I feel pretty pleased with myself, being able to give such a glowing report. I guess I did a pretty good job after all.
 
   "Great," he says, taking a seat. "I've got to admit, Juliet, you're a constant source of surprise. Not many people could keep the place running overnight like this."
 
   "It was nothing, really," I say. "I could do it again."
 
   "You might have to," he replies. "I'm still working on getting someone to help you tonight, but -"
 
   "I don't need anyone," I say, interrupting him. "In a way, it's actually easier doing it by myself. I mean, this way, I know what needs to be done, and..." I pause, worrying that I might seem too eager. "I'm just saying, I can work by myself if it helps. If you're having trouble finding someone to replace Lizzie."
 
   "Are you sure?" he asks. I can see that I've caught his attention; he's probably thinking about how he can save money by only employing one person overnight. Obviously he's breaking several rules and regulations about how the retirement home should be run, but given the precarious state of the facility's finances, I'm pretty sure he'll go for my idea. "Well, I suppose we could give it a try," he says eventually. "You're with us until the end of the summer, right? And then you're off to college?"
 
   "Yeah," I say. "I mean... that's the plan at the moment. I don't know if..." Suddenly it feels silly to be even considering leaving for college. I have everything I want, right here. I have a world I understand, and a job I kind of enjoy, and I have Jennifer... Why the hell would I want to throw all of this away, just to go off to college and have to deal with a bunch of strangers? "To be honest," I continue, "I might not even go to college. I might just stick around. I guess it depends on a few things."
 
   "Well, I probably shouldn't say this, but there's a part of me that'd be pretty happy if you stayed. You're a life-saver, Juliet."
 
   I smile. "I should do one more round of checks before I finish," I say. "Just to make sure everything's okay." I turn to go back through to the wards.
 
   "That's weird," Mr. Taylor says.
 
   I stop at the door and look back at him. "What's wrong?"
 
   He runs his finger along the leg of the desk, and holds it up for me to see. "Does that look like blood to you?"
 
   "No," I say, realizing I must have missed a spot when I was cleaning up after Mr. Cymbalista's death. There wasn't much blood, and I thought I'd got it all. "I mean, maybe. Did you cut yourself shaving?"
 
   He runs his hand over his jaw. "I guess," he says, seeming a little confused.
 
   I head through to the wards, where I check on all the patients and find that - as expected - the whole facility is running like clockwork. Finally, I walk over to the door that leads into the abandoned ward; there's no sign of Jennifer, but I can't help thinking about the bodies of Lizzie and Mr. Cymbalista, wedged into their hiding places. No-one knows what I've been doing, but it feels as if this is the start of something that could work out pretty well. All I have to do is keep my head down, make sure I don't make any mistakes, and watch out for a chance to get rid of Mr. Taylor. Right now, though, I need to get off my shift and head home, via a short detour.
 
   There's something important that I need to do.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "So," my father says, sitting next to me on the park bench.
 
   I stare straight ahead, watching as people walk past. It's a bright, sunny day; in fact, it's the kind of day that makes most people rush out of the house and come down here to play. I totally accept that the majority of people enjoy being outside, hanging out with each other and generally being social. It's just that I know I don't fit in here; I don't see why my father seems so determined to turn me into someone else.
 
   "Did it scare you when Dr. Larson talked to you?" he asks.
 
   I shake my head. Down by the lake, a couple of boys are talking to each other as they dangle nets in the water.
 
   "Really?" There's a pause. "I'm going to be honest with you, Juliet. It scared me. A little. I mean, this is a serious thing. You understand that, right? This isn't just about being a bit weird. This is about a serious psychological problem that could seriously harm your entire life."
 
   I take a deep breath. Lately, I've been finding that I'm slightly breathless at odds times of the day. It's probably nothing, but I can't help wondering whether my body is reacting to all the pressure.
 
   "Did your mother ever talk to you about this kind of thing, Juliet?" he asks.
 
   I sigh. Why does he keep bringing my mother into this? It's almost as if he thinks he can blame her for everything that's wrong with me, even though I know it's not her fault. Not really, anyway. After my parents divorced, I didn't see my father for a while, and my mother raised me pretty well. However, I'm absolutely certain that my problems were already evident much, much earlier. As far back as I can remember, I've felt disconnected from the rest of the world; sometimes, I feel like I'm an alien who was dropped down here to observe the human race. I tried to fit in, but eventually I realized that there's no way I can ever be like everyone else. The more I try, the worse things get. My mother seemed to accept me for who I am, but my father's determined to twist me and bend me until I fit his idea of the perfect daughter.
 
   "Well," my father says, sounding as if he's a little happier, "you know what? It's you and me, kid. You might want to drift along like this for the rest of your life, but I'm not going to let it happen. Like it or not, I'm your father, and I'm going to do what's best for you." He reaches over and puts his arm around me. "One day, you'll be heading off to college and you'll have friends, and you'll thank me. A little pain now is a small price to pay."
 
   I watch as the two boys continue to talk down by the water. They seem to be having fun. I've never done that; I've never hung out with a friend like that. I've never really had a friend at all. I guess there are people out there who'd like me, but I haven't bumped into any of them yet. To be honest, I'd be slightly nervous if I met someone who felt the same way as me about the world.
 
   "Come on," my father says, taking my hand and leading me away from the bench. We walk across the grass until we reach the tearoom, where he buys me an ice-cream. As I remove the wrapper, I notice an old woman watching us; she smiles at me, and I realize she thinks I'm just an ordinary girl. She has no idea what happens in my head, and she'd probably be horrified if she could hear my thoughts; she certainly wouldn't smile at me.
 
   "That's a nice dress," she calls out to me. "You look very pretty, honey."
 
   I scowl at her, before carefully dropping my ice-cream onto the floor.
 
   "Juliet!" my father says. "What happened?"
 
   "I dropped it," I say, feeling pretty pleased with myself as the old woman looks away. She still doesn't know how bad I am, but at least she can see I'm not very nice.
 
   "Did you do that on purpose?" my father asks, clearly annoyed.
 
   "Yes," I say, looking up at him.
 
   He sighs. "You know what? Forget this." Dumping his ice cream in the bin, he takes me by the hand and leads me to the car park. "I tried, Juliet," he continues. "I really tried to give you a nice trip out. I guess I'm pushing you too fast. You're not ready to be treated properly. We'll come back here when you've grown up a little." When we reach the car, he lets go of my hand and searches through his pocket for his keys. While he's distracted, I turn and run back to the tearoom. Thankfully, I'm able to get all the way to the old woman again, without my father noticing that I'm gone.
 
   "Hi," I say, tapping her on the shoulder.
 
   Turning to look at me, she seems a little surprised that I've approached her. "Hello, dear," she says, smiling cautiously.
 
   "You were looking at me earlier," I say. My heart is racing, but I feel as if I have to make sure she understands me. "Why were you doing that?"
 
   "I just noticed your pretty dress," she says. "You're a very pretty -"
 
   "You're wrong," I reply, interrupting her. "It's not a pretty dress. It's an ugly, cheap dress, and I hate it." I take a deep breath. I've never talked to anyone like this before, but I feel like I want to experiment with the way I interact when I'm out in the world. "You probably think I'm good," I continue, "but I'm not. I'm bad. I'm horrible. I'm the worst person in the world. I've done things that'd shock you. Have you got any idea how awful I am?"
 
   "Well..." She pauses, looking shocked. I guess she has no idea what to say. "Maybe you should go and find your father?"
 
   "He doesn't know where I am," I tell her. "He's pretty stupid. I just wanted you to know that I'm evil. All the way through, right to my heart, I'm the most evil person you've ever met." I stare at her. "Do you believe me?"
 
   She opens her mouth to reply, but she just looks at me for a moment. "Yes," she says eventually. "Yes, I believe you."
 
   "Good," I say. "At least you're -"
 
   "Juliet!" my father calls out.
 
   Looking back across the room, I see him hurrying toward me. I knew he'd find me pretty quickly, but I'm glad he took so long that I managed to tell the old woman that I'm a bad person.
 
   "I'm sorry," my father says, grabbing me by the hand. "Juliet, you weren't bothering this nice lady, were you?"
 
   "How do you know she's nice?" I ask.
 
   "Juliet!" my father adds, raising his voice. He turns to the old woman and smiles. "I'm so sorry. She's going through some emotional issues at the moment."
 
   "That's quite alright," the woman replies, although she's clearly a little troubled. "Have a nice day."
 
   Once again, my father leads me out of the tearoom and across the car park. This time, though, his grip is firmer and he's walking so fast, I have trouble keeping up. It's obvious that I've annoyed him, and I'm pretty certain he's trying really hard to hide his anger. It's weird, but when he's in this kind of mood, I find it hard to stop smiling.
 
   "What's so funny?" he asks, opening the car door and forcing me into the passenger seat.
 
   "Nothing," I say, still unable to wipe the grin from my face.
 
   "Nothing?" he replies, slamming the door before walking around the car and getting into the driver's seat. "That's an awfully big smile for nothing." He stares at me for a moment. "This isn't going to work, Juliet. You're not going to get me to change my mind. You need help, and I'm going to make sure you get it. The more you act out, the more you try to cause trouble, the more I'll be determined to sort you out. Do you understand? You're not in control of this situation. Your only choice is whether to be a good girl and help, or whether to drag your heels and make this harder for everyone. Got it?"
 
   I try to stop smiling, but it's too difficult.
 
   "Fuck this," he says, putting his hands on the steering wheel and taking a deep breath. "I'm sorry, Juliet. I'll try to be more understanding, but you have to meet me halfway. This is going to be so tiring for both of us if you insist on acting like this." He turns to me. "Stop smiling."
 
   "I thought you wanted me to smile," I say. "I thought you were worried I don't smile enough."
 
   "Don't be smart with me," he replies. "You know what I meant when I said that."
 
   I take a deep breath and force myself to stop smiling. It's not easy, but eventually I'm able to look vaguely normal. My original plan was to pretend to be the perfect daughter so that my father and Dr. Larson would leave me alone, but it seems I can't manage to trick them. My other option would seem to be to go to the other extreme and start embracing my evil side. After all, I've already killed Gizmo and Martina, so it's clear that I'm evil through to my core. Why not turn this part of my personality to my advantage? As my father starts the car and drives us out of the car park, I stare straight ahead and decide that I need to be true to my real self, which means allowing myself to do the things I enjoy. I turn and look over at my father. In many ways, he's the biggest problem in my life right now. If he didn't exist, I wouldn't have to go and see Dr. Larson and I wouldn't have to do all these things that are supposed to make me more normal; if he didn't exist, I'd be able to be more myself. If only I could find a way to get rid of him.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   I reach the cemetery just before 7am. The sun is starting to come up, but I'm fairly certain I won't be disturbed as I hurry over to the small garden of remembrance in the corner. Kneeling next to the spot where my mother's urn is buried, I throw my backpack onto the ground and immediately start digging with my bare hands. If I'd been able to plan ahead, I'd have brought a spade, but I can't wait a moment longer. Fortunately, the ground is soft enough to let me pull the soil out of the way. After a while, and with the hole getting deeper and deeper, I start wondering whether I've maybe got the wrong spot. Finally, however, my fingertips brush against something hard, and a few minutes later I'm able to lift my mother's urn out of the ground.
 
   Glancing around to double-check that no-one's nearby, I carefully unscrew the lid. I take my spare t-shirt from the backpack and spread it on the ground, and then I tip out the contents of the urn. A small cloud of dust rises up, but eventually I'm confronted with the ashen remains of my mother. I feel my chest tighten a little as I see that there's not really very much of her, and at first it looks like nothing more than a pile of gray and black powder. Feeling a little nervous, I gently brush some of the ashes aside, and after a moment I spot a small white object mixed up in everything else. Pulling the item out, I hold it up and realize that Jennifer was right: I've found a piece of bone.
 
   "Hello," I say, immediately feeling a shiver run through my body. It's as if, after eleven years, I've been reunited with my mother. It occurs to me that maybe I should kiss the bone, but then I remind myself that I don't want to be too weird. After all, it's just a bone, and it's not like any part of her soul is here.
 
   "Sorry it took me so long to realize I could do this," I continue after a moment. "I didn't know that there'd be anything to find. I thought you were just dust."
 
   Sitting there, staring at the tiny piece of bone, I find it hard to believe that this was actually part of her, and that it's been underground, in the dark for all these years. It's only a fraction of an inch long, but it's still hers. Setting the piece of bone aside, I sort through the rest of the ashes and find two more pieces.
 
   "More of you," I say quietly, feeling slightly in awe of the moment. I glance over my shoulder, partly to check that no-one has wandered into the cemetery, and partly to make sure that my mother's ghost isn't standing behind me. I don't believe in ghosts, not at all; nevertheless, given all the crazy stuff that's been happening with Jennifer Mathis lately, I guess I shouldn't be too quick to rule out any possibilities.
 
   Eventually, realizing that I need to get home soon, I crudely push the rest of the ash back into the hole, before shoveling the soil back on top. It's pretty obvious that something has happened here, but I figure no-one going to pay too much attention. They'll probably just think it was a wild animal. I gather up the three pieces of bone and put them in my pocket, before hurrying out of the cemetery. As I reach the gate, I briefly look over at Martina's grave. I suppose I could dig her up as well, but I feel as if my grave-digging days are now well and truly over.
 
   The walk home is strange: I feel somehow separate from the rest of the world, as if the recovery of my mother's bones has somehow changed me. It's odd to think that, after all these years, she's finally with me as I walk the streets. Every few minutes, I put a hand in my pocket and feel the three pieces of bone jiggling about. By the time I get to my father's house, I'm feeling almost euphoric, and I can't stop smiling. I pause by the front steps. My father's probably in the kitchen, eating breakfast before he heads off to work. There's no way I can let him see me with this stupid grin on my face, so I take a moment to calm down. If he knew that I'd gone and dug my mother's urn up and taken out the pieces of bone, he'd probably want to send me straight back to Dr. Larson. The last thing I want is to have to go through any of that stuff again. As soon as I'm certain that I've wiped the grin from my face, I take a deep breath and head inside. For the first time in many, many years, I feel as if things are starting to get better.
 
   


 
  

Book 5:
 
   Juliet on the Moon
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   This is it.
 
   This is the place.
 
   Standing on the sidewalk, I stare at the small apartment block. It's so weird to think that he's in one of those rooms right now. After all these years, after spending so much time wondering whether I should come and track him down, I'm finally so close. All I have to do is go and hit the buzzer for apartment 4a, and then wait, and then hear his voice, and then tell him who I am, and then...
 
   I take a deep breath.
 
   Am I really going to do this? Am I really going to introduce myself, and get to know him, and then tell him the truth? There's a part of me that wants to run screaming and never look back, but there's another part of me that desperately wants to go over to that door right now and tell him everything. It's time. After all these years, I feel like he deserves to know what really happened. No-one should have to live in fearful ignorance forever. Besides, secrets can't stay hidden forever. Eventually, they have to come out into the light. When I was younger, I thought you could take a secret, screw it up into a little ball and keep it inside for the rest of your life. Now I know that's not true: I've tried to keep this secret to myself, but lately it's been tugging at me, reminding me, urging me to let it out. And I will.
 
   But not today.
 
   I have to build up to this slowly, and I have to do it at the right time. If I do it too soon, I might get it wrong; if I wait too long, I risk having the whole thing explode in my face. No, I've got to think about this properly and come up with a solution; I've got to plan everything methodically.
 
   My phone suddenly starts ringing. Pulling it from my pocket, I see that my father's calling. That's no great surprise. After all, apart from work, my father's the only person who has my number.
 
   "Where are you?" he asks as soon as I answer the call. He sounds stressed, which is kind of his default mood these days.
 
   "I'm on my way," I reply.
 
   "Let's not be late," he says. "Come on, the party awaits."
 
   Putting the phone back in my pocket, I shudder at the thought of going to any kind of party. Still, I know what I have to do. I've got the next few weeks planned out, and I have to do the right things in the right order. One of those things involves going and seeing some people I haven't seen for a very long time. The bonus to this is that it gets my father off my back and should hopefully stop him nagging at me. Taking a deep breath, I turn and hurry along the sidewalk. When I get to the end of the street, I glance over my shoulder for a moment. I'll be back here someday soon, and I'll ring that buzzer and tell that man everything. I should be scared; in fact, the thought excites me.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "This is so weird," my father says as we walk up the driveway toward the large, old house. "I remember when Samantha was born, and now she's getting married. It's crazy how time flies. Hell, she's the same age as you. Doesn't that make you think?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, barely paying attention to what he's saying.
 
   "Yeah?" he replies. "Is that all you've got to say? Yeah? Come on, Juliet, you've got to face the world sometime. Samantha's engaged. Doesn't that make you wonder about your own life? Wouldn't you like to have a boyfriend some day?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, smiling awkwardly. I really, really don't want to be here. We're on the far side of town for a party to celebrate my cousin Samantha's engagement. My father wouldn't usually give a damn about this kind of event, but I've got a feeling he's deliberately trying to push me to be more social. For the past two days, he's been continually asking me if I remember Samantha, and if I'm looking forward to seeing Samantha again, and if maybe I'd like to become friends with Samantha, and if I could see myself one day being like Samantha... It's just been Samantha this and Samantha that, to the point that I feel like he wishes I could just turn myself into a complete clone of the pampered little bitch. The truth is: I don't like Samantha, and I don't want to come to her stupid engagement party, and I don't even know why I let my father drag me here. I mean, it's my first day off for almost a month, and this is definitely not what I want to be doing with my time.
 
   Besides, my father's got one thing very wrong. He thinks I've never had a friend, not in my whole life. That's not true. I had a friend once. For a few hours, anyway.
 
   "How long's it been?" he asks as he rings the doorbell. "Ten years?"
 
   "Eleven," I mutter.
 
   "Eleven years!" He sighs. "You two seemed to hit it off before the accident. You seemed close. I know it all went a bit wrong, but I think there was a spark there."
 
   I turn to him. Close? He thinks Samantha and I used to be close? I mean, sure, we hung out together for a few hours, but that was mostly because our parents forced us to get to know each other. At the time, it felt like there was some kind of grand scheme underway to force us to be friends. My father always had a bee in his bonnet about me not having any real friends, so I'm pretty sure he was trying to get me together with Samantha in an attempt to 'fix' me. It didn't work, of course, and I've been very happily ignoring Samantha ever since. We were friends for about five hours, that's all. I don't think either of us ever wanted to see each other again, yet here I am, standing in her driveway with a lame gift in my hands.
 
   "Juliet!" shouts a woman as soon as she opens the door. Although she's older than I expected, my aunt Mary is immediately recognizable. She steps forward and gives me a big, firm hug. "My God, it's good to see you. It's been far too long." She steps back and grins at me. "Wow, you've grown up. Obviously! But what a pretty girl you are!"
 
   "Sorry we're late," my father says. "We had a little trouble finding the place after all these years."
 
   "Come in!" Mary says, grabbing my arm and pretty much dragging me across the threshold. "You know, Samantha's going to be so pleased that you could make it today. She was just saying last night that she didn't think you'd be able to come. Aren't you working some kind of night shift job?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, a little stunned by Mary's enthusiasm. "I'm working over at the retirement home a few blocks from here. I do the night hours."
 
   "Sounds exciting," Mary says. "Whatever made you go into that line of work?"
 
   "It's just temporary," I reply. "I'm earning money before I go to college in a couple of months."
 
   "A college girl?" Mary smiles, looking almost proud of me. "How wonderful." She pauses for a moment, and I swear I can see tears in her eyes.
 
   "Are you okay?" I ask cautiously.
 
   She nods. "It's just so overwhelming. The last time I saw you, Juliet, you were a little girl who'd just lost her mother. And now you're all grown up, you're beautiful, and you're working to save money for college. I hope you don't mind me saying this, but I'm absolutely certain your mother would be so proud if she could see you right now."
 
   I smile, not really sure how to respond.
 
   "I'll be in the kitchen," my father says, patting me on the back as he heads through. "If you need me, you know where to find me."
 
   "I'm so sorry we haven't been in touch," Mary says. "To be honest, the last time I spoke to your Dad, it was a little... unusual. Things were said, on both sides, that perhaps should have been swept under the carpet. After what happened between you and Samantha, I suppose it was just easier to disconnect for a while. I thought it would all get sorted out eventually, but you know how it goes. And suddenly, a decade passes and all this stupidity has been allowed to get out of proportion." She pauses. "I want to apologize to you, Juliet. From the bottom of my heart. I never should have allowed my personal problems with your father to prevent us from seeing you. I let you down, and I let your mother down, and for that I'm truly, truly sorry."
 
   "It's fine," I say quietly.
 
   "It's not fine," she replies. "I want you to know that Samantha and I have both forgiven you for all that unpleasantness. It's time to turn over a new leaf. After all, family is family."
 
   "Don't worry about it," I say, feeling intensely awkward. The truth is, things would have been more complicated if Mary had been around over the past few years. It's not that there's anything particularly wrong with her, but she's the kind of person who's always trying to make everyone pretend to be happy. I'm pretty sure I would've gone crazy if I'd had to deal with her while I was growing up. In fact, I wouldn't even be here today if it wasn't for the fact that my father pretty much forced me to come. In the eleven years since I last saw Mary and Samantha, I don't think they've even crossed my mind more than a couple of times. They've just been irrelevant to me.
 
   "So," Mary continues, taking my arm and leading me through to the front room, "this isn't a very big gathering. Just some friends and family getting together to mark the fact that my little princess has finally got a ring on her finger." She pauses in the doorway, and half a dozen people turn to look at us. They're all middle-aged, and there's something kind of weird about the way they're just sitting on two sofas; it's as if they're going through the motions of a party, without actually enjoying themselves. For once, I might not be the most awkward person in the room. "Everyone," Mary says, grinning the most freakishly sincere smile I've ever seen, "I want you to meet Juliet! Juliet is my niece. She's Amanda's daughter."
 
   "Hi," the other guests all kind of murmur together.
 
   I smile, trying not to blush. I don't recognize anyone here, which is something of a relief. I really just want to give Samantha her gift and get out of here. As I stare back at all the faces in the room, I feel as if their eyes are burrowing into my soul, seeing everything about me. Do they know my secrets? Just by looking at me, do they know all the dark things that cross my mind? After all, I've killed two people in the past couple of weeks, and that's got to show, hasn't it? I wonder what would happen if I suddenly announced the truth to them all? I'd love to see the shocked looks on their faces, but then again, I guess they can probably tell that I'm a little weird. Maybe they can look at me and immediately tell that I'm a bad person?
 
   "Hey," says a voice behind me. I turn to find myself face to face, for the first time in eleven years, with Samantha. I know it's something of a cliche, but I'm shocked to see how much she's grown. As she stands and smiles awkwardly at me, I stare at her pretty little pink dress and her overly-made-up face. It's like she's made of bubblegum. I mean, I've always known she's kind of a bubbly, girly kind of girl, but it looks as if she's completely embraced that side of her personality.
 
   "Hey," I say, thrusting the gift toward her. "This is for you."
 
   "Oh!" She takes the gift. "Thank you. I'll put it with the others. I'm going to open them all later. Together." She hurries across the room and sets the box with the rest. "It's so good to see you, Juliet," she continues, glancing nervously at me, almost as if she's scared. "It's been a long time."
 
   "Eleven years," I reply. The other people in the room have gone back to talking to one another, so I can relax a little.
 
   "Gosh!" Mary says, turning to me. "Eleven years. That's... That's a long time, isn't it? That's, like... more than three thousand days. That's..." Her voice trails off, and I can tell that she's struggling to keep the conversation going.
 
   "Yeah," I say, trying not to smile. It's pretty obvious that she's finding this whole situation to be pretty weird.
 
   "Can I get you a drink, Juliet?" Mary asks, hovering nearby.
 
   "Just a glass of water, thanks," I say.
 
   "Nonsense!" she replies, grabbing a champagne flute and holding it out to me. "Have a glass of bubbly!"
 
   "I don't really drink," I say.
 
   "Just this once?" She grins at me, and it's pretty clear that she's not going to let me get away with just having a glass of water.
 
   "Have some champagne," my father says, having wandered in from the kitchen. "It's a special occasion."
 
   "I'm not -"
 
   "Have some fucking champagne," he continues, heading over to the sofas.
 
   I take the glass. "Thank you," I say, seeing from the look in my father's eyes that it'd be better to just go with the flow. Everyone else here is drinking champagne, and the last thing I want to do is draw attention to myself by being the odd one out. Besides, I don't actually have to drink the stuff. I raise the glass to my lips and take the smallest sip, just to satisfy my father and Mary. "Nice," I say.
 
   "Isn't it?" Mary replies. "Well, I'll leave you two girls to have a little chat. I bet you've got so much to be talking about!" With that, she turns and hurries across the room, leaving me standing next to Samantha.
 
   "So you're getting married?" I say eventually, figuring I might as well be the one to break the uncomfortable silence.
 
   "Yeah," she says, not sounding particularly enthusiastic. "Scott's not here right now. He's at work, but..." Again, her voice trails off. It's pretty obvious that she doesn't want to be talking to me, but at the same time I guess she's worried that she might seem rude. Sometimes, people can be so weird. I mean, if she doesn't want to talk to me, she should just make an excuse and walk away. I thought parties were supposed to be places where people relax, but there's something about this gathering that seems pretty unusual. For one thing, there's no music; for another, everyone seems very stiff and formal. There's no atmosphere; it's like a party on the moon.
 
   "So you're here!" Samantha says suddenly, clearly trying to sound pleased. "I really didn't think you'd come, Juliet. I really, really... really didn't think you'd come! I thought you'd..." She sighs, and I can see the discomfort in her eyes. I knew she wouldn't be too pleased to see me, and frankly I'm impressed that she hasn't turned around and run away. "I don't know," she continues," I guess I just really didn't think you'd actually show up."
 
   "You sent me an invitation," I reply flatly.
 
   "Yeah," she says. "Actually, that was my Mom; she was in charge of the invitations, but..." Her smile fades for a moment, but she quickly remembers to look happy again. "I can't believe how long it's been since last time. You look... pretty good."
 
   I glance down at my jeans and t-shirt, and then over at Samantha's bubblegum dress. She looks like a princess from some old fairytale, and it's tempting to think she should be riding around on a unicorn while some bland prince fights for her honor; we couldn't look more different if we tried. "My father said I should come," I tell her. "I kind of thought maybe it wouldn't be a good idea, but he insisted and so here I am."
 
   We fall into an awkward silence. Eventually, she leans closer. "Listen," she whispers, "I don't know why you're really here, but I just want to make one thing very clear." She pauses. "We're not friends, Juliet. We weren't friends back then, we're not friends now, and we're never going to be friends. I don't know what you want, coming here today, but I'm asking you to please not cause any problems. The past is in the past, and that's where it should stay. Whatever you think you can do by showing up here, out of the blue, I want you to just stop and reconsider. The last thing I want is to go raking over things that happened a long time ago."
 
   "I just came to give you a gift," I reply, amused by the panic in her voice.
 
   "Please leave," she hisses. "Thank you for the gift, it's very sweet, but you've given it to me so now please, please get the fuck out of here. Make an excuse, say you have to go somewhere, or say you're ill, but leave. I don't..." She pauses for a moment. "I don't want you here. It makes me uncomfortable."
 
   "Juliet!" Mary calls out from across the room. She has a big grin on her face. "Come and meet someone!"
 
   "Sorry," I say to Samantha. "Looks like I'm staying a little longer." With that, I turn and walk over to join Mary. I thought I'd hate coming here today, but I'm actually starting to think it might be fun. Glancing back at Samantha, I see the look of simmering hatred in her eyes, and I'm reminded of how things used to be between us. I can't believe I almost didn't come today. Something tells me I might actually enjoy myself.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "So guess who's coming over today?" my father asks as he puts a place of buttered toast in front of me. He goes over to the fridge and takes out a jar of jam. "Juliet? Guess who's coming over today?"
 
   I shrug.
 
   "Your cousin Samantha."
 
   My heart sinks a little. For as long as I can remember, I've hated Samantha. My parents have always had some kind of weird idea that in some way, the two of us should get along, so for a while they kept making us hang out together. I'd hoped that following my mother's death, those days were over. After all, Samantha's from my mother's side of the family, and I don't see why I have to see her again.
 
   "Aren't you excited?" my father asks, taking a seat at the opposite end of the kitchen table. "I thought maybe you'd like to play with someone your own age for once?"
 
   I spread some jam on the toast.
 
   He sighs. "Juliet, you've got to be more social. Dr. Larson and I are very worried about the fact that you don't have any friends. Can't you at least try to get along with Samantha?"
 
   "I don't like her," I say.
 
   "You barely know her!" he replies. "Juliet, I'm serious. Your mother might have thought it was okay for you to spend all day sitting in your room and watching TV, but things are different now. You need to develop some stronger social skills, and the only way to do that is to spend time with other people. Even if it's awkward at first, you need to learn how to communicate and how to negotiate your way through a friendship."
 
   "What time's she coming?" I ask. I'd planned to spend most of today in my room, reading and drawing. I guess that won't be possible now, not with Samantha turning up.
 
   "She's coming at lunchtime," he says, "and she's staying for the afternoon." He pauses. "I really think you'll like spending time with her if you just give it a chance. She's not that bad, is she?"
 
   "We'll go outside," I say.
 
   "You want to play in the garden?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "That's a nice idea, but it's not really very warm. I was thinking maybe you could -"
 
   "The garden's fun," I say, interrupting him. "I'd like to play in the garden."
 
   He stares at me for a moment. "You haven't got another dead cat out there, have you?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "You promise?"
 
   "I promise. I just thought that if we have to play, we might as well be outside. It's more fun. If we don't like it, we can always change our minds and come back in."
 
   "Okay," he says after a brief pause. I can tell he's uncertain, but I guess he's going to give me the benefit of the doubt. All he wants is for me to spend the afternoon playing with a 'friend' like a normal girl. The problem, though, is that I'm not a normal girl. I'm evil. I've tried hiding it, and I've tried denying my nature, but ever since I managed to kill Martina, I've been absolutely certain that there's an evil heart beating in my chest. It's time to start showing my true nature, and I guess Samantha's visit might be the perfect opportunity to make a statement. After all, Samantha's a nice, friendly girl, so this seems like a good time to let my dark side show.
 
   "Can we have a barbecue?" I ask, hoping to persuade my father that I'm becoming more enthusiastic.
 
   "A barbecue?"
 
   I smile. "It's fun! We can get burgers! Everyone likes burgers! I bet Samantha likes burgers!"
 
   "It's a nice idea," my father says, clearly not convinced, "but have you seen the sky, Juliet? It's kind of overcast. There might even be a little rain later on."
 
   "That doesn't matter," I continue. "We can put a cover over the barbecue and eat in the rain!" I pause, realizing that maybe I'm starting to veer off-track. After all, normal people don't barbecue in the rain. "Maybe next time," I say, deciding it'd be better to curb any hint of weird behavior. "We'll just play outside if the weather's good, and we'll come in if it's bad." I pause for a moment, trying to think of the most normal food that a girl like me would ask to eat. "Can we have pizza?" I ask.
 
   "Pizza?"
 
   "Or burgers," I say, correcting myself quickly.
 
   "Pizza or burgers," he replies, smiling. "I think I can sort something out."
 
   I smile. This isn't actually as hard as I'd feared. All I have to do is think of the most boring, normal girl, and then imagine what she might do in any kind of situation. Then, I just mimic her thoughts and needs while I'm talking to my father. In fact, the easiest thing might be to just pretend that this normal girl is sitting next to me all the time.
 
   "Do you want ice cream as well?" my father asks, clearly warming to the idea that I'm going to behave properly for the afternoon.
 
   "Chocolate and strawberry!" I imagine the normal girl saying.
 
   "Chocolate and strawberry!" I say, remembering to keep a big smile on my face.
 
   "Well, that's just fine," he replies. "I've got to say, Juliet, I'm really pleased that you're throwing yourself into this. Dr. Larson said it'd take some time to bring about the necessary changes, but I think you're really ahead of the curve. I can tell from the look in your eyes that you're really looking forward to having Samantha come and visit."
 
   "Of course I am," I imagine the normal girl saying. "It's going to be fun to have her here so we can play all afternoon."
 
   "Of course I am," I say. "It's going to be fun to have her here so we can play all afternoon."
 
   "Good girl," my father says, standing up and walking over to pat me on the shoulder before he carries our empty plates over to the sink.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I find myself marveling at the ease with which I defused that situation. When I first went to see Dr. Larson, I thought it would be a simple job to manipulate people. I was wrong, but I kept working on different methods, and now I think I've made a breakthrough. I suppose it's important to avoid becoming too confident, but right now I'm pretty pleased with myself. As far as my father's concerned, I'm a happy girl who's making plans to spend the afternoon with my cousin; he's probably marveling at how easy this whole thing has been, and wondering why my mother found it so hard to make me a better person. He'll learn. Soon he'll see that he's got it all wrong.
 
   "I'm going to go and get ready," I say, standing up and hurrying through to my bedroom. As soon as I've got the door closed, I relax and let out a long sigh. Now that I've got some kind of plan worked out, I'm actually starting to look forward to Samantha's visit. I still don't know exactly what I'm going to do when she arrives, but the best thing is probably to just wait and see what happens. If I come up with some kind of forced, rigid plan, I'll struggle to get everything how I want it to be; instead, I can just stay alert and watch out for opportunities. If Samantha's here all afternoon, there's bound to be a chance for me to strike. By the end of the day, my father and everyone else will know exactly what kind of girl I am, and what I can do. Unable to help myself, I start laughing.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "I knew your mother when we were all at school," says Mr. Todd, one of the men at the party. He's a tired-looking guy wearing a dark brown suit, and he has the bored, defeated countenance of someone who has spent his entire life filled with regrets. "She was a pretty little thing. I had quite a crush on her for a while. I probably shouldn't say that, but it's true. She was very pretty. I used to go to Chess Club with her, but then she ended up meeting your father and the rest is history. Lucky man."
 
   "Huh," I say, trying to make it look as if I'm paying attention.
 
   "I think the last time I saw her was about fifteen years ago," he continues. "I just bumped into her in the street. I suppose you were still a little girl at that point. The next thing I heard was a few years later when Mary told me that poor Amanda had passed away. What was it that got her, again?"
 
   "Leukemia," I say, wondering when this infernal conversation is going to end. I'm not interested in listening to this Mr. Todd guy as he rambles on about my mother; as far as I'm concerned, it doesn't matter what he thought about her, when he saw her, or how much he regrets not seeing her more often. I'm far more interested in Samantha, who has spent the past half hour sitting quietly in the corner. You'd think, given that this is supposed to be her engagement party, that she'd be having a good time. She's certainly engaged in conversation with a couple of people, but I can tell her heart's not really in it; her eyes keep darting over to me, and it's pretty clear that she hates me. For as long as I'm sitting here, her blood is boiling, and I kind of like that. I expected her to be annoyed when she saw me, but I never thought she'd be so irate. Still, I guess some people can really hold a grudge, even after eleven years, and some wounds take a long time to heal.
 
   He nods sagely. "One of the worst. Just eats you up from the inside. The pain is..." He pauses for a moment. "You know what? This isn't really the kind of thing we should be discussing at a party, is it?"
 
   I smile, feeling as if I'm in a spotlight of pure awkwardness.
 
   "So what are you up to these days?" Mr. Todd asks, clearly attempting to change the subject to something more cheerful. "Studying?"
 
   "I'm going to college in a few months," I say, turning back to him, even though I'm not really sure whether the whole 'college' story is true anymore. Lately, I've been thinking more and more about staying around here. After all, my 'job' at Crestview is giving me everything I could possibly want in life, and I'm terrified at the thought of moving away from Jennifer Mathis.
 
   "Good choice," Mr. Todd says. "A college degree is the bare minimum these days. Even a smart young lady such as yourself, Juliet, needs to have certain qualifications in order to get your foot in the door. What area are you planning to study?"
 
   "Arts," I mutter vaguely, staring over at Samantha and waiting for her to look at me again.
 
   "Just like your mother," he says.
 
   I turn to him. "Really?"
 
   "She always had her nose in a book," he continues. "When I knew her, at least. That woman had a wonderful mind, I don't mind telling you."
 
   "I guess," I reply, realizing with a shiver that perhaps I'm making it too easy for people to assume that my mother and I had a lot in common. As far as I'm aware, we were pretty different people, although I've never really found out very much about her. My father has made it pretty clear that he's uncomfortable discussing her, and there's not really anyone else around who knew her. My own memories are kind of fuzzy; I remember what she looked like, and I have specific recollection of certain events, but I don't remember much about her personality.
 
   "Sorry," he says. "This is supposed to be a party, right?" He clinks his glass against mine. "Cheers! To the future!"
 
   Smiling, I look over and see that Samantha is walking out of the room. When she gets to the door, she glances back at me before disappearing from view. I hear footsteps going up the stairs, and I realize she wants me to follow her. Looking down at my glass, which is still full, I realize that this is perhaps the one eventuality for which I didn't make any plans. I kind of thought I'd turn up, feel awkward, and leave. All of a sudden, though, I feel compelled to poke around a little and find out some more about Samantha's life in the eleven years since I last saw her. I want to know if I had a lasting effect on her life.
 
   "Excuse me," I say to Mr. Todd, before getting to my feet and hurrying across the room. As soon as I'm in the hallway, I pause and take a deep breath. Do I really want to do this? A one-on-one confrontation with Samantha might bring up some difficult questions, and I've learned over the years that I'm particularly bad at talking to people directly. On the other hand, the prospect of getting deeper under her skin is kind of tempting, especially now that I've got a new-found sense of confidence thanks to the way things have been developing at the retirement home.
 
   "Do it," whispers a voice in my ear.
 
   Turning, I realize there's no-one there, but I'm pretty sure I recognized the voice. It was Jennifer Mathis, and whether I imagined her or she reached out to me for a moment, I know she's right: I can't pass up this opportunity. I start making my way up the stairs. When I get to the top, I see that there's a light on in one of the rooms, so I walk over to the door and knock gently.
 
   "Come in," Samantha says stiffly, as if she's expecting me.
 
   I pause for a moment, before pushing the door open and stepping into the room. I'm immediately shocked to find myself in some kind of pink paradise: the walls are pink, as is the carpet, while the four-poster bed is a kind of white and pink construction covered with pink sheets and pillows. There are stuffed toys on all the surfaces, and posters all over the place showing various cartoon animals, mostly unicorns. It's like wandering into the bedroom of a kid, except Samantha is in her early twenties. She's sitting on a stool over by a make-up table, upon which there are scores of boxes and bottles of powders, creams and gadgets. There's an over-powering smell of perfume in the air, and the overall impression is that I've wandered into the boudoir of some kind of cartoon heroine.
 
   "How's it going down there?" she asks, staring at herself in a small mirror as she applies some fresh mascara. I swear to God, I've never seen someone wear so much make-up. "Are people enjoying themselves?"
 
   "It's okay," I say, loitering by the door. "Everyone's talking and drinking champagne, so..." I pause, feeling that I shouldn't really be here. It's as if I've fallen down a rabbit-hole and ended up in a fantasy world. "I don't really like champagne," I say, holding up my glass. "Do you want this?"
 
   "No," she says, carefully applying some fresh lipstick.
 
   "You use a lot of make-up," I say, setting the glass down on top of a small bookcase.
 
   "Yes," she snaps back at me. "I do. Have you got a problem with that, Juliet?"
 
   "Not really," I reply. "So is your boyfriend coming today?"
 
   "No," she says firmly. "I told you, he's working. Please don't ask the same question repeatedly. It stresses me. Have you got a boyfriend, Juliet?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Girlfriend?"
 
   "No."
 
   "No-one at all?" She stares at me. "What are you? Asexual?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Whatever. If you don't make an effort, you won't get a proper man. You know that, right? You'll just get a guy who wants you for one thing, and..." She pauses, and for a moment she seems to have stalled; she just stares at me, her mouth hanging open a little. "One thing only," she adds eventually, frowning. She turns back to the mirror and checks her teeth for lipstick. "Scott and I are waiting for our wedding night before we consummate our relationship. We believe it's worth treating sex as something special. I'm keeping my purity in a special place, and I'll give it to him once we've been joined together in the eyes of God. It's a gift. It's my gift to him, and his is his gift to me. We're very happy."
 
   "Huh," I say.
 
   "Do you still have your gift, Juliet?" she continues. "To give to your future husband on your wedding night?"
 
   "I guess."
 
   "How old are you now? Twenty-one? Twenty-two? Same age as me, right?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "You have to take these things seriously, Juliet. If you don't, nothing means anything anymore, and you're left in an empty world. If you don't give a damn, everything flattens out and becomes bland, and gray. Scott and I are totally the same in almost every possible way. The same values. The same likes and dislikes. The same hobbies. The same interests. Even the same weaknesses. It makes getting through life together much more satisfying. I really don't know what I'd do without him." She turns to me. "You don't understand any of this, do you? Have you ever had a boyfriend?"
 
   I shrug.
 
   "Of course not," she continues, smiling. "Poor Juliet Collier. No-one wants you. I'm not surprised. They can probably smell your weirdness from a hundred paces off. I'm not even sure there's much you can do about it. I mean, I suppose you could try to get some better clothes, and maybe fix your hair, but in general there's just this weird quality about your face. I don't think there's any way to hide your true personality."
 
   "I guess not," I say, trying not to smile. It's pretty funny, the way she's got the knives out for me as soon as we're alone.
 
   "And you don't really care, do you?" She pauses for a moment. "It's okay, Juliet. I know you don't give a damn." It's as if she's working herself up into more and more of a rage, getting angrier by the minute. "After all, you can't even be bothered to get dressed up for a party, can you? Standing there in your filthy fucking jeans. Are they even clean, or are they the same rags you've been wearing for a few days now?"
 
   "I -"
 
   "Not a fucking clue," she says firmly, interrupting me. "Anyway, where do you get off, telling me I use a lot of make-up? How fucking dare you?"
 
   "Sorry," I say, "it was just -"
 
   "Do you really think I use a lot?" she asks, standing up and walking over to me, grabbing a small bottle of make-up remover as she approaches. "Do you think I use too much, Juliet?"
 
   I shrug. "I was just saying."
 
   "You think this is too much?" she says, stopping just a couple of feet from me. "Well, you little bitch, let me show you something." Angrily, she squeezes out some make-up remover and slaps it on her face, rubbing all the lotions and creams from her right cheek until finally I see the scarring underneath. I stand in silence and watch; when she's done, I see the truth: the entire right side of her face is mottled and scarred, and the skin around one of her eyes looks loose and saggy. "Do you see why I wear make-up?" she continues, raising her voice.
 
   "Yeah," I say, my heart racing.
 
   "Did you think it would just go away, Juliet? Did you think some nice doctor would come along and wave a magic wand, and it's just clear up like it was a bad rash?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "This is what you did to me!" she shouts, stepping closer. "You! All you! So if you're wondering why I wear so much fucking make-up, here's your answer! It's all your fucking fault!"
 
   "Yeah, well -" I start to say.
 
   "You know what?" She steps closer, and then suddenly she grabs my shoulders, pulls me close, and slams her knee into my chest before pushing me to the ground. "Sorry, Juliet," she says as I struggle to get my breath back, "did that hurt?"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "Hi!" says Samantha, grinning at me.
 
   "Hi," I say, trying to smile but feeling kind of inadequate compared to my cousin's all-encompassing luminosity. She's one of those girls who just seem to be always, totally, completely happy. It's as if there's some bright, shining force that sparkles in her heart, its rays of light shining out of her eyes. She's wearing a dress that would, I suppose, be considered beautiful; she looks eager and enthusiastic; and the way she's smiling at me, I can't help feeling that she might actually be part of a conspiracy against me. After all, I know that my father is keen to find me a friend, and I'm sure he's discussed this plan with Samantha's mother Mary; is it really that hard to believe that Samantha has been told that she's here to help me?
 
   "Give Juliet the gift you brought for her," Mary says.
 
   Samantha holds out a paper bag. Opening it, I find that it contains a model kit for a scale recreation of a fighter jet. "Thanks," I say, feeling a little confused. After all, this is hardly the kind of thing I like, but I guess they don't know me very well. Besides, they're probably re-gifting.
 
   "You look very nice today, Juliet," says Mary, ruffling my hair. Damn it, why does everyone do that?
 
   "I think Juliet wants to show Samantha some things in the garden," my father says. "You know what kids are like, always wanting to get dirty."
 
   "If it starts raining, you must come straight back in," Mary tells Samantha.
 
   "Of course," Samantha replies. She's such a good little girl, always being polite to her mother. I can tell that she's exactly the kind of daughter my father would like; I'm sure it pains him a little to see us side-by-side and to realize how much of a disappointment I've become. In many ways, Samantha and I are total opposites.
 
   "Off you go, then," my father says, walking over to the kitchen counter. "You want some coffee, Mary?"
 
   I turn and lead Samantha out the back door. The sky is getting darker and darker, as if there's a huge storm coming, and there's a slightly cold wind starting to whip up. As we step out onto the grass, it suddenly occurs to me that a 'normal' girl wouldn't want to be out in this weather.
 
   "We can go inside if you want," I say, turning to Samantha. "We don't have to be out here."
 
   "It's fine out here," she replies, suddenly seeming a little different. "I'm hoping it might rain."
 
   I stare at her for a moment. "You like the rain?"
 
   "It's the best thing ever," she says. She glances back at the house, as if she's making sure that no-one can hear us. "Ignore my mother," she says eventually, turning back to me. "She can be a bit of a bitch sometimes."
 
   "Huh," I say, unable to suppress a smile.
 
   "What about your Dad?" she continues. "He seems weird."
 
   "I guess," I say, trying to work out what's happening. Every assumption I had about Samantha seems to have been wrong; despite her sweet and innocent appearance, she seems to have a dark streak.
 
   "My mother told me to help you," she says suddenly. "On the way over here, she kept going on and on about poor little Juliet, and about how you've lost your mother and you're all messed up. Apparently your Dad asked us to come today. They think I'm going to make it all better, but they're full of shit." She pauses. "What's the sickest, most disgusting thing you've got in this garden?"
 
   "I used to have a rotten cat corpse," I say, "but my Dad threw it out."
 
   "That would have been cool," she replies. "I've never seen anything rotten, but I've thought about it a lot. I'd like to see a maggot."
 
   "I had a maggot," I say, starting to actually enjoy the conversation. "My Dad killed it."
 
   "Your Dad sounds like a jerk," she says.
 
   "He is." I pause for a moment. I'd expected to spend the afternoon hating Samantha, and now suddenly it's as if I've found a kindred spirit. I'm completely at a loss, and I have no idea what we should do, but for the first time in my life, I actually feel as if I'm enjoying hanging out with someone properly. I don't want to get too carried away, but I can't help wondering if this is what it's like to have a friend. My father wanted me to spend time with someone 'normal', but it seems he's accidentally introduced me to someone just like me.
 
   "Wait here," she says, turning and running back into the house. She emerges a moment later with the salt shaker from the kitchen table. "Do you have any slugs?" she asks.
 
   I frown. "I guess so."
 
   "Let's find some," she says, hurrying past me.
 
   "Why?" I ask, following her toward the bottom of the garden. I suddenly feel as if I'm caught up in someone else's whirlwind; it's like I've spent years trying to think of things to do when I'm alone, and suddenly this fascinating person has turned up and is offering a whole load of new experiences.
 
   "Haven't you ever put salt on a slug before?" she asks.
 
   "No. Why would I do that?"
 
   "Don't you know anything?" She stops as she reaches a flowerbed, and we both get down on our hands and knees. "There's one," she says, reaching out and picking up a long, dark brown slug. "Isn't it disgusting?" she asks as the slug slowly crawls across the palm of her hand, its antennae slowly turning as it tries to understand the sudden shift in its environment. "Do you think slugs feel pain? Do you think a slug can scream?"
 
   I take a deep breath. I feel as if I'm slightly out of my depth. Samantha seems to know everything. In many ways, she's kind of amazing, and I want to just spend time with her and watch the things she does.
 
   "Let's see," she says, suddenly placing the slug's head in her mouth. "It feels weird," she says as the slug's antennae probe her teeth. Suddenly, Samantha bites down hard; she pulls the tail of the slug out, ripping off its head, and then she spits the rest out. "It didn't scream," she says, spitting out some brown goo. "Didn't taste very nice, either. Cold, like goo." She drops the remains of the slug's body, and plucks another live specimen from the mud. "Your turn," she says, holding the new slug out to me.
 
   "You want me to eat it?" I ask, my eyes widening.
 
   "You don't have to eat it," she says. "Just do what I did."
 
   I stare at the slug. "Is it dangerous?"
 
   "What do you think it's going to do?" she asks. "You think it's going to bite you? It's just a slug. It hasn't got any diseases." She pauses, clearly waiting for me to prove that I'm able to do this. "If you bite it, I'll show you something really, really cool," she says eventually. "Like, the coolest thing ever. But only if you bite it."
 
   I take the slug and instantly bristle at the feeling of its cold, slimy body. The last thing I want to do is put this thing in my mouth, but at the same time I can tell that I need to do this if I'm going to impress Samantha. If I chicken out, she'll probably just think I'm some kind of coward.
 
   "What are you waiting for?" she asks. "It's not gonna magically turn into a potato chip if you leave it long enough."
 
   Taking a deep breath, I place the slug's head in my mouth. It's the most disgusting thing I've ever felt, and my gut instinct is to throw it away; I force myself to keep going, however, and I remind myself that I need to do this if I'm ever going to get Samantha to like me. For a moment, it occurs to me that I've gone from hating her to wanting her approval, and that this entire change has taken less than ten minutes. Am I really that weak-minded and stupid? Feeling a little anger stirring in my heart, I bite down on the slug's head.
 
   "How does it feel?" Samantha asks, staring at me with wide-eyed wonder.
 
   I try to pull the slug's tail away, but the body is chewy and it takes a moment before the head is completely ripped off. I feel the antennae still twitching against my gums, although that's probably just a reflex action as the slug dies. Eventually I spit the top part out, and I'm left with a cold, gunky and bitter taste in my mouth.
 
   "Well?" she says.
 
   "It was disgusting," I say, trying to clean my tongue against my teeth. I spit some more gunk out, and it feels as if I might never get rid of the horrible taste. "Why did you want us to do that?"
 
   "Do you only do things that aren't disgusting?" she replies. "You can't just go around doing things you want to do. You have to try other things sometimes."
 
   "Have you bitten a slug before?" I ask.
 
   She shakes her head. "That was the first time. But now it's time to show you the really cool thing." She searches through the flowerbed and eventually finds another slug. This one is bigger than the others, and darker. "Look at him!" she says enthusiastically. "He's a monster!"
 
   I smile, hoping against hope that this 'cool' thing doesn't involve that slug going anywhere near my mouth.
 
   "So you've never put salt on a slug before?" she asks as she carefully places the creature on the ground between us.
 
   "No," I say. "Does it make them taste nice?"
 
   She laughs. "It's not about that," she says, taking the salt shaker and holding it above the slug. "What do you think happens when I do this?"
 
   I shrug.
 
   "Watch," she says, tilting the shaker. A shower of salt falls onto the creature. At first, nothing seems to be happening, but eventually I realize that the slug is starting to twist and shrivel, with pieces of goo erupting from its sides. We sit and watch for a couple of minutes, until finally the slug has changed completely.
 
   "What happened?" I ask.
 
   "The salt makes it die," she explains. "Its body turns inside out. All the inside, the guts and stuff, come onto the outside, and I suppose the outside goes to the inside. It's because the salt makes all the liquid parts come to the surface." She pauses for a moment. "I've often wondered whether, if you had enough salt, you could do the same thing to a person. Give me your finger." She starts unscrewing the top of the salt shaker. "Juliet, give me your finger."
 
   "Why?" I ask, although I'm pretty sure I already know what she's planning.
 
   "I want to see," she says. "By the way, you didn't answer my question. Do you think the slugs felt pain when they died?"
 
   "I don't know."
 
   "They didn't scream."
 
   "They don't have mouths."
 
   "Good point," she says, holding the salt shaker out to me. "Put your finger in there and hold it in place for twenty seconds."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Because I want to do an experiment."
 
   I pause. "Why don't you put your own finger in?"
 
   "Because I'm the one doing the experiment, silly." She smiles. "I have to watch."
 
   I take a deep breath. The thought of my finger being turned inside out is horrifying, but at the same time I know it probably won't happen. The most important thing right now is to show Samantha that I'm like her, and to make her see that we can be friends.
 
   "Okay," I say eventually, slipping my finger into the salt shaker. As soon as I've got the finger all the way to the bottom, surrounded by salt almost up to the knuckle, I start to feel something strange. It's almost as if the salt has already begun to suck the moisture out of my flesh. I remind myself that this can't possibly be happening, and that it's all in my mind, but as the seconds tick by, I'm more and more convinced that my finger is turning inside out.
 
   "Ten seconds," Samantha says, her eyes focused on the shaker.
 
   I start holding my breath, determined to just stay calm a little longer. I want to pull my finger out immediately, but I know I'd lose Samantha's respect forever.
 
   "Five seconds," she says.
 
   It's happening. I'm sure of it. I can feel the flesh of my finger starting to burst, and the muscle and fat is rupturing through the sides; I can even feel the skin tearing along the seams, and the fingernail being sucked to the inside.
 
   "Three seconds," she says. "Two. One."
 
   Letting out a brief scream, I pull my finger out of the salt shaker and scramble away. My heart is racing as I look down and see, to my relief, that the finger looks completely normal. I swear, I felt it turning inside out, but I guess that was all in my mind.
 
   Nearby, Samantha is laughing.
 
   "I knew it'd be okay," I say breathlessly, trying to ensure that she doesn't think I'm an idiot.
 
   "Whatever," she replies, still laughing as she screws the lid back onto the shaker.
 
   "I did!" I insist, raising my voice a little. "I was just joking!"
 
   "It's weird, isn't it?" she continues. "The slug went through an agonizing death, but it didn't let out a scream at all. Whereas you just stuck your finger in some salt, with no pain at all, and you screamed."
 
   "Why's that weird?" I ask, still examining my finger for any sign of damage.
 
   "Just is," she says, smiling as drops of cold rain start to fall all around us.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   Barely able to breathe, I start getting to my feet, before Samantha kicks me in the side and sends me slamming into the end of her bed. I reach down and feel my chest; I'm not certain, but I think I might have fractured a few ribs.
 
   "You want more?" she asks, walking toward me.
 
   I shake my head, unable to get any words out. I never expected her to become physically violent. I knew she'd be angry, but this definitely wasn't part of my plans. I wanted her to scream at me, to say thing that hurt me to my core, but physical violence is something else entirely. Has she had all this rage and anger simmering for more than a decade, waiting to take it out on me?
 
   "Does it hurt?" she asks, standing over me and staring down with a look of pure hatred.
 
   I nod.
 
   "Too bad. It'll pass. It's not like you'll be permanently scarred." With that, she places the heel of her foot on my hand and pushes down. I try to get free, feeling my fingers start to bend. At the last moment, just as I'm convinced I'm going to feel the bones break, I manage to pull away.
 
   "Where are you going?" she asks, grabbing my hair and pulling me across the room. I fight to get free, but it's no use. My only option right now would be to scream for help, but there's no way I'm going to give Samantha the satisfaction of letting her know how much pain she's causing me. Besides, the last thing I want is for everyone to come running upstairs and bursting through the door. I guess I just need to soak up the pain. The physical aspect of this encounter might have been unexpected, but it could still be useful. I need to cry. I want to cry.
 
   "Fuck!" I gasp as Samantha yanks my hair and slams my head into the side of her dresser.
 
   "I don't care if it hurts," she says, fiddling with some equipment nearby. It sounds as if she's plugging something in to a wall socket. "You think I give a fucking damn about whether you're in pain? You think I'm gonna stop because I feel sorry for you? Dream on, bitch."
 
   I try to crawl away, but she kicks me in the side and I drop to the ground. Feeling short of breath, I start to wonder if she's planning to seriously hurt me. Rolling onto my back, I stare up at her and see that she's still standing over me. From the look in her eyes, it's almost possible to believe that she might try to kill me. My heart is racing, but I'm too weak to fight back. Still, I guess this is what I came for: I wanted the raw thrill of her anger, and that's what I'm facing right now. Every superhero needs an arch-villain.
 
   "I never planned to hurt you like this," she says. "I was quite happy to just ignore you, Juliet. I wasn't going to come and track you down or anything like that. I was just going to let things rest. To be honest, I think I'd done pretty well. I'd managed to take my anger and contain it, but then you came waltzing in here today with that stupid smile on your face, and I just..." She pauses for a moment, and I can see from the look in her eyes that she's planning to cause me more pain. "You can call for help," she says, her voice suddenly sounding strangely blank and calm. "Hell, you can even call the cops and tell them what I've done to you. I don't care."
 
   Looking over at the top of the dresser, she grabs her curling iron. "There," she says, holding her hand against the device for a moment. "Nice and hot. It seems only fair that I should get to burn you. After all, you burned me all those years ago."
 
   I stare at the curling iron and imagine it burning into my skin. Still a little short of breath, and with the pain in my ribs getting worse and worse, it's clear that I've got little chance of fighting her off. For someone who looks so dainty and cute, Samantha seems to have some surprising reserves of strength. Determined not to scream, I realize I might have to just let her do whatever she wants. After all, I guess I deserve this. She's right when she says she had to live with the consequences of what I did to her face. If she'd never met me, she'd have been able to live a happy, normal life, instead of festering like this and becoming some kind of monster.
 
   "Don't worry," she says, kneeling next to me. "It'll be quick, and it won't be nearly as painful or as devastating as what you did to me. It'll hurt, sure; but after a while, the scars will fade." She holds the curling iron closer to my face. "Are you ready, bitch?"
 
   "Do it," I whisper.
 
   She smiles. "Is that your attempt at reverse psychology?"
 
   "Do it," I say again. "You're right. I burned your face, and now it's time for you to do the same thing to me."
 
   "Exactly," she replies, moving the hot metal closer to my cheek. "It's only fair. Think of it as some friendly reciprocation. I promise I won't go too deep. I'll just press the element down onto your skin and wait until I can smell your flesh burning. Doesn't that sound reasonable? You'll know what it's like, and then we'll finally have something in common. Wouldn't you like that?"
 
   I close my eyes waiting for her to make her move.
 
   "Eyes open," she spits. "I want to see your expression."
 
   Opening my eyes, I stare up at her. Somehow, this feels totally right. Why shouldn't I go through the same pain that she suffered? Why should Samantha have to live the rest of her life with horrific burns, while I get to walk away without any kind of injury at all? In some strange way, the pain is exciting. It's as if this is going to be the first real thing that I've felt for a very long time.
 
   "Do it!" I hiss at her.
 
   She smiles, and then she slams the curling iron down against my right cheek, the bridge of my nose, and my left eye.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "We should go inside," says the voice of the imaginary normal girl in my head. "Normal people don't sit out in the rain."
 
   "We should go inside," I say, turning to Samantha. "Normal people don't -" I pause, realizing there are some parts of my internal monologue that would be best left unspoken.
 
   "In a minute," Samantha replies. "Don't you like being out here?"
 
   We're sitting on the porch at the back of my father's house. A light rain is falling, accompanied by a cold, persistent wind. Although Samantha and I are under the cover of the porch, we've both got our legs dangling over the edge, and our knees are getting wet. If someone happened to walk past and see us, they'd probably think we're pretty weird, but it's actually kind of fun. I've never met anyone who likes doing this kind of thing before, and I'm hoping we can sit here for as long as possible before my father eventually tells us to go back inside.
 
   "Normal people don't eat slugs," says the imaginary normal girl.
 
   I smile.
 
   "What's so funny?" Samantha asks.
 
   "Nothing," I reply.
 
   "Then why are you still smiling?"
 
   I shrug. "It was weird with those slugs," I say eventually.
 
   "You never done that before?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "I do stuff like that all the time," she says. "Normally I do it by myself, though. Most of my friends just want to play with dolls and watch videos. That's fun, I guess, but I like doing other stuff." She smiles. "I didn't think you liked weird stuff, Juliet."
 
   "I do," I say eagerly.
 
   "What other stuff do you like?"
 
   I take a deep breath. "I like finding dead things and watching them rot."
 
   "Cool."
 
   "And I like keeping maggots as pets. I don't have one at the moment, but I'm planning to get one soon."
 
   "Even cooler. Can I come and see it when it arrives?"
 
   "Totally," I say. "You can even help me find it, if you like. We just need a dead animal, like a dead bird or something. Anything'll do. I'm pretty sure maggots turn up in all sorts of places." I pause for a moment. "His name was Harry."
 
   "Whose name was Harry?"
 
   "My maggot?"
 
   She laughs. "That's a cool name for a maggot."
 
   I laugh too. "I know." Glancing over my shoulder, I see the old barbecue sitting idly in the corner. "Have you ever had a barbecue in the rain?" I ask.
 
   "No," she says. "Does it work?"
 
   "I guess," I reply. "It's part electric, and it's under cover, so I guess we just plug it in and wait for it to get hot. Then we can get some burgers from my father."
 
   "Cool."
 
   We both get up and wander over to the barbecue. It takes me a few minutes to find the plug and put it into the socket, but eventually the red light is shining and I can feel the plate starting to heat up. "It's pretty amazing," I say. "It gets hot real fast, and then you can cook pretty much anything. Most people think you can only have a barbecue when the sun is shining, but I don't see why you can't do it when it's wet."
 
   "Totally," Samantha says. "We can even barbecue a slug!" She laughs. "I was joking! You should see the look on your face!"
 
   "I don't mind barbecuing a slug," I say, slightly defensively.
 
   "Relax," she replies. "I'm not obsessed with slugs or anything like that. Anyway, the most fun thing you can do with a slug is cover it in salt." She pauses for a moment. "Is your finger okay?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "It hasn't turned inside out or anything?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Good," she says. "I wouldn't want to do that to you." She steps closer and holds out her hand. "I think we should shake hands."
 
   "Why?" I ask.
 
   "That's what friends do. They shake hands when they decide they're going to be friends. It's like a way of saying that they're going to hang out." She smiles. "I mean, if you want to do that. You don't have to; I just thought -"
 
   "It's fine," I say, shaking her hand.
 
   "There!" she says. "We're friends now!"
 
   I turn to look at the barbecue. "It shouldn't take much longer to get hot."
 
   "I'm getting pretty hungry," she replies.
 
   "Me too. I'll go and get some food in a minute, but I want to wait until the plate's as hot as it can get. Otherwise, my father might tell us to turn it off."
 
   "Your father seems a bit weird sometimes," Samantha says.
 
   I nod. "He thinks he's normal and that I'm weird, but I think it's the other way around." I pause for a moment. "Well, in some ways."
 
   She smiles. "What's the worst thing you've ever done?"
 
   "The worst thing?"
 
   "The absolute worst thing you've ever, ever done to anything. Or anyone."
 
   I stare at her. Although we seem to be getting on pretty well, I'm not sure I'm ready to tell her about Martina yet. I mean, that's a pretty big secret, and it's the kind of thing you only tell someone when you're sure they can handle the truth. The last thing I need is for her to go running to her mother to blab. I guess I'd better keep the Martina story to myself for now, although I'm pretty sure I'll end up telling Samantha about it eventually. She's the only person in the world who might actually understand why I did what I did.
 
   "I'll go first," she says suddenly. "I once used a match to burn my cat's whiskers. He started walking in circles. It was weird."
 
   "I killed a cat," I say.
 
   Her eyes widen. "Are you serious?"
 
   I nod. "It was my father's girlfriend's cat. He was miserable anyway, so I felt like I was doing him a favor. I took a pair of scissors and I stabbed him in the head."
 
   She stares at me.
 
   "It was really quick," I add, realizing that I might have gone too far. "He was kind of dead already," I say, backtracking slightly in case I've scared Samantha away.
 
   "That's so cool," she says eventually, as a smile breaks out across her face. "I'd love to do something like that. How did it feel when you pushed the scissors through its skull?"
 
   I shrug. "It didn't feel like much," I explain, as I reach out and hold my hand near the barbecue to check whether it's warm enough yet. "I just did it, and then I brought it home. That's where Harry the maggot came from."
 
   "That's like the most awesome story I've ever heard," she says. "The biggest thing I've ever killed is a slug, and I thought that was pretty big." She stares at me. "You're like my hero, Juliet."
 
   I smile. "It was nothing."
 
   "It wasn't nothing!" she replies, clearly enthused. "You've, like, taken it a step up. You've got to a new extreme. Most people talk about doing weird stuff, but they don't actually go through with it." She drops down onto her knees and clasps her hands together. "I mean it, Juliet! You're my hero!"
 
   I start laughing.
 
   Getting back up, she turns and looks at the barbecue. "Is it ready yet?"
 
   "I don't know," I reply. "Is it sizzling?"
 
   She leans a little closer to the surface of the plate. "I don't hear anything."
 
   I stare at her for a moment. "Maybe get a little closer," I say, suddenly feeling a strange mood pass through me. I like Samantha, but I feel like I need to show her another side of my personality. After all, it's one thing to be impressed that someone killed a cat, but she might not really understand everything about me. I need to make sure that we're on the same wavelength, and that she's okay with the darkness that's in my heart. Then, and only then, will I know that she's ready to hear the truth about Martina's death. We need to share something serious.
 
   "Still nothing," she says, leaning so close that her ear's just a few inches from the plate.
 
   I step closer. "Keep trying," I say.
 
   She smiles as she leans in a little further. "I can feel it's hot."
 
   "But is it sizzling?"
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   "Are you sure?" I start to raise my hand, ready to push her down onto the heat, but at the last moment I'm struck by an odd thought: what if I'm going too far? What if I'm about to ruin my first and only friend? Maybe I should just accept things as they are, rather than pushing her to an extreme and waiting to see if she truly understands me? I pause for a moment, and then I realize I'm being weak. I have to do this; it's the only way to find out if Samantha truly, honestly understands my darkness. I'll do it to her, and then she can do it to me. It'll be like a pact between us.
 
   "Maybe," she says, starting to move away from the plate.
 
   "Try again," I say, grabbing her head and forcing her face down against the barbecue.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "It's cold," I whisper after a few seconds have passed.
 
   She doesn't reply; she just stares at me, still pressing the curling iron against my face.
 
   "It's cold," I say again. I was expecting to feel my skin burn, but there's nothing. Just cold metal pressed against the flesh. Did she make a mistake?
 
   "I know," she replies, pulling it away and tossing it across the room. "Of course it's cold. What kind of fucking monster do you think I am? I told you, Juliet. We're not alike. Maybe you could summon up the spite to burn someone on purpose, but I couldn't. I just wanted you to feel the fear." With that, she lets go of me and sits back. "I'm not gonna actually..." Her voice trails off.
 
   "Are you sure?" I ask.
 
   She nods. It's as if she's suddenly been taken over by an overwhelming sense of sadness. I came here expecting anger, and for a moment it seemed as if that was exactly what I was seeing in her eyes; but now she just seems totally deflated.
 
   "I just want to be by myself," she says quietly.
 
   "Will you -"
 
   "Scott's coming over later," she mutters, getting to her feet and sitting back on the stool by her dresser. "I need to re-apply my make-up."
 
   "Has he seen the scar?" I ask, still sitting on the floor.
 
   "Of course he's seen the fucking scar," she says, opening a tub of concealer. "He says he doesn't mind it."
 
   "Do you believe him?"
 
   She turns to me, and for a moment there's anger in her eyes again. "He loves me," she says eventually. "I guess you don't understand, but when someone loves you, they don't care about your flaws. They just love you for who you are." She pauses for a moment. "It's like if someone could see past the fact that you're an evil bitch, Juliet, and decided that for some insane reason they actually gave a shit about you."
 
   I take a deep breath. She's right. It's one thing to ignore someone's scar and love them for their personality, but it's quite another to see past the evil that exists in a person's heart. I guess one of the reasons I've never even thought about having a proper relationship with a guy is that I know there's only one type of person who'd ever be attracted to me; only someone who has the same kind of darkness in their soul could ever want to get close to me, and I'm scared of what might happen in that kind of situation.
 
   "Don't worry about me," Samantha continues, turning to look at herself in the mirror while she starts applying her make-up. "If you think I'm gonna do something stupid like kill myself, you're wrong. If I was gonna do that, I'd have done it years ago."
 
   "Yeah," I say quietly. It's weird, but although I haven't seen Samantha for eleven years, and although we were only really friends for a few hours all that time ago, I've always thought that I'd come back and see her one day. Now that I've done it, and now that I realize it won't happen again, I realize I'm going to miss her in some crazy way. I know she wasn't really my friend, but whenever my father complained about the fact that I've never really had friends, I've always thought that maybe Samantha was the closest I'd ever managed to get; now I see that this was all just a delusion, and that this is goodbye.
 
   "Can you do one thing for me?" she continues. "When you go downstairs, before you leave, can you take the gift back? I don't want to have to open anything that you gave me."
 
   "Are you sure?" I ask, getting to my feet. "It's a -"
 
   "Take it," she says firmly.
 
   I nod, before turning and walking to the door. As I'm about to leave, I feel a burning pain in my ribs. I think I really might have some fractured bones.
 
   "Juliet," Samantha calls out.
 
   I turn to her.
 
   "I'm sorry I hit you."
 
   "It's okay," I say.
 
   "I just..." She stares at me. "Well, that's my apology. I know it probably doesn't mean much, but you can have it anyway." She pauses. "Is there anything you want to say to me, before you go?"
 
   "Not really," I tell her.
 
   She sighs and continues with her make-up.
 
   Once I've walked out of her room, along the landing and down the stairs, I realize that maybe Samantha was waiting for me to apologize for what I did to her face. I mean, I might have muttered the word 'sorry' a few times, but I've never given her a genuine apology. I suppose I could go back upstairs and say something, but I get the feeling she wouldn't want to see me again. I've got what I came for, so why push things any further?
 
   "So let me get this straight," says Jennifer Mathis, her voice whispering in my ear, "you killed Lizzie, and then you killed Piotr Cymbalista because you found him annoying, but you're not going to kill Samantha?"
 
   "I didn't come here to kill her," I say quietly, under my breath.
 
   "But still," she continues, "you could. You know I'd help you."
 
   "It's not why I came."
 
   She laughs. "I know that, silly. You came because you wanted to experience an emotional release, just like the one you experienced when you first came to the abandoned ward. Well if that's what your heart desires, just come and see me. You know I can give it to you."
 
   Hurrying through to the front room, I immediately find that the other guests are sitting mostly in silence. Some awkward glances are directed at me, and it becomes pretty clear that they heard the fight I had with Samantha. Without saying anything, I walk quickly over to the table of gifts and grab the box I brought earlier, and then I head back out and make my way to the front door. As I slip my shoes back on and hurry outside, I allow myself to briefly think that I'm going to get away without my father asking what happened; as I'm walking toward the sidewalk, however, I hear the door open behind me.
 
   "Juliet!" he calls out. "What the hell happened up there?"
 
   "Nothing," I say, refusing to look back at him.
 
   "Nothing?" He runs up behind me and grabs my shoulder, spinning me around to face him. "What do you mean? We all heard you arguing. It sounded like a wrestling match up there!"
 
   "It was nothing," I say again, avoiding eye contact.
 
   He sighs. "So you haven't seen the girl for eleven years, and within an hour of walking through the door, you're engaged in some kind of fist fight?"
 
   "I can't help noticing that no-one came up to help," I point out.
 
   "We were all too shocked," he replies. "Juliet, if you can't even stay calm and polite for an hour in the company of other people, how the hell are you going to manage when you go to college?"
 
   "Maybe I won't have to," I say. "Maybe I'm not going to college."
 
   He stares at me with that kind of cold-eyed intensity that means he's really pissed off.
 
   "So what are you going to do instead?" he asks. "Sit around here on your ass for the rest of your life?"
 
   "I can work," I say quietly.
 
   "Are you scared of college?" he continues. "Are you scared of going and having to interact with all those people?"
 
   I shrug. This is definitely not the kind of conversation I want to be having right now.
 
   "We're going to talk about this later," he says. "You worry me, Juliet. Sometimes I think you're slipping back into your old habits. Every time you take a step forward, you end up taking two or three back again. I thought things had changed, but you're right back where you started." He looks down at the gift in my hands. "You can't take that away with you."
 
   "She doesn't want it."
 
   "I don't care," he says, grabbing it from my hands. "When you give a gift, you don't take it back."
 
   "She asked me to take it," I say firmly, taking it back from him. "I don't have time to stand here arguing. I tried to talk to her, and it didn't work, and in case you're wondering, she was the one who hit me, okay? And before you ask: yes, I'm fine, thanks for your concern. Just a few fractured ribs and some bruising." I glance over his shoulder and see Samantha staring down at me from one of the upstairs windows. Our eyes meet for a moment, and I realize she's re-applied her make-up to cover up the scarring. "I have to go," I mutter, before turning and walking away from my father. To my relief, he doesn't follow me this time. I guess he finally understands that there's nothing he can do to help me. This is just who I am; it's what I am. I can't change; even if I could, why would I try? It's taken long enough, but I feel like I'm finally learning to deal with my darkness and turn it into something positive. Besides, I have a friend. Jennifer Mathis is the only friend I'll ever need.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "What about the scarring?" my father asks, sitting at the kitchen table as he talks to Mary on the phone. He listens for a moment. "They can do amazing things these days. They'll probably have -" He pauses for a moment. "I know, but it takes time. They probably have to let it heal for a little while, and then they can start the process of fixing it properly." Another pause. "I know. But the important thing is to look on the bright side and make sure she realizes this won't affect her forever." He glances across the room and sees me; there's a look of cold anger in his eyes, as if he hates the sight of me. "I'm going to talk to her now. Will you call me as soon as there's any news?" Another pause. "Okay, Mary. Take care. And again, I'm so sorry." He puts the phone down.
 
   I turn to walk back to my bedroom. It's getting late, and I'm tired.
 
   "Where do you think you're going?" my father says.
 
   I stop and look back at him.
 
   "Well?" he asks.
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but I have no idea what to say. It's been five or six hours since the ambulance took Samantha away, and I've spent most of the time in my room.
 
   "Aren't you going to ask how she is?" he continues. "Don't you care enough to even want to know if she's okay?"
 
   I swallow hard.
 
   "It's a third-degree burn. Do you know what that means? It means the damage has gone all the way through, and she'll have permanent scarring. It means the nerve endings have been destroyed, and they might never recover. There was also some damage to one of her eyelids, but fortunately it was only on the edge. By a miracle, the actual eyeball wasn't burned, so there's no threat to her sight." He stares at me. "Another couple of millimeters, Juliet, and you could have blinded her on one side."
 
   I pause for a moment, before turning to head to my room.
 
   "Come and talk to me," he calls out.
 
   I keep going. Once I'm through the door, I hear him following, and I turn to find him standing behind me. "I'm tired," I say. "I want to go to bed."
 
   "You're going to see Dr. Larson tomorrow," he says, staring down at me. "I called him this evening and told him what happened. He's scheduled an emergency session so he can talk to your properly. He's very worried, Juliet. This is a clear escalation of your problems. You've manifested violent tendencies."
 
   "It was an accident," I lie.
 
   "No-one believes that. Juliet, this is serious. It's one thing to be a little weird and to like being on your own, but it's something else entirely to physically hurt someone. What you did today was really, really worrying. You crossed a line. Dr. Larson was shocked when I told him. He thought you were making progress. We both did; we thought you were getting better, and then you go and do something that's a thousand times worse."
 
   "It was an accident," I say again.
 
   "No, Juliet. It really wasn't." He pauses for a moment. "Why did you do it?"
 
   "It was an accident," I repeat.
 
   "You turned the barbecue on by accident? You pushed Samantha's face down onto the hot-plate by accident?"
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "It wasn't an accident," he continues, "and no-one's going to accept that explanation. You burned her deliberately. The doctors say that the level of damage is consistent with two or three seconds of direct exposure. You can't accidentally do that to someone. You must have held her down. Why, Juliet? Why the hell would you ever do something like that? What kind of -" His voice trails off, but it's pretty clear he was about to refer to me as a monster.
 
   "I'm tired," I say, turning to walk over to my bed. I only get a couple of paces before he grabs my shoulder and turns me back around to face him.
 
   "This isn't okay!" he shouts, his face becoming a little red. "Whatever's wrong with you, Juliet, you have to stop it! Whatever crazy ideas go through your head, you have to straighten them out! I'm not going to tolerate this anymore! You're not going to act like this evil little monster, do you understand?"
 
   I stare at him, and after a moment I can't help but smile. It's that same reaction I get whenever I see someone in an emotional state. Instead of sympathizing with them, or listening to them, or comforting them, I just smile instinctively. I wish I could stop, but I can't.
 
   "Don't grin at me like that," he says, staring at me with such anger that for a moment I think he might actually slap me. In a way, I wish he'd let go of his inhibitions and show me the full force of his rage, but eventually he steps back. "I'm sorry, Juliet. I shouldn't have said some of those things. You're not evil and you're not a monster, okay? Just... Just go to bed and we'll talk some more in the morning. I'm going to stay up and wait for Mary to call." He turns and walks out of the room, pulling my door shut as he goes.
 
   I stand by my bed, enjoying the emptiness of the room. It's weird, but I feel like everything is still vibrating slightly from the loudness of my father's anger.
 
   "Normal girls don't burn other girls' faces," says the voice of the imaginary normal girl.
 
   I turn to look across the room, almost expecting to see her in the corner. There's no-one there, though. At least I'm not so crazy that I've started hallucinating. Besides, I know the voice isn't real. I'm not going mad; I'm just imagining someone talking to me. I'm doing it on purpose, and I enjoy it.
 
   "Normal girls make friends with other girls," she continues. "Normal girls hang out with their friends. Normal girls don't end up hurting other people like this."
 
   "I'm not a normal girl," I say quietly.
 
   "Then what are you?"
 
   "I'm evil."
 
   "How do you know?"
 
   "Because I hurt..." I pause for a moment as I realize that burning Samantha isn't even the worst thing I've ever done. "Because I've killed someone," I say eventually.
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Martina. My father's girlfriend."
 
   "And how does it feel?"
 
   I close my eyes.
 
   "Do you feel bad about killing her, Juliet?"
 
   I open my eyes.
 
   "Well?"
 
   "No," I say. "It's just something that happened."
 
   "And her cat? Do you feel bad about killing Gizmo?"
 
   "No."
 
   "And do you feel bad about hurting Samantha?"
 
   "No."
 
   "What does that say about you, Juliet?"
 
   "I'm tired."
 
   "What does it say about you?"
 
   "I'm evil."
 
   "That's right. You've got a cold, black little heart and you'll never change. It doesn't matter what you father or Dr. Larson try to do, they'll never be able to make you good. So you have to decide whether you want to spend your whole life struggling to be something you're not, or embrace the darkness that comes to you so naturally."
 
   "I'm tired," I say, getting into bed. I don't want to talk to the imaginary normal girl anymore; it was fun for a while, but I'm so exhausted, I just want to sleep.
 
   "You can't get rid of me that easily," she says. "You've gained a friend today, Juliet, but it's not Samantha. Do you know who it is?"
 
   "Go away," I say quietly.
 
   "Come on," she continues. "I know you're smart, Juliet. You know who I am. You just have to admit it to yourself. Maybe it'd help if you gave me a name?"
 
   "No," I say, rolling onto my side. "I'm tired. I just want to go to sleep."
 
   "Fine," she says, "but I'll be back. You need me. You can't keep all of this inside. You need someone to talk to, and if I'm the best you can come up with, I guess we'll just have to carry on like this for a while. But remember, Juliet... Normal girls don't talk to imaginary friends in their heads."
 
   After a few minutes of silence, I realize she's gone. I start to relax a little. I need to stop talking to her, because it feels like she's starting to take over. It was okay when she was nice to me, and when she was helpful, and when I could make her go away; now, however, it feels as if she's gaining strength, and the last thing I need is to have an uncontrollable voice living in my head. I take a deep breath as I try to stay calm. All I want right now is to go to sleep and not wake up until... I pause for a moment, as I realize that maybe I don't want to ever wake up. After all, what's the point? Tomorrow's going to be all about Samantha, and about a trip to see Dr. Larson, and I'm going to have to deal with my father's anger. The idea of waking up in the morning isn't very appealing. I'd rather just sleep forever; at least when I'm asleep, I can dream about other things, and the voice in my head isn't talking to me. The only time I can be happy is when I'm sleeping.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   It's time.
 
   I knock on the door, and then I wait. This is kind of stupid. I mean, he might not even be at home. It's getting kind of late, and I know almost nothing about him. Maybe he works night shifts? Maybe he's gone on holiday; maybe I've got the address wrong? After all, he might have moved recently, or he might have dropped dead this morning. The truth is, this is a crazy thing to be doing, and there's no guarantee that it's going to succeed. Even if he answers the door, he might -
 
   "Hello?" says a voice from nearby.
 
   Turning, I see a man staring at me from the garden. He looks to be in his forties, maybe a little older, and he's wearing rough, paint-spattered clothes. It might be him.
 
   "Hi," I say, feeling my throat start to dry up. "Are you Robert?"
 
   "I am," he replies, eying me suspiciously. "And you are?"
 
   "My name's..." I pause for a moment, wondering whether I should maybe give him a false name. After all, this could all go very badly wrong, and it might be useful to be able to just run away without any fear of consequences. Then again, I suppose I have that option anyway, thanks to Jennifer Mathis. "Juliet," I say finally. "Juliet Collier."
 
   "And what can I do for you, Juliet Collier?"
 
   "I just..." Damn it, I thought I'd planned ahead, but now I realize I'm treading water here. "You had a sister," I say. "Martina Hopkins?"
 
   "Uh-huh," he says, clearly a little confused by my presence. "No offense, Juliet Collier, but all of that was a long time ago. More than a decade. If you're here to pay your condolences, that's very nice of you, but... Like I said, it's been a while."
 
   "I know," I reply. "I just..." All my plans are starting to fall away and I feel hopelessly exposed. Part of me wants to turn and run, but I feel like this is my only chance. "I wondered if you had a photo of her?" I ask after a moment. "I'm... I'm just trying to make a kind of scrapbook about my family, and my father dated Martina for a while, and I didn't have a picture of her, and..." My voice trails off as I realize how completely crazy I must sound.
 
   "A scrapbook?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "And you want a picture of my sister?"
 
   I nod again.
 
   "Well... okay. I guess you'd better come on in. Come around to the back door." He gestures for me to follow him, before turning and wandering back around to the other side of the house.
 
   After pausing for a moment, I hurry after him. This feels like one of the most insane things I've ever done, and I'm surprised he believes my bullshit story about making a scrapbook. Still, I feel like I need to get to know him a little before I tell him the truth about Martina's death. For the past few days, I've been increasingly bothered by a desire to tell him everything. I want to tell him about the cat, and about the jack-in-the-box, and I want him to know that I was responsible for the crash that killed his sister. I feel like this is something that has been bothering me a lot, and it'd be good to get it out in the open. I want to see the look of shock on his face when he finds out what really happened; I want him to get angry, to threaten me, maybe even to attack me. I want to see the pure fury of a man who is finally face to face with the person who caused him such heartbreak. I want to be exposed to his pain, just as I exposed myself to Samantha's pain. Robert Hopkins' pain must be much greater than Samantha's.
 
   In many ways, this is a rehearsal for the moment when I finally confess everything to my father. In both cases, I have the ultimate fallback position: I know that I have the option of killing them, and then getting Jennifer's help to hide the bodies. Everything is starting to make sense. As I walk up the steps and follow Robert Hopkins into his house, I realize that for the first time in my life I'm totally in control.
 
   


 
  

Book 6:
 
   Mad World
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   Sometimes - just sometimes - I think that maybe there's a God.
 
   It's a warm, sunny day and my father's busy work schedule means I'm able to walk home alone from school. This isn't a luxury that comes my way very often; my father has always tended to be over-protective, so he's usually waiting in his car to drive me home, and since the incident with Samantha last week he's been positively clingy. I guess he's worried I'll burn or bite some other girl. Anyway, today he's got to stay late at work and have some kind of big meeting, so I get to walk home, and it just so happens that I know something else of importance is happening this afternoon. In fact, as I sit quietly and calmly in the shade of a large oak tree, mid-way along a dull suburban street, I can't help thinking that God must have arranged for me to have this opportunity.
 
   "You alright there?" asks a voice nearby.
 
   I look up and see a middle-aged man staring at me from a few feet away.
 
   "I'm fine," I say, before turning back to look at the house on the opposite side of the street.
 
   "What're you doing?" the man continues.
 
   "Nothing."
 
   "You must be doing something."
 
   "I'm waiting for someone," I say, hoping he'll leave me alone.
 
   "You are, huh?"
 
   Without looking at him, I nod.
 
   "You know," he says after a moment, "this isn't generally the kind of place where people stop and just sit. Do you live around here?"
 
   "No."
 
   "Do you have any business around here?"
 
   "No."
 
   He pauses. "I'm gonna level with you, young lady. This here, right behind you, is my house. You understand? And I'm not particularly comfortable with having you just loitering out the front of my house. In fact, technically, you're on my property."
 
   I turn to him. "You want me to move?"
 
   "I would like that, yes."
 
   Getting up, I take a few steps forward until I'm on the sidewalk.
 
   "You're still outside the front of my house," he says humorlessly.
 
   Sighing, I walk a few paces to the right, until I'm in front of an entirely different house. "Is that better?" I ask.
 
   "Well..." He's clearly not convinced, but I don't see that he's got much choice. This is a public right of way, so I guess I can just stand here all day and all night if necessary. Without saying anything, the man turns and heads back into his house, and I realize that I managed to wear him down. Still, I feel a rising sense of anger in my gut. I want to follow that man and hurt him; I want to teach him that he shouldn't tell me what to do. If I went into his house, I could find something heavy and crack his head open, and no-one would ever know it was me. No-one should ever, ever talk to me the way he talked to me. I'm -
 
   At that moment, I spot a familiar dark red car turning onto the street. Instinctively, I step back and watch as the car pulls up at the house on the other side of the street; after a moment, Mary gets out and walks around to the passenger side. She opens the door, and Samantha steps out with a large bandage covering one side of her face. It's been a few days since the 'accident', and I would have thought Samantha's injury would have started to heal faster, but I guess it'll take a little time. As they walk up the driveway and into the house, I can't help feeling a little proud of myself. After all, it's my fault that she looks like that. In a way, I created her, which means I'm her god. I doubt she sees it like that, and I know it's something of an exaggeration, but it's still fun to think of things in those terms.
 
   Once they're inside and out of sight, I turn and start walking along the street. I only wanted to see Samantha once, and I don't have any plans to ever come back. I really don't regret what I did to her; I thought she was like me, and I thought she'd be able to deal with something as shocking as having her face damaged. I was even maybe willing to let her do the same thing to me, as a symbol of our closeness. Frankly, I think everyone has over-reacted, although I'm fully aware that my perception of the world tends to be a little out of line with the perceptions of other people. My father, for example, is still shocked by my actions, while Dr. Larson seems to have decided that I'm more dangerous than he'd originally thought.
 
   The funny thing is, they still don't know the truth. They don't know about Martina; if they knew what I'd done to her, with the jack-in-the-box in the car, they'd soon forget about the incident with Samantha. I mean, scarring someone is one thing, but killing someone is something else entirely. It's as if I have this wonderful secret, but I can't tell anyone. I was actually, briefly, thinking about telling Samantha; it's a good job I kept quiet, though, because she'd probably have blabbed to everyone. I guess this is an important lesson: there's no-one in the world who understands me, and consequently there's no-one in the world who can be trusted to know my innermost thoughts. I had a close shave with Samantha, and I'm still a little shocked by how quickly I started to crave her friendship. That part of my life is over now, though, and I'm completely focused on the future. I have to get rid of Dr. Larson and my father, and I have to do it in that order. I have a session with Dr. Larson tomorrow, so I guess I need to make sure my plan is in place.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "What?" Mr. Taylor asks, looking up from his desk.
 
   "This new guy," I say again. "Are there any special medical or dietary requirements I should know about?"
 
   "Oh." He pauses for a moment, before grabbing a file from his briefcase and taking a quick look. "I don't think so. No. Nothing I know about. Nothing on here, anyway."
 
   "Are you sure?" I continue. "If he's got diabetes or a heart condition or something, I should know about it. It could be important." I wait for Mr. Taylor to show that he understands the importance of this matter. "You know, in case anything happens? Maybe the insurance wouldn't pay out if -"
 
   "Good point," he says, checking the file more thoroughly. "Let's see. Male, seventy-one years old, no family in the area so he's ended up here because he can't walk. The guy's in a wheelchair. There you go. There's your special medical condition. He's in a wheelchair."
 
   "So it might be a fire hazard?"
 
   He shrugs. "I guess." He pauses for a moment, staring at me with a slight smile on his face. "Something's different about you, Juliet."
 
   I stare back at him, suddenly feeling a cold chill. I didn't mean to draw attention to myself; in fact, by trying to do my job properly, I was hoping to just fly under the radar.
 
   "You seem more... professional," he says eventually.
 
   I clear my throat. "Well... I guess I've been reading up a bit." It's true: I've been reading some general medical websites, so that I might have an idea what to do in case of an emergency while I'm working alone overnight. The truth is, I'm taking this job a lot more seriously these days, since I'm starting to think more and more that I might abandon my college plans and just stay here at Crestview.
 
   "I'll be sorry to see you go at the end of the summer," he replies.
 
   "Yeah," I say, "about that... I was thinking of maybe... not going?"
 
   "Seriously?"
 
   I nod.
 
   He smiles. "Juliet, you've been a life-saver this summer. While I'd never want to dissuade you from going to college, I've got to admit that I'd welcome you here on a full-time basis with open arms. You're not only the best night girl we've ever had; you're one of the best members of staff, period."
 
   "Thanks," I say, feeling a little awkward. I knew I'd have to have this conversation at some point, but it's come a few weeks earlier than planned. "So there's definitely a job here, if I want to stay?"
 
   "There's definitely a job." He pauses for a moment. "So is this a definite thing? Are you really going to skip college?"
 
   I take a deep breath. I've certainly been thinking about committing to Crestview, but now that I'm on the spot, I'm not certain what to do. "Yeah," I say suddenly, surprising myself. "Yeah, if... I mean, if that's something that would be okay, then I'd totally stay." My heart is racing. Did I really just do that? Did I just accept a full-time job here?
 
   "I'd send you on a training course," he replies. "Just a basic thing to cover first aid, that sort of thing."
 
   "Okay."
 
   "There wouldn't necessarily be any extra money for you..."
 
   "It's not about the money," I say with a smile. "It's about doing a job that I love, and helping people, and generally being a part of Crestview."
 
   "Well, that's what I like to hear," he says. "Juliet, welcome to the Crestview family. There aren't many of us. In fact, there are less and less with every passing month, but the modernization program is going splendidly." He smiles. "By modernization, I mean streamlining. As long as you're okay working alone overnight, the job's yours."
 
   "And there aren't any problems with the regulations?" I ask.
 
   "Regulations?"
 
   "About me working alone overnight. I thought -"
 
   "Oh, forget about that," he replies, leaning back in his chair. "As long as no-one finds out, I don't see that it's a problem. The only person who's ever kicked up a stink about anything around here is old Piotr Cymbalista, and even he seems to have decided to give it a rest. Haven't heard from the bastard for more than a week."
 
   "Huh," I reply, thinking about Mr. Cymbalista's body rotting in the abandoned ward.
 
   "But seriously," he adds, leaning forward, "you can't let anyone know. Not ever."
 
   "It's fine," I say. "I should probably go and check on the residents."
 
   Checking his watch, Mr. Taylor stands up and starts cramming the various files and pieces of paper into his briefcase. "I didn't realize it was so late," he says, clearly distracted. "I have to be somewhere, Juliet. Are you going to be okay tonight?"
 
   "Of course," I reply, slightly offended that he'd even ask. I grab the new patient's file from the desk and wander over to the door. "So there's no sign of anyone joining me on the night shift in the near future?" I ask, making sure to sound as if it's just a casual question.
 
   "Uh, no," he replies as he heads past me. "To be honest, Juliet, it's a real help for the budget if you can carry on working alone. The economics of this place are insane. Everyone wants the best care for their relatives, but they won't pay one cent more than minimum." He pauses for a moment. "It's easy for you. You can just see them as human beings, but I have to see them as financial burdens. Every minute you spend helping one of them is a minute that costs money. That's just the way things go around here."
 
   Once he's hurried out the door, I go to the window and watch him walk quickly to his car on the other side of the darkened parking lot. Charles Taylor might be right when he says that people don't want to pay for their relatives to receive top quality treatment, but there's one thing he conveniently left out: he's been cooking the books for years. Piotr Cymbalista mentioned something about financial irregularities before I killed him, and since then I've managed to get a look at some of the accounts for Crestview. Mr. Taylor has been skimming profits off the top for years, but his greed is starting to snowball and his 'skimming' exercises have become more and more blatant. I know it's a little ambitious, but I can't help thinking that I'd do a better job as the manager of this place. With help from Jennifer Mathis, I must just be able to take over.
 
   Anyway, I'm getting ahead of myself. I turn and head through to the wards, making sure to check in each room. Fortunately, all the residents seem to be sleeping soundly, and eventually I get to room 111 on the red ward. This is where the new resident has been placed; I carefully open the door and peer into the darkness.
 
   "Hello?" calls out a frail male voice.
 
   "Hi," I say quietly, unable to make out anything more than a vague shape in the bed. "It's okay, I'm just checking on you. You can go back to sleep."
 
   "I'm not tired," the voice replies.
 
   "Do you want a sleeping pill?"
 
   He pauses for a moment. "I suppose so."
 
   "I'll be back in a minute," I say, pulling the door shut and hurrying through to the supply cupboard next to the rec room. The last thing I want tonight is to have some new guy wandering the halls, so I figure a sleeping pill won't cause too much harm. As I grab a glass of water to help him wash the pill down, it occurs to me that when I started at Crestview a few weeks ago I'd never have been able to just casually offer someone some medication. To be honest, I'm not even sure if I'm technically allowed to do this. I'm sure there are loads and loads of rules about such things, but I figure it can't hurt. I've got a kind of natural affinity for this job; for the first time in my life, I'm actually good at something.
 
   "Here you go," I say as I return to the resident's room. "Do you want me to switch the light on?"
 
   "If you want," he replies.
 
   I flick the light switch and see that he's a thin old man with a thick head of gray-white hair. He smiles at me as he takes the pill and the glass, but as I wait for him to finish, I can't help thinking that I recognize him from somewhere.
 
   "Didn't realize there was room service around here," he says, setting the glass down.
 
   "I like to do everything I can to make sure you're comfortable," I reply. It suddenly occurs to me that whereas all the other residents were here when I arrived, and saw me when I was timidly following Lizzie around, this guy is meeting me for the first time; he probably thinks I'm some kind of professional. I have to admit, I feel a slight thrill of pride at the thought that someone would actually be impressed by me.
 
   "So tell me," he continues, "if I can't sleep, am I allowed out of my room? Or do I have to stay in here and fester?"
 
   "You're not really supposed to get up," I reply. "You can watch TV. Just make sure you keep the volume down."
 
   "Forget about it," he says, lying back down. "I'll probably just nod off after a while."
 
   "If you need anything, just hit this button here," I say, indicating a small button near the bed. "Anything at all, just go ahead and call for me, okay?"
 
   Once I've left the room, I wander along the corridor on my way back to the office. I don't need to go and do more checks for a few hours, so I have a little time to spare. Unless I hear anyone getting up and shuffling about, I guess I'll just start going through some more of the facility's files. I need to build up a compelling case against Mr. Taylor, to prove that he's taking money from the budget and spending it on himself. While I'd like to just kill him and hide the body, I figure I need to take a more subtle approach if I'm ever going to have a chance of taking over. Once I'm in the office, I take a seat at the desk and pause for a moment. Picking up the new patient's file, I open it to the first page and see a photo of his smiling face. I glance over at the basic information and -
 
   I freeze.
 
   Reading the name over and over again, I try to tell myself that I'm making a mistake. It's not possible that it could be him, but at the same time the name is right there in front of me, in black and white. Looking back at the photo, I realize it's true. After all these years, fate has somehow conspired to bring us back together. Eleven years ago, I was Dr. Stephen Larson's patient; now he's my patient.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "Hi!" says the receptionist brightly, looking pleased to see me. "You're here for eleven o'clock, right?"
 
   I nod cautiously. Although Dr. Larson's receptionist seems nice enough, I still don't trust her. To be honest, I don't trust anyone here. It's almost as if they're part of some elaborate conspiracy to get into my mind and change things around. I wish they'd all just understand that I don't want to be changed. I'm fine as I am.
 
   "Dr. Larson's running a little late," the receptionist explains. "If you can just wait out here for a little while, he'll be with you shortly." She looks over at the door. "Isn't your father with you today?"
 
   I shake my head. My father had to work, so he dropped me off outside and he's going to pick me up in an hour.
 
   "Well, just take a seat, Dr. Larson will see you soon. Can I get you a drink while you wait?"
 
   I shake my head, before walking over to a seat at the other end of the room and sitting down. It's weird, waiting for something that I hate; I'd rather be anywhere else right now, but at least the lateness means the session should be reduced a little. I'm dreading today, because I know we'll have to talk about Samantha. He'll ask all these stupid questions about why I bit her and what I thought I'd achieve. It's going to be useless and boring.
 
   "Would you like a biscuit?" the receptionist calls out.
 
   I turn and stare at her. Why does she keep trying to be nice to me? All she has to do is sit there, answer calls and occasionally let people know if things are running late. "No," I say. "Thanks."
 
   Turning to look out the window, I find myself wondering how many more times I have to come to see Dr. Larson. The first time was kind of fun in a way, because it was new and I wanted to see how it'd work, but since then I've started to hate these sessions. Dr. Larson is always so focused and searching, and my attempts to outwit him have mostly come to nothing. I've tried various different strategies, but he's managed to anticipate them all. I've never met someone before who is so completely able to avoid being manipulated. When I started coming to see him, there was a part of me that thought it might be a fun game; these days, I dread every visit.
 
   After a few minutes, there's some noise over by one of the doors and I see a woman emerge from Dr. Larson's office, along with a young girl. About my age, the girl has red, puffy eyes, as if she's been crying, and she's wearing a bright blue dress. Her mother gestures to a nearby seat, and the girl sits down. While her mother is busy talking to the receptionist and paying for the session, the girl sits obediently. She stares down at her feet, but I can tell she wants to look over at me. Eventually, she turns her head a little and glances at me; as soon as she sees I'm returning her gaze, she looks away.
 
   Once her mother has finished talking to the receptionist, the girl gets up and heads out of the room. As she reaches the door, she looks back at me one final time. For a moment, I can't shake the feeling that there's some connection between us, as if she might be the one person in the whole world who could come close to understanding what it's like to be me. I watch as she heads outside and gets into her mother's car, and a moment later she's driven away. Taking a deep breath, I realize that I'll never see her again. That was my one and only chance to ever meet someone like me, and it's over. I can't help but feel a little sad.
 
   "He'll just be a few more minutes," the receptionist says.
 
   I turn to her.
 
   "Just hold tight," she adds with a smile. It's almost as if she thinks I should be looking forward to the session. I guess she doesn't know what Dr. Larson's really like. She just sits out here and deals with his patients as they arrive and leave, but she doesn't ever go into the treatment room and find out what really happens. I'd kind of like to find some way of dragging her through with me. She seems pretty nice, and I can't help wondering if she'd help me if only she knew the truth about Dr. Larson's methods. Then again, maybe she knows all about me? Maybe she's read my file, and listened in at the door when I'm with Dr. Larson? If that's the case, she probably knows that I'm evil, and she's just pretending to smile at me.
 
   "You can't hide it, you know," says the voice of the imaginary normal guy. I've been hearing her for quite a while now; sometimes I choose what she says, but lately she's been starting to force her way into my head a little more often. "You used to be able to hide it, but it's getting harder. You want to know why it's getting harder? Because of people like Dr. Larson. He's going to do something today that'll hurt you. You need to be very careful, Juliet."
 
   After a moment, the intercom buzzes and the receptionist looks over at me. "Juliet? You can go in now."
 
   I stare at her. I feel like my legs won't work; it's as if my body is rebelling and refusing to go in to see Dr. Larson.
 
   "Juliet?" She stares at me, waiting for me to get up and go to the door.
 
   I take a deep breath. I can't just sit here. I have to get up and go through. If I don't -
 
   Suddenly the door opens and Dr. Larson comes out into the waiting room. "Hi, Juliet," he says calmly. "Are you ready for our little chat?"
 
   Getting up from the chair, I walk slowly across the room. Glancing in the other direction, I see the door that leads outside. That's where I want to go. More than anything, I want to turn and run and never, ever come back. I know everyone would start looking for me, and they'd probably find me eventually, but at least I wouldn't have to see Dr. Larson today. Still, I know this isn't an option. Walking past Dr. Larson, I head into his office. Finally, I stop by the large leather sofa and glance back; just as Dr. Larson pulls the door shut, I spot the receptionist still smiling at me. Maybe I'm reading too much into the expression on her face, but as the door closes, I can't help thinking that she looks as if she feels a little sorry for me.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "So what's the problem?" Jennifer Mathis asks as we sit in the rec room of the abandoned ward. "You know the guy from some time in the past. Big deal."
 
   Sitting with my head in my hands, I stare down at the carpet. She doesn't understand. Until this point, she's understood everything, but this is something that's my problem and mine alone. Just the thought of Dr. Larson being anywhere near me is enough to make my skin crawl. I've spent the past eleven years putting him out of my mind, and pretending that he's gone forever; now, finally, he comes back into my life just as I think everything is going to work out.
 
   "He's an old man," she continues. "He's in a wheelchair. You barely even have to -"
 
   "You don't get it," I say, turning to her. "He's the one! He's the one who made me..." My voice trails off; there's no point trying to explain everything to her. The whole mess with Dr. Larson is so insane, I'd just come across as some kind of crazy person. I pause for a moment, and everything becomes clear. "I have to kill him," I say. "It's simple. I'll go there right now and I'll kill him, and then we'll -"
 
   "Is that your answer for everything these days?" she asks.
 
   "It's my answer for this," I reply, with mounting confidence. "All I have to do is go to his room, kill him somehow, and bring his body here. It's perfect. It might even turn out to be a good thing."
 
   "And where are we going to put him? This place is filling up fast, Juliet."
 
   "There's room for one more."
 
   "And one more after that? And one more?"
 
   "This'll be the last one," I say. "It's symbolic."
 
   "What about Charles Taylor?"
 
   I stare at her.
 
   "Don't act all innocent, Juliet," she continues. "I know you've already started to think of ways to get rid of Charles Taylor so you can take over. We both know the only way you can remove him from the equation is to kill him and bring his body here, to me, so I can get rid of it."
 
   "Can't you?" I ask, starting to feel a little annoyed by her tone. Why can't she just support me?
 
   "When you killed Lizzie, it was self-defense. When you killed Piotr Cymbalista, it was... misguided, maybe, but you still claimed it was because you wanted to protect other people. And now you want to kill Stephen Larson because... because you don't like him? Because he makes you feel a little weird? Because you want revenge?"
 
   "You weren't there," I say, trying to stay calm. "You don't have a clue what it was like when I used to go and see him."
 
   "So tell me."
 
   "I can't even begin," I reply. "I can't explain it all. He was the psychiatrist I was sent to when things got difficult. He and my father, between them, were pretty much the biggest problem in my entire life!"
 
   "And is your father going to be next?" She smiles. "After Lizzie McGuigan, and Piotr Cymbalista, and now maybe Stephen Larson... Is this all leading up to the most obvious target, Juliet? Are you going to try to kill your father?"
 
   I take a deep breath. "This is about Dr. Larson," I say firmly. "It's not just about me. I'm sure he screwed up a whole lot of patients. There are probably hundreds of girls out there whose minds got fucked with because that bastard thought he'd try out some new theories."
 
   "And you're going to get revenge for all of them?"
 
   I sigh, realizing how crazy I must sound.
 
   "If you want to kill him," she continues, "then that's your choice. But don't act like you're some kind of vigilante, righting wrongs from the past. Admit that you're doing it because of what he did to you, not what he did to anyone else. Admit that it's your anger that's fueling this rage."
 
   I stare at her. She used to be my ally, my friend, but now she seems to be deliberately causing me problems. It's as if she doesn't want me to kill him, but I know deep down that she thrives on this sort of thing. I guess it's just not in her nature to sit back and say nothing; she gets some kind of kick out of playing devil's advocate. What matters, though, is that I get the job done. Already, the thought of snuffing out Dr. Larson's life, after all these years, is filling me with a kind of intense, nervous energy. It's all I want. In fact, looking down at my trembling hands, I'm starting to think that I need to take a more direct role this time. I killed Lizzie by hitting her in the head with a fire extinguisher, and I killed Piotr Cymbalista with a pair of scissors; Dr. Larson, however, needs to be killed slowly, and I need to feel the life leave his body, and that means only one thing: I have to use my bare hands. I have to wrap them around his neck and squeeze the life out of him.
 
   "Are you sure about this?" Jennifer asks.
 
   I nod.
 
   "And you think you can do it?"
 
   I nod again.
 
   "Then I can't stop you."
 
   "But you don't think it's a good idea?"
 
   "Who knows?"
 
   Standing up, I walk away without looking back at her. There's something a little 'off' with her tonight, as if something's bothering her, but I don't have time to sit around trying to get to the root of the problem. I have my own issues to deal with, and I won't feel calm until Dr. Larson is dead. I thought I'd managed to get over the events of eleven years ago, but now it's clear that I need to take action if I'm going to have peace. If he'd stayed away from me forever, none of this would have been necessary. I don't know if there's a God, but if there is, it's his fault for turning the wheel of fate in such a way as to bring Dr. Larson back to me. If I don't kill him, I'll have to spend months or even years helping to look after him. Really, I have no choice about any of this.
 
   When I reach room 111, I pause for a moment outside the door. It occurs to me that I should go and find some kind of rope, or something else to use when I kill him, but at the same time I feel I should definitely do this with my bare hands. I try to imagine what it will be like to squeeze his neck as he struggles; to watch the fear in his eyes as the life leaves his body; to finally let go and feel him fall limp onto the bed. The most important thing is that he knows, in his final moments, the kind of fear that I felt all those years ago.
 
   Opening the door, I peer into the room. At first, I assume he's asleep; there's no sound coming from the bed, and the lights are off. As I step inside and push the door shut, however, I hear movement under the sheets.
 
   "Hello?" he says.
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but I don't know what to say. Should I tell him who I am? Should I wait to see if he recognizes me? Surely, after what he did to me, he won't have too much trouble realizing who I am? Then again, maybe he had so many patients, it's hard to remember them all. Besides, his memory might not be so sharp these days. Is it possible that he won't remember me?
 
   "Hello?" he says again.
 
   "Hi," I reply. My heart is racing, and I'm tempted to turn and leave, but I force myself to stay.
 
   "Is that you?" he asks.
 
   "Who?"
 
   "The girl from earlier?" I hear his hand reaching out, trying to find the light switch.
 
   "Yeah," I say, forcing myself to stay calm. "It's me. The girl from earlier."
 
   "Is something wrong?" Still, he searches for that damn switch. "I was almost asleep. Are you going to keep coming in all the time?"
 
   "No," I say. "This is the last time."
 
   "I can't find the light switch," he says.
 
   I pause. Maybe this would be easier with the light off. Then again, I guess my main aim isn't to make this easy. I need to see his face as he dies, and I need him to see mine. I need us to be look each other in the eye at the precise moment that his life is squeezed from his body.
 
   "Here," I say, reaching over and hitting the switch. As the light comes on, I see him looking frail and old in his bed. It's weird, but I remember him being a fairly large, imposing man. I guess the years have taken a toll.
 
   "I'm quite alright," he says, staring up at me. "I don't need anything."
 
   "You don't?"
 
   He shakes his head. There's an awkward pause. "I'm sorry, is there something you want?"
 
   "I..." My voice trails off. Damn it, I should have planned this better. I should have come up with some kind of eloquent speech. Instead, it's almost as if my mind is going completely blank. "I just came to..." I pause again. Why is this so difficult? Why don't I just tell him who I am, remind him how we first met, and then get on with what I need to do to him? Every second I wait is a second wasted.
 
   "Are you okay?" he asks. "If you want to talk, maybe I can help. I'm a psychiatrist. Well, I was, until I retired. Now I'm surplus to requirements, so to speak, but I can still listen."
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "Sit down," he says. "Please."
 
   Barely able to form a coherent thought, I grab a chair from the corner of the room and drag it over to his bed. Sitting down, I realize that my hands are trembling again; I try to hide them under my knees, but I can tell he's already seen that something's wrong.
 
   "So what's the problem?" he continues. "It doesn't take a genius to see that there's clearly something bothering you." He waits for me to answer. "Did you see on my documentation that I used to be a psychiatrist? Is that why you're here? Is there something specific that you want help with?" There's another pause as he waits for me to say something. "Show me your hand," he says eventually.
 
   "Why?"
 
   "Just show me."
 
   I hold my left hand out to him; it's still trembling a little, but to my surprise he reaches out and holds it. "You're terrified," he says. "Really, really terrified. I can tell. I can see it in your eyes. It's a kind of fear I don't think I've seen before. Not for a long time, anyway. Tell me what's wrong."
 
   "I can't," I say, pulling my hand away.
 
   "I won't tell anyone," he replies. "I spent forty years talking to patients about all sorts of things and I never breathed a word about their problems to anyone else. Believe me, some of them had some very serious issues. You can trust me."
 
   "Can I?"
 
   "Oh yes," he says with a kind, friendly smile. "I can't promise to help you, but I'll do my best. Sometimes it's useful to just get things out in the open. Is there something you've been bottling up for a long time?"
 
   I stare at him. "Do you recognize me?" I ask.
 
   He frowns. "Recognize you?" Suddenly, I see a change in his expression; it's as if he's finally realized what's happening. "Are you a former patient?" he asks. "Did we meet before?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "I see." There's a clear edge of tension in his voice now. "Well, maybe this wouldn't be the most appropriate conversation to be having right now," he continues. "Perhaps I should get some sleep and we should -"
 
   "My name is Juliet Collier," I say suddenly. I take a deep breath; my heart is racing. "Juliet Collier," I say again.
 
   "Juliet Collier," he repeats, though it doesn't seem as if the name is familiar to him. "I'm very, very sorry, Juliet, but I've had so many patients, and I'm afraid I'm getting old..." He smiles. "You seem quite young. How old were you when -"
 
   "It was eleven years ago," I say. "My mother had died. I bit some people. Later, I burned someone's face. You -" I stop speaking as I see another change in his expression; suddenly it's quite clear that he remembers me.
 
   "Juliet," he says. "Yes. I remember you. Your father..." A nervous, hesitant smile crosses his lips, and he looks over at the bedside table. If I didn't know better, I'd say he's looking at the alarm button, and wondering if anyone would come. "And here you are," he says, clearly concerned.
 
   "Here I am," I reply, staring at him. "After all these years, here I am again."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "And that's when you pushed her face down onto the hot-plate?" Dr. Larson says, staring at me.
 
   I nod.
 
   "How long did you hold her down?" he asks. "A second? Two? More?"
 
   I don't say anything. How am I supposed to know how long it lasted? It felt like a million years.
 
   "Okay," he says, looking down at the notes on his desk. "It says here that she suffered third degree burns consistent with a prolonged period of direct exposure, totaling at least four or five seconds, but probably not much more. Does that sound accurate to you, Juliet? Four or five seconds?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "So that's four or five seconds during which the skin of the right side of her face was pressed hard against a searingly hot metal plate." He pauses for a moment as he writes something in his notebook. "Did you hear her skin burn, Juliet? Did you smell it?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Did you feel sorry for her?" He waits for me to answer. "Did you get scared that you might hurt her too much?" He waits again. "Did you -"
 
   "I don't know," I say.
 
   "And then eventually you let go and she lifted her head?"
 
   I shake my head. "Not for another few seconds," I explain. "I think because the plate was so hot, her skin was kind of sticking to it and..." My voice trails off as I think back to the sound I heard when she pulled her head away. "I think I heard the skin rip when she moved," I continue. "There was something left on the barbecue."
 
   Dr. Larson sighs as he makes some more notes. "And how did her face look when she lifted her head up?"
 
   "Red," I say.
 
   "What else?"
 
   "Just red."
 
   "Was there any blood?"
 
   "Not really. She just looked red and a bit pink in places."
 
   "And was she crying?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "A lot?"
 
   I nod again.
 
   "And how do you feel about that?"
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "Juliet, how do you feel about what you did to Samantha?"
 
   I don't answer. I just continue to stare at him.
 
   "You must have felt something," he continues. "You must have had some kind of reaction when you saw the extent of the injuries you'd caused to her face."
 
   I open my mouth, but no words come out. To be honest, I can't work out what he wants me to say.
 
   "Your father told me that you smiled. In fact, he told me that this is becoming an increasing habit. Whenever you encounter a situation in which you might be expected to demonstrate some kind of reaction, perhaps sorrow or sympathy of some sort, you choose instead to smile."
 
   "I don't choose," I say, correcting him.
 
   "You don't? So it just... happens?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "And you can't help it?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "And when did that start?"
 
   "Recently."
 
   "I see." He adds some more notes. "This is an interesting development, Juliet. It makes me wonder what's really going on in your head." He closes his notebook. "I want to get back to the thoughts that were going through your head just before you pushed Samantha's face onto the barbecue. Do you remember the last thing you thought before it happened?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "You must remember something," he continues. "A thought, or an emotion?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Why did you do it?"
 
   "Because I wanted to hurt her," I say. It's not quite true, but I figure I need to give him something or he's going to keep nagging at me. Hopefully this will be enough to make him think he's making progress.
 
   "You wanted to hurt her?"
 
   "I hated her," I continue, still lying. "I thought she was pretty. I thought she deserved to be less pretty, and I thought this was the best way to do it." I wait for him to ask me another question. Everything I just told him is a complete lie, but I'm hoping it's the kind of lie that he'll believe. All I need is for him to think he can fit me neatly into a category, and then he'll find me less interesting. I just want him to leave me alone.
 
   "No," he says after a moment. "No, Juliet, I don't think that's quite true."
 
   "It is," I say, starting to panic. Why does he always manage to see through everything I tell him?
 
   He shakes his head. "No, you're lying. You're telling me what you think I want to hear. I want the truth, Juliet. I want the plain, unadorned, unvarnished truth. I don't care how bad it might sound. It's important that I know what you were really thinking. Nothing you say to me will ever leave this room. I won't even tell your father."
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "Come on, Juliet. Stop playing games. You're going to have to tell me eventually."
 
   "I'm evil," I say. "I'm nothing but evil. I do evil things. I'm a monster. It's just what evil monsters do."
 
   He frowns. "Is that what you think?"
 
   I nod. "Don't you think so too?"
 
   He pauses for a moment. "Maybe."
 
   "Not maybe," I reply. "I hurt Samantha because she's nice, and because I'm evil. I can't help it. It's just who I am."
 
   "And how long have you been evil?"
 
   "Since -" I take a deep breath. I can't tell him about Martina. It's one thing for him to understand that I'm a bad person, but it would be something else entirely for him to realize that I actually killed someone. "Since forever," I say eventually.
 
   "And you really, truly believe this?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Well that explains some things." He pauses. "Juliet, do you remember what I told you in one of our earlier sessions? Do you remember when I said I had a word that I thought described you?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Do you remember what that word was?"
 
   "You said I'm a psychopath."
 
   "That's right. I still think it's true. I think you're a compulsive liar. I think you have little or no empathy for anyone else. I think you act purely based on your own needs and your own desires, and I think you ignore the feelings of people around you. Do you think that's an accurate summation of your personality?"
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but then I pause for a moment. I want to agree with him, because I know it's what he truly believes. There's a part of me that wants to deny these things, though; even if they're true, I still don't want to acknowledge them so openly, and I don't want to be slotted into a neat little category. "Yes," I say suddenly, surprising myself.
 
   "Good," he replies, smiling. "I think we're making real progress, Juliet. Most psychiatrists prefer to pussy-foot around the issue and avoid using words that might seem scary, but I think you can handle the truth. Fortunately, there's something I can do to help you." He opens one of the drawers in his desk and takes out a small bottle, before getting up and walking over to me. Sitting next to me, he unscrews the top of the bottle and shakes it until a small white pill drops onto his hand. "Meet your new friend, Juliet," he says with a smile. "Believe it or not, this little capsule is going to solve all your problems. Forever."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "You look well," Dr. Larson says after we've sat in silence for a moment. "You look like you're a lot better, Juliet. Didn't I tell you that one day you'd be able to lead a normal and happy life?"
 
   I stare at him. Did he really just say that? It's almost as if he thinks his work with me was a success; it's as if he thinks he did a good thing. Is the man really so arrogant that he can't recognize his own mistakes?
 
   "Listen, Juliet," he continues, "I have to be honest with you. The relationship between a psychiatrist and his patient is a very delicate one, and it only works within the strict confines of an office. There's a very good reason why I've never socialized with a patient. In the circumstances, I don't think we should spend too much time together. It's nothing personal, but I'd prefer it if we could keep a professional distance from one another. I don't mean that I can't see you at all. But if you're looking for a continuation of our old relationship, I -"
 
   "I'm not looking for that," I say, interrupting him.
 
   "Good," he says. "That's very good. It wouldn't be wise, Juliet. As you can see, I'm no longer practicing psychiatry. I'm retired. I'm just an old man. When a car mechanic retires, he stops fixing people's cars, and when a psychiatrist retires, he stops... Well, he stops giving psychiatric advice. Besides, I'm probably hopelessly out of step with all the modern methods and..." His voice trails off, and it's clear that he's panicking a little. In some small, strange way, it's almost as if he's sensed that he might be in danger.
 
   "I know," I say. Damn it, why am I waiting? If I'd just struck as soon as I walked through the door, he'd be dead by now.
 
   "Okay," he continues, taking a deep breath. "Perhaps we should set some boundaries. We should try to avoid acknowledging the past. You're a carer at this facility, and I'm a patient. We must remain within -"
 
   "Shut up," I say.
 
   He stares at me, a look of shock in his eyes. "I'm sorry..." he says after a moment. "Did you -"
 
   "I told you to shut up," I say firmly. "I should have said it a long time ago, but I'm saying it now. Shut up. Shut your fucking mouth."
 
   "I see." He looks over at the alarm button again. I know he's desperate to call for help, but he's probably wondering if anyone would get here in time. Perhaps he even suspects that I'm the only one on duty.
 
   "I swear to God, I never thought I'd see you again," I say. I feel as if I should try to say something that makes him realize how much I hate him. It seems as if he still thinks of me as just another one of his patients, which means he probably doesn't fully understand the extent to which he hurt me. I guess I just seem like some stupid girl who takes everything too seriously.
 
   "Life has a funny way of bringing things full circle," he says. "I think we need to -"
 
   "No," I say firmly.
 
   He stares at me. "No what?"
 
   "I don't..." I look at his old, wrinkled neck, and I imagine clasping my hands around the flesh and strangling him. I read once that when someone is being strangled, their eyes sometimes start to bulge, almost like in a cartoon; I don't know if that's true, or if I'm mis-remembering anything, but I kind of feel like I don't want to see something so gross.
 
   "Juliet, you must listen to me," he says, as if he's suddenly decided to try being authoritative with me. "Whatever happened in the past, must stay in the past. The job of a psychiatrist is not to make his patient like him, but to help that patient overcome whatever problems have arisen. You might have negative feelings about me, and that's perfectly understandable, but I sincerely hope that I was able to -"
 
   "Shut up," I say again.
 
   "I hope I had some impact," he continues, "but -"
 
   "Shut up!" I shout. We sit in silence for a moment. "If it hadn't been for you," I say eventually, being careful to make sure my voice remains calm, "things might have been different. I was fine until my father took me to your office. He thought I had all these problems, but really I just had a personality. I didn't like doing a lot of the things people usually like doing, but that doesn't mean I needed help. And then things changed and I became... like this." I pause, realizing how pathetic I sound. Damn it, I've never, ever said these things to anyone before; now that I'm finally vocalizing my thoughts, I sound like some kind of superficial, bland idiot.
 
   "It's not uncommon for patients to feel like this," he says, "but -"
 
   "I would have been fine," I say, trying to hide my hands so he can't see that they're trembling. "I really, really would have been fine. I would have just got through everything without any problems, but you and my father, between you... you made me like this." No matter what I say, it sounds childish and banal, like a spoiled moron trying to blame everyone else for her problems. I hate that I can't be more articulate; I hate that I can't explain myself better and make him understand what's really going on in my mind.
 
   "What do you want, Juliet?" he asks eventually. "Do you want me to apologize? I'm afraid I can't do that, not if I don't think I did anything wrong."
 
   "I don't want you to apologize," I say, feeling a growing sense of determination in my chest. I have to do this. Words are stupid; words don't explain anything. The only way I can communicate with this man is through actions. I look down at my hands, and I see that they're no longer trembling.
 
   "I think you should leave," he says. "I think -"
 
   Before I can change my mind, I turn to him, push him down onto the bed and grab his neck, squeezing as tight as possible. He gasps and tries to push me away, but right now I feel as if I'm the strongest person in the world. I tighten my grip as much as possible, until my fingers hurt; I have to make sure he doesn't cry out for help, so I focus on trying to crush his throat. His old, frail hands push against me, but I can already feel that he's not going to be able to make me stop. He tries to pull my hands away, as he stares at me with a terrified look in his eyes, and I can feel his neck muscles tensing in my hands, but I'm determined to make sure that nothing stops me. After a minute or so, he's still struggling, but I'm pretty sure he can't breathe at all; he's not gasping anymore, not making any kind of sound at all. I stare down into his eyes and see that his pupils are dilated. Worried that I might be loosening my grip a little, I squeeze harder and harder: so hard, in fact, that I start to worry that I might cause the skin to burst open. Finally, his hands stop pushing at me and he seems to have given up, but I'm determined not to let him fool me; I continue to squeeze and squeeze and squeeze for several more minutes, until eventually I realize he hasn't moved at all for quite some time. With a growing sense of calm and satisfaction, I take my hands away and sit back.
 
   Looking down, I see that the skin around his neck is red and sore, and the complexion of his face is a little more pale than usual. His glassy dead eyes stare up at the ceiling, and his mouth is hanging open. My hands are sore, but my heartbeat seems to have returned to normal. In fact, I'm feeling something I never thought I'd feel in this situation; something I don't think I've ever felt before: euphoria. Rising through my body, I feel this intense sensation of absolute happiness and relief, as if I've just done the most amazingly brilliant thing in the history of the world. Smiling, I find myself starting to laugh: it's not a maniacal, crazy laugh, but a soft, genuinely happy and rather quiet laugh. It's as if I'm so pleased with myself, and so relieved to have got this done. If I could freeze time and stay in this moment forever, I'd do it; it's as if I've finally done something I should have done a long, long time ago.
 
   He's dead.
 
   I did it.
 
   With my own bare hands, I squeezed the life out of him. Even better: the last thing he saw before he died was my face staring down at him. At the very end, perhaps, he finally understood how much I hated him.
 
   I climb off the bed and walk over to the window. I don't know why, but for some reason I pull the curtain aside and look out at the darkness. I want to run out there and shout to everyone in the world that I've finally done it; I want to share my happiness with everyone, or at least with someone, and I want to be able to celebrate my achievement. Turning back to look at the bed, I see Dr. Larson's dead body and I realize how pathetically weak and fragile he looks. I guess that, in some ways, I regret not having killed him earlier; after all, it would have been much more of an achievement to have killed him back when I was his patient. Still, I figure I need to stop being so self-critical. What matters is that he's gone, and that I'm the one who killed him.
 
   There's a part of me that wants to sit here with his body and just stare at his dead face, but I feel I should probably get on with the job of hiding him away. I carefully lift him off the bed and set him on the floor, before opening the door and dragging him out into the corridor. After double-checking that there's no-one nearby, I start hauling him toward the abandoned ward. He's fairly light, and I've started to get better at pulling bodies along, so it doesn't take too long before I'm at the door. I reach into my pocket and pull out the key, before opening the padlock, pushing the door open, and dragging Dr. Larson's body into the cold, brightly-lit corridor. Soon I've managed to maneuver him all the way to the rec room, at which point I start glancing around for Jennifer Mathis. She usually meets me as soon as I enter the abandoned ward, and shows me where to put the body, but this time there's no sign of her.
 
   "Hey!" I call out.
 
   Nothing. No reply.
 
   "Jennifer!"
 
   I wait. Where the hell is she? I want her to see what I've done; I want her to finally understand how important it was for me to kill this man. She's the only person I can share these moments with, which I guess means she's my only friend. I smile, feeling kind of pleased that I've finally got someone in my life who understands me.
 
   "Jennifer!" I call out again, but there's still nothing. Leaving Dr. Larson's body on the floor for a moment, I head through to the next corridor. "Jennifer!" I listen out for some sign of her, but there's nothing. Suddenly, I feel very cold and alone in this part of the building, and I feel a slight sensation of panic in my gut. "Jennifer!" I call again, hurrying back through to the rec room and almost tripping over Dr. Larson's body. "Jennifer!" I try to keep calm, but there's something strangely ominous about her disappearance. "Jennifer!" I shout as loud as I can, determined to make her hear me. Still, something tells me that she's nowhere around. "Jennifer!" I pause for a moment. "Jennifer! Where are you?" I wait. Nothing.
 
   "Jennifer!"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "There's no need to be afraid," Dr. Larson says, dropping the pill into my hand. "It's not magic. It's a drug that has been designed specifically to help people like you. It stimulates certain hormones, and represses others, and it makes changes in the chemical balance of your brain. The aim is to reduce your negative thoughts and generally make you more open to positive ideas. Most importantly, it helps you overcome certain barriers that you might have erected in your subconscious. What do you think of it?"
 
   I stare at the pill. The thought of swallowing this thing is terrifying. I don't want to change; I don't want to have chemicals balanced in my head, or whatever he's talking about. For the first time since I started coming to see Dr. Larson, I'm feeling genuinely scared. Whatever's in this pill, it could change me in a way that I wouldn't be able to resist; it could enter my body and rewire my brain, turning me into someone else.
 
   "I've spoken to your father," he continues, "and we've agreed that it would be in your best interests to take a single course of these pills, to see whether they can help you. What I'm hoping, Juliet, is that they'll help boost your endorphin level. Do you know what that means?" He waits for me to answer. "Basically, it means that you'll be happier. My theory is that if you're happier, you'll be more engaged with the rest of the world, and you won't dwell too much on negative things. Do you think that might be something that could help you?"
 
   Still staring at the pill, I slowly shake my head.
 
   "I'm afraid you're just going to have to trust me on this," he says. "I've treated a very great number of people who have problems that are very similar to the issues you're dealing with, and I can assure you that these pills have worked wonders for them. All you have to do is take one every day, and wait for the results. It won't be instant, and you might feel a little nauseous at first. I've told your father all about the possible side-effects, and he knows how to help you if you feel ill. It might be hard at first, but I assure you that eventually you'll be very grateful for these little white miracles. And don't worry. They're not a permanent solution. Eventually we'll have retrained your brain, and you'll be able to stop taking the pills. Doesn't that sound good?"
 
   I close my eyes. Is this really happening? Are they really planning to change my brain? Why don't they just cut my head open and start poking me with knives? Why don't they fill me up with chemicals, or attach electrodes to my temples? A pill seems like such a cowardly method; it's as if they want to sneak into my body and slowly force changes over an extended period of time.
 
   "Say something, Juliet," Dr. Larson continues.
 
   "I don't want to take it," I reply.
 
   "Why not?"
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "Are you scared? Do you feel as if your current emotional state is something precious? Something to be preserved and nurtured? Do you feel that you're unique, and that you don't want to get better? After all, getting better might seem like a way to just sink into the crowd and become forgettable. Is that the problem?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Then what?"
 
   I sigh. Why doesn't he understand? Damn it, why can't I work out how to explain it in a way that he'll understand?
 
   "You don't have a choice," he continues. "In my professional opinion, this is the only way to help you. You're a good girl, Juliet, but you need a little nudge in the right direction. You're going off the rails, but fortunately you have people around you who are only too willing to make sure you get sorted. Would you prefer that no-one bothered? Would you prefer it if you were just left to drift?" He smiles, as if he's trying to be my friend. "This pill is a lifeline. It's going to solve your problems. It's going to take all the darkness out of your soul and leave behind the real you. Doesn't that sound exciting?"
 
   "What does it taste like?" I ask.
 
   "I don't know," he replies. "Probably nothing. But you can wash it down with juice."
 
   I can't take my eyes off the pill. It looks so small and innocent, but it has the potential to change my brain completely. There's a part of me that wonders whether I should just surrender, start taking the medication, and hope that Dr. Larson is right when he says that I'll feel better. I've fought against him, and against my father, for so long now; I'm tired, and I just want to rest. The thought of my life always being like this is terrifying, so perhaps the best option would be to start taking the pills and let myself float away into a new life of happiness and comfort. Besides, I doubt I've got much choice: my father will insist I take the pills, so I'll have to work extra hard to trick him if I want to stay clean. Slowly, and with a mounting sense of fear, I reach out to take the pill from Dr. Larson's hand.
 
   "Not this one," he says, closing his fist to keep the pill from me. "As I said, your father has the prescription and you'll start taking one every morning from tomorrow." He puts his hand on top of my head and ruffles my hair. "You won't regret this, Juliet. One day you'll thank me. Maybe not today, maybe not tomorrow, but eventually you'll realize that this was the day everything started to get better." Standing up, he walks back over to his desk. "You'll still have to come and see me sometimes, Juliet, but perhaps we can cut it down to once a month. Does that sound like a good deal?"
 
   I nod, feeling relief that at least I'll be free of these meetings.
 
   "Okay, Juliet, I think we're done for today. Is your father picking you up?"
 
   I nod again.
 
   "That's great. You can wait outside until he comes. I hope you'll start to feel the benefit of the medication soon. It might take three of four days to kick in, but you'll slowly feel yourself becoming more settled. The pills won't make everything better, but they should help enormously." He smiles. "Off you go."
 
   Getting up, I hurry over to the door and leave the office. I don't look back as I pull the door shut.
 
   "Hi," says the receptionist, smiling. "Your Dad's not here yet, but you can wait in here if you like. We've got magazines you can take a look at."
 
   I stare at her.
 
   "They're kind of boring," she continues, "but you don't want to be waiting outside. It's raining."
 
   Without saying anything, I wander over to a chair at the far end of the room and sit down. I can't help thinking about my father going to a pharmacy and picking up the pills; he'll probably think he's won the battle as he carries the big jar home. I guess I'll have to take one a day, and he'll smile as he watches each one slip down my throat. Then we'll have to wait for the effects to kick in, and I suppose I'll feel my old personality slip away until I become someone else. Still, it's easier this way. If I keep fighting, I'll end up dying of exhaustion. I tried, and I failed. My father's going to get his way, and who knows where I'll end up? It's possible that the pills will be a total success and I'll become just like everyone else. Maybe Dr. Larson is right; maybe in a few years' time, I'll be a happy and sociable girl, and I'll be totally grateful for these pills. It seems unlikely that such a complete transformation could take place, but it might be worth a try. The alternative would be to just stay as I am, and right now that seems like a fight I can't win.
 
   Suddenly I realize that there's a single tear forming in the corner of my left eye; a moment later, it starts rolling down my cheek. Rather than brush it away, I let it dribble across the skin. It's such a weird sensation.
 
   "Here," says a voice nearby.
 
   Startled, I look up and see that the receptionist has come over with a box of tissues. It's weird, but normally I'm completely alert to the people around me, so I don't quite understand how she managed to sneak up on me like that. Cautiously, I reach out and take a tissue, before dabbing my cheek.
 
   "Anything you want to talk about?" she asks, sitting next to me.
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Do you know what I tell myself whenever things seem bad?"
 
   I stare at her.
 
   "I tell myself that no-one can see the future, and that whatever I think is going to happen, probably won't. Sure, things might be even worse, but they might also be better." After a moment, she reaches out and puts an arm around me, pulling me closer and giving me a hug. "Don't be too sad. You're stronger than you think. You can get through anything."
 
   I want to pull away from her, but there's something about her perfume that makes me stay. It's been so long since I felt a woman's arms around me; the last time was in the hospital when my mother hugged me for the last time and then ended up bleeding all over me. This time, with the receptionist, I feel safer somehow. I know most people would probably prefer to be hugged by someone they know, but in some ways the fact that the receptionist is a stranger makes her seem safer. She doesn't know the real me, and she doesn't need to know anything about my life; it's just nice to smell her perfume and feel her arms around me. Besides, she's just about the only person I've met recently who hasn't felt compelled to ruffle my hair. For that alone, I'm extremely grateful.
 
   "You hungry?" she asks, releasing me from the hug and pulling a chocolate bar from her pocket. She removes the wrapper, breaks the bar in half, and hands me the slightly larger part. "Go on, take it," she says. "I'm trying to cut back."
 
   I take the piece of chocolate and start eating. We sit together in silence for a couple of minutes, until finally the chocolate's all gone.
 
   "You did me a big favor there," she says. "It's really bad, but I keep bringing chocolate to work. I need to eat a proper lunch, but I just..." She pauses for a moment. "Sorry, I shouldn't ramble on like this. Are you feeling a little better?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Okay," she says with a smile, just as the door opens and I see my father walk into the office. "Hey," she says, standing up and walking over to her desk, leaving a faint hint of her perfume still hanging in the air. "Juliet's been very good," she says as she hands my father some forms. "I gave her some chocolate. I hope that's okay."
 
   "It's fine," my father says, signing the forms and then running his card through a machine to pay for the session. "I already spoke to Dr. Larson on the phone, so I guess I don't need to see him. I think we've got an appointment booked for the first day of next month?"
 
   The receptionist checks her calendar. "Yep," she says. "11am on the first." She turns to me and smiles. "See you then, Juliet."
 
   "Come on," my father says, reaching into his pocket, pulling out a large bottle of pills and shaking them as he grins at me. "Let's get home. We've got some medication to get started."
 
   Taking a deep breath, I stand up and walk over to him. He leads me to the door, and I glance back one final time at the receptionist. I can still smell her perfume in the air, and she smiles at me as the door swings shut. Finally, I follow my father across the car park and over to his car. As we walk, I can hear the bottle of pills rattling in his pocket. I want to grab them and throw them away, but I know I'm never going to do anything so drastic; I'm going to be a good girl and take the pills, because I don't have the energy to do anything else. Getting into the car, I glance back at the building and realize that by the next time I come here, I might be a completely different person; I might be a happier, healthier, more rounded individual. I guess Dr. Larson and my father will be happier about that. The car pulls away and I continue to stare out the window. Strangely, despite the fact that the car smells like a cross between cigarette smoke and garlic, I can still just about smell the receptionist's perfume; I can't explain it, but for some reason I find myself thinking about her all the way home.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   After stuffing Dr. Larson's body into the old medical supply cupboard, I carefully push the door shut. Turning to look along the corridor, I half-expect to see Jennifer watching me, but there's nothing. It's as if she's completely vanished. I step back, pausing for a moment to make sure that the door doesn't spring open and allow the corpse to come tumbling out onto the floor; once I'm satisfied, I turn and head back through to the rec room.
 
   "Jennifer!" I shout again, even though I know it's hopeless. If she was here, she'd have appeared as soon as I brought the body. The fact that there's no sign of her means she's clearly staying away on purpose. I guess this is her way of trying to prove something to me.
 
   Hurrying back through to the main part of the building, I carefully re-lock the door before heading to the red ward so I can start checking on the residents. My mind is racing as I try to work out how I'm going to sort everything out without Jennifer's help. I've got Dr. Larson's body hidden away, so that's not a problem; however, at some point someone's going to wonder where he is, and that's the part I was hoping Jennifer would solve. She managed to make sure that no-one asked questions about Lizzie or Piotr Cymbalista, and I need her to do the same thing now with Dr. Larson. There's simply no other way I can keep his sudden disappearance a secret.
 
   As soon as I turn the corner to walk toward the first room on the red ward, I realize there's a problem. As I hurry to room 109, I hear someone groaning in pain; I hit the light switch and immediately see that Kenneth Jenkins has fallen over. He's clutching his left leg, and he's clearly in agony.
 
   "What happened?" I ask, kneeling next to him.
 
   "I slipped," he says. "Where have you been? I pressed the button to call you, but you didn't come."
 
   "I was with someone else," I say, trying to work out what to do.
 
   "For a whole hour?" he asks, before letting out a grunt of pain. "I think it's broken! Why didn't you come?"
 
   "I was..." I take a deep breath, before reaching out to his leg. "Tell me if this hurts," I say, but he screams as soon as I touch him. "Okay," I continue, realizing that he needs medical attention. "I'm going to call an ambulance," I say, pulling my phone from my pocket but seeing that I don't have any signal. I don't know what it is about this place, but my phone signal seems to suspiciously vanish at very inconvenient moments, almost as if someone is doing it deliberately to cause me problems. "I'm going to go and use the phone in the office," I say, getting to my feet. "It's okay. They'll be here soon."
 
   Heading out of his room, I run through to the main reception area and into the office. As soon as I get there, I'm shocked to see Mr. Taylor sitting at his desk.
 
   "Hey, Juliet," he says. "Have you seen the purple accounts book?"
 
   I stare open-mouthed at him. Of all the things that could happen right now, this is by far the worst.
 
   "Juliet?" he continues, clearly stressed. "This is important. I need that book. There's something in there I need to check. I just found out that we're being audited tomorrow. Do you understand what this means? Everything has to be in order." He reaches out to grab his cup of coffee, but in his agitated state he accidentally knocks it to the floor. "Fuck!" he shouts as the cup breaks.
 
   "I need to call an ambulance," I say.
 
   "What?" He stares at me, with an obvious look of panic in his eyes. "Why? What happened?"
 
   "Kenneth Jenkins," I stammer. Once again, my mind seems to have gone completely blank. "He... He..."
 
   "What the fuck's going on?" he says, getting to his feet and rushing out of the office. "Don't call anyone!" he shouts back at me. "Just wait there!" He races off to the red ward, and it's clear that this is a major problem. If anyone finds out that I was the only person on duty tonight, there's going to be an investigation into Crestview, and then... A cold shiver runs through my body as I realize that people would start asking questions, not only about what happened to Dr. Larson but also about the other people who've disappeared recently. People might even start poking about in the abandoned ward, which would mean that they'd find the bodies. It's as if everything is going wrong all at once.
 
   After a moment, I hear footsteps nearby and I turn to see Mr. Taylor coming back through.
 
   "Well?" I ask.
 
   "He's fine," he replies. "Why were you going to call an ambulance?"
 
   "Because he's..." I pause for a moment. "Was he in bed?"
 
   He nods. "He was fast asleep until I went running in." Heading back over to his desk, he starts going through the pile of files and folders. "Why did you say you needed to call an ambulance?"
 
   I stare at him. "Was his leg okay?"
 
   "His everything was okay," he replies. "Is this your idea of a joke, Juliet?" He sighs. "Listen, we've got more important things to worry about. I need to find all the relevant files before the audit starts. There are some very important things I need to double-check."
 
   Without saying anything, I turn and hurry back through to the red ward. Something seems very wrong about this whole situation, and I'm starting to get the feeling that Jennifer Mathis is playing with me. As soon as I reach room 109, I burst through the door and hit the light switch, only to see Kenneth Jenkins slowly rolling over in bed to look at me. He doesn't look happy.
 
   "Hi," I say.
 
   "What now?" he asks grumpily.
 
   "Are you okay?"
 
   "No!" he says. "People keep coming in and out of my room. First that Taylor idiot, and now you. Is something wrong?"
 
   I pause for a moment, and suddenly I realize there's someone standing behind me.
 
   "Nothing's wrong," I say, stepping back and pulling the door shut.
 
   "Did I miss anything?" Jennifer Mathis asks.
 
   "Not much," I reply, turning to her and trying not to sound angry. "Where were you?"
 
   "Busy," she says, smiling as she starts walking away.
 
   "Busy?" I ask, following her. "I needed you! I came to find you and you weren't there!"
 
   "You might be surprised to learn that occasionally I have other things to be doing," she says. "My existence doesn't entirely revolve around you, Juliet. Well, maybe it does these days, but I have to have some time alone occasionally. Why? What have you been up to?"
 
   "You know what I've done!" I insist as we reach the door to the abandoned ward. "He's in there right now!"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Dr. Larson! He's in the cupboard. I did it." Looking down at my hands, I see that they're shaking again. "I need you to help me cover it up. People are going to ask questions, and -" I pause for a moment. "What did you do to Kenneth Jenkins? One moment he was hurt on the floor, the next he was asleep in bed."
 
   "I don't know what you're talking about," she replies, even though her smile says otherwise. "You must have imagined it all. But don't get too stressed, Juliet. I've already found Larson's body, and I'm going to take care of it. As for Mr. Jenkins, he seems fine, so anything that happened earlier must have been all in your head. If I were you, I'd go and make sure Mr. Taylor's happy. He seemed awfully worried about finding those files."
 
   I open my mouth to argue with her, but then I realize there's no point. It's pretty clear that she disappeared on purpose, to prove some kind of point.
 
   "Don't take me for granted," she says suddenly. "I'm not your servant, Juliet. I don't just do whatever you need me to do. Remember that. Do you seriously think that I'm just going to float around here, doing what you want, forever? Do you think this is some kind of permanent solution to your problems?"
 
   "I have to go and check on the other residents," I say quietly, turning to walk away.
 
   "I have a question," she calls after me.
 
   Stopping, I look back at her. "What?" I ask, failing to hide the annoyance in my voice.
 
   "You killed Lizzie McGuigan because she attacked you. You killed Piotr Cymbalista because he was causing trouble. You killed Dr. Larson because of what happened all those years ago. For all I know, maybe you've killed other people over the years. But I'm confused, Juliet. What about Samantha? She attacked you in her bedroom, but you didn't kill her. Why not?"
 
   "I deserved what she did to me," I reply. "I deserved worse than that."
 
   She smiles. "Good answer."
 
   Walking away, I find myself wondering if Jennifer was right. I could have killed Samantha, and to be honest I'm a little surprised that I let her live. I suppose I genuinely think that she had some kind of right to attack me, after the permanent scarring I left on her face all those years ago. Dr. Larson, on the other hand, deserved everything he got tonight, and more. Frankly, my only regret is that his death wasn't more painful, and more pathetic, and more extreme. Sure, he died a slow death, but I'm sure I'd have been able to come up with a worse way for him to die if I'd had time to plan ahead. Perhaps I should have waited a day or two to kill him, so that I could have devised something better. As I get back to the reception area, I start thinking that I let him get off quite lightly. Then again, at least he understood in his final moments that I was the one who ended his life; at least he knew why he deserved to die.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Eight years ago
 
    
 
   It takes me a while to get the woodshed back to normal. I initially had to pull away quite a lot of the old, rotten wood that had collected behind the main part of the structure, so now I have to shove as much of that as possible back into the gap before finding somewhere to put the rest. It's a hard, dirty job, made all the more difficult by a persistent drizzle. I also have to keep checking over my shoulder, to make sure that no-one is watching me. The last thing I need right now is for someone to sneak up behind me and ask what I'm doing. I'm pretty good at lying, but I don't think I'd be able to explain any of this. I have to -
 
   "Juliet?"
 
   Almost jumping out of my skin, I spin around and see my father standing by the steps that lead down from the back of the house. He has a puzzled look on his face, but he doesn't look angry. In fact, there's something a little different about him, as if he's calmer than before. I guess he's just relieved that, from his point of view, all the problems seem to be over. He thinks the pills are going to solve everything.
 
   "What are you doing?" he asks.
 
   "Nothing," I say, getting to my feet. I glance back down and see, to my relief, that I just managed to get finished in time. There's nothing obviously suspicious about the scene; my father will probably just think I'm playing in the garden. Besides, I think he's maybe learned to not ask too many questions, since he knows he probably wouldn't like the answers.
 
   "Are you okay?" he continues.
 
   "I'm fine," I reply. "Why?"
 
   "No reason," he says, "I just..." He pauses for a moment. It's strange, but he definitely seems a little different somehow; it's almost as if the events of the past few days have taken a real toll on him, and he's lost the will to keep fighting with me. "Do you want to maybe head into town?" he asks eventually. "I was thinking maybe we could do something. Maybe I could buy you some ice cream or something?"
 
   "No thanks," I say.
 
   "You sure? It might be nice for us to get out of the house for a while. Just you and me? Like the old times, huh?"
 
   I stare at him. The old times? What's he talking about? Sure, we went for ice cream a few times, but it was always forced and uncomfortable. I never felt like we were just hanging out and having fun; instead, it always felt like he was trying desperately to get me to like him. The truth, which I feel I can start to admit to myself, is that I've never like my father.
 
   "Come on," he continues. "Give me a break. I know things have been a little weird between us lately, and I'm willing to admit that some of that might be my fault. I'm extending an olive branch here. Meet me halfway, okay?"
 
   "I don't want to go for ice cream," I say, walking past him and heading up the steps.
 
   "You don't have to go back and see Dr. Larson again," he says suddenly.
 
   I stop and turn to him. Did he just say what I think he said?
 
   "I give up," he continues. "I saw your face today, and it was pretty obvious that you were miserable on the way to his office, and miserable when we got there, and miserable when we were leaving. I can't keep putting you through such a horrible time. I mean, sure, I want to help you, but not at the expense of your happiness. It's as if a little part of you dies every time you have to go and see him. I don't want to be the kind of father who does that to his child. I don't want you to end up hating me." He pauses for a moment. "I'm sorry, Juliet."
 
   "Sorry?"
 
   "For making you see him in the first place. And... I don't think you need to take those pills, either."
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "When I took you to see Dr. Larson, I thought maybe he'd find some gentle way to steer you back toward the middle ground. I never expected him to start prescribing a bunch of pills. The last thing I want is for your head to be filled with chemicals and toxins that change your personality. I mean, I want you to be happy, but I want you to still be Juliet. The last thing I want to do is have your head rewired so that you're someone else entirely."
 
   I take a deep breath, finding it hard to believe that this could really be happening. After all the fights and all the tension, is he really just giving up? Earlier today, in Dr. Larson's office, I decided I was going to stop pushing back against him, and now it seems that - at the last possible moment - he's come to the same conclusion. I was expecting to have to take the first pill tomorrow morning, but now it seems as if I'm going to be spared that ordeal.
 
   "So..." I pause for a moment. "I don't have to do anything?"
 
   "Not if you don't want to."
 
   I stare at him, feeling as if he's trying some new tactic. Is he attempting to use guilt to get me to take the pills? Does he think that by adopting a softer approach, he might persuade me to come around to his way of thinking? It just seems weird that, at the point of victory, he's suddenly waving a white flag.
 
   "Have you told Dr. Larson that I don't have to see him?" I ask cautiously.
 
   "I emailed him," he replies. "I told him to cancel the next appointment."
 
   "And he agreed?"
 
   "He has no choice. You were his patient because I wanted you to keep going, but if I stop booking slots, he can't force you to return."
 
   "Okay," I say, turning to go into the house.
 
   "Okay?" he calls after me. "Is that all you've got to say to me? Okay?"
 
   I turn back to him. "What else do you want me to say?"
 
   "You've got nothing else to ask about all of this?" he continues. "No thoughts or feelings?"
 
   It's weird, but I feel like he's pushing his point unnecessarily. There's no 'this' to talk about. Things are just the way they are, and that's the end of the matter. I wish he'd stop being so argumentative with me all the time.
 
   "I just want to help you," he says. "I want to make sure you're okay. Even if we don't see eye to eye all the time, I'm still your father and you're still my daughter. That means something. Whether we like it or not, we're stuck with each other. I'm not going to give up on you. I just want us to be friends, and I want you to stop hating me."
 
   "Okay."
 
   He sighs. "Can't you let me in, Juliet? Can't you let me know how you're feeling? What are you thinking? Are you okay? Are you happy? Are you sad? Are you scared? Are you relieved?"
 
   "I'm fine," I say.
 
   "You're not fine," he replies. "You're really, really not. You're a good girl at heart, but you're troubled. If we don't do something to help you, you'll grow up troubled too. You'll be unhappy, Juliet, and that's the last thing I want. You need to address certain issues in your life that are causing problems. Like the thing with Samantha. Do you really think you can go around solving problems like that?"
 
   "I'm hungry," I say.
 
   "You want me to make you a burger?"
 
   I shake my head. "I can do it."
 
   "You can?" He smiles. "Fine. I guess I have to stop treating you like you're a child. You wanna stick a burger on for me too? I could eat something."
 
   "Sure," I say, turning and heading inside. I hate it when my father tries to act like my friend. Lately, he seems to be alternating between being really really nice to me, and being really really mean. Either way, he's clearly lost when it comes to knowing how to deal with me. He's tried his best, but it hasn't worked and he's obviously starting to realize that I can't be molded into someone else. As I grab the things I need from the fridge, I realize that in some strange way I feel as if I'm a little more self-sufficient. Perhaps, before, I always held out hope that in some way my father would help me; now I see that he's never going to be anything more than an obstacle, and it's clear that I need to get him out of my way. Fortunately, as I'm making dinner, I glance back and see that he's gone through to his bedroom. I guess he doesn't want a burger after all. That's fine by me; I'd rather be alone.
 
   After I've eaten, I go up to my room. The first thing I see is the large box of pills sitting over by the window. I want to pick them up, open the lid and take a look, but I'm scared that I might be tempted to start swallowing them. I still don't quite understand why my father has suddenly decided to let me off the hook, but I guess I shouldn't tempt fate. Besides, I know what he's like: he changes his mind frequently, so I won't be too surprised if he decides in a couple of days' time that he wants me to go back to see Dr. Larson after all. I still have to be very careful, and I have to make sure that I don't do anything that pushes him back to being my enemy. Walking over and sitting on the edge of my bed, I force myself to remember that although I might have won a battle today, there's still a war raging.
 
   After a moment, I realize there's a strange smell in the room, kind of like roses and lavender. At first, I can't work out where it's coming from, but finally I recognize it from earlier today. Maybe it's in my clothes, or in my hair, or maybe it's just a particularly vivid memory, but I can still smell the receptionist's perfume. I like it.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "I don't really know what to tell you," Robert Hopkins says as we sit on his porch. "Martina was my sister, but we weren't as close as we could have been. Life always got in the way. I suppose it was mostly my fault, really. I might seem like a relaxed old fart these days, but back then I was..." He pauses for a moment. "Do you have any siblings, Juliet?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "I don't know whether to say you're lucky or unlucky," he continues. "Sometimes I wonder what my life would have been like if I'd been an only child. Martina and I fought a lot. She was always very studious, very focused on the family business. It was pretty clear from the start that she was the one who'd be taking over the funeral home. I never really wanted to get involved, but I still resented the presumption. For a while, I guess I was kind of bad to her. I didn't give her the support she needed; in many ways, I treated her as if she was an enemy. When she died, we weren't really on the best of terms. We'd have sorted things out eventually, of course; brothers and sisters always come around. But then the accident happened and that was the end of it all."
 
   "So the last time you saw her, you argued?"
 
   He sighs. "I wouldn't say we argued, but it was definitely a missed opportunity to be friendly. I mean, we're talking about stuff that happened more than a decade ago. It seems so trivial and stupid now. Hard to believe, really, that we could have been so stupid. Time's very precious." He smiles. "If I can take a moment to lecture you, Juliet, let me impress that point upon you. Don't waste time on pointless arguments. You never know when someone's going to be snatched away from you."
 
   I take a deep breath. This is the second time in as many days that I've come to visit Robert Hopkins. I've told him who I am, and that my father was dating Martina when she died all those years ago. Initially, I claimed I was looking for a photo of her to include in some kind of scrapbook, but that explanation has kind of fallen by the wayside and now I'm just sitting here, listening to him talk about his sister. He lives alone, and I get the impression that he's never been able to talk about her properly. Besides, it's kind of interesting to hear his stories. The only question is whether I'm ever going to tell him the truth about Martina's death. That was my plan originally, but I can't bring myself to be honest. Not yet.
 
   "I remember the very last conversation I ever had with her," he continues after a moment. "It was a couple of days before she died, and I went over to the funeral home to pick up some papers. She was fussing 'cause her cat had disappeared. I can't remember the damn thing's name, but -"
 
   "Gizmo," I say.
 
   "That's right! Gizmo! Anyway, the cat had gone off somewhere, and she was fretting, and I made some kind of smart-ass comment about how she should be more focused on running the business rather than searching for that annoying little ball of fur. She damn near bit my head off."
 
   "So what happened to the funeral home after she died?" I ask, hoping to change the subject. After all, my memories of Gizmo aren't entirely positive.
 
   "I ended up with it," he says. "Of course, I sold it immediately. About two days after Martina's funeral, this Gilardi guy showed up and offered me a load of money, and I took every cent. Maybe I should have held onto the family business rather than let some corporate funeral set-up take over, but I didn't really care. Besides, I've invested the money and now I'm doing okay." He stares out at the garden for a moment. "I should probably regret what I did, but I don't. I'm happy with it." He turns back to me. "Anyway, what are you still doing here? Why's a nice young lady like you spending her time listening to a middle-aged guy ramble on about things that happened a long time ago?"
 
   "It's fine," I reply, feeling a little uneasy.
 
   "Got nothing better to be doing?"
 
   I smile. "It's interesting," I say after a moment. "My memories of Martina are pretty vague."
 
   "Here you go," he says, reaching into his pocket and holding out a photo. "Let's see if we can remind you. This is what you wanted, isn't it?"
 
   Taking the photo, I feel my chest tighten a little as I see Martina's face staring back at me. She looks a little younger than when I knew her, and her smile seems more genuine, but it's weird to see her after all these years. In the corner of the photo, Gizmo's eating from a bowl. Two lives, caught on camera for a moment; if it hadn't been for me, Martina would still be alive and Gizmo would at least have lived a little longer. Meanwhile, the funeral home would never have been passed on to Robert, so his life would have been very different. So much change, and so much drama, all because of my actions. I guess it's true: you make a choice, and the repercussions of that choice echo through the lives of everyone around you, in ways you could never possibly anticipate.
 
   "I should go," I say, tucking the photo into my pocket and standing up. I need to tell Robert about Martina's death, but I feel as if this isn't the right moment. It's weird to think that I could open my mouth and shock him by confessing that I was the one who caused her to crash, but at the same time I'd also be destroying my own life, and I'm not sure whether I'm ready for that yet. Still, I've got this growing urge to tell the truth; I don't know where the feeling is coming from, but it's growing and growing, and I'm not sure I can hold it back much longer. Even Jennifer Mathis can't help me right now.
 
   "You can stay for something to eat if you like," he says with a shy smile. "I'm just a lonely old man, but if you're really that stuck for company, I can whip something up."
 
   I shake my head. "No, I'm fine. Thanks. I need to get home." Without waiting for him to offer again, I hurry away from the porch. Once I'm out on the sidewalk, I realize I'm starting to panic. I just came close to telling him everything; I almost let him know the truth about Martina's death. If I'd done that, my entire life would have been changed forever. He'd probably have called the police and told them, although I don't know whether they could prove anything. After all, if the jack-in-the-box was ever found in the wreckage, it doesn't seem like they saw it as being very relevant. Still, I can't quite work out why I'm so keen to tell Robert what happened. The whole business with Martina is in the past; it's settled, so why do I have this overwhelming urge to put myself in danger by blurting out the truth? Perhaps I should find some other way to deal with these urges?
 
   By the time I get home, it's getting dark and there's no sign of my father. I head through to my bedroom and start going through the box of stuff at the bottom of the wardrobe. Eventually I find what I'm looking for: the box of pills I was prescribed many, many years ago by Dr. Larson. I never took them; instead, I made sure to squirrel them away for some vague purpose. It's not as if I was ever planning to swallow any of them, but I guess it seemed like I should always have the option. Now, after all this time, I feel like it's the right moment. Dr. Larson told me they'd cure me; he said they'd make me feel better, and happier, and more normal. Instead of telling Robert Hopkins the truth about his sister, I can just take a bunch of bills and become like other people. I carry the bottle over to my bed and sit down; this feels like a momentous moment, as if I'm about to say goodbye to myself. Obviously, the pills won't work immediately, but if I take one each day, I should start feeling the effects pretty soon. I'll be normal; I'll be like everyone else.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I slowly unscrew the lid of the bottle. Soon I'll be re-wired. Maybe Dr. Larson was right all those years ago when he said that I needed help; maybe it's just taken me a while to realize that I need help. I still remember walking away from his office; I remember the bottle of pills rattling in my father's pocket, and I remember how close I came to taking them. It was only at the last minute that my father decided I shouldn't be medicated. For the past eleven years, the pills have sat there, waiting for the time when I'd be brave enough to take them. To be honest, this feels like a kind of suicide. My body will live on, but my mind will be changed. My harsh edges are going to be removed. I'll be like other people. I'll be normal.
 
   "Goodbye," I whisper, imagining my old self slipping away like snake skin to reveal a new 'me' underneath: a good 'me' who won't do evil things. I should have done this a long, long time ago. Holding out my hand, I tilt the bottle and -
 
   Nothing comes out.
 
   I try again.
 
   Still nothing.
 
   I look inside.
 
   The bottle is empty.
 
   


 
  

Book 7:
 
   So Low
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "He drugged me," I say, holding the empty bottle of pills in my trembling hands. "All this time, he's been drugging me. Filling me with pills to change the way my head works, tricking me into taking all those chemicals." I pause for a moment, feeling a kind of white, tense rage rising through my body. I've been angry before, but never like this; this time, something's different. "That's why he stopped forcing me to see Dr. Larson," I continue. "He knew there was no point. They planned this together. They let me think I'd won, and then they slipped the pills into my food. It explains everything."
 
   "Does it?" Jennifer Mathis asks, standing next to me.
 
   It's close to midnight and we're in the abandoned ward. Since I discovered the empty bottle earlier today, I've been lost in my own mind, trying to work out what's been happening. I've gone over and over the situation a million times, thinking of every possible permutation, but I always come back to the same conclusion. I kept those pills securely stashed for over a decade, figuring that if I ever needed them, I had the opportunity to use them on myself. But now it's clear that not only did my father make me take the pills in that first bottle, but he's been making me take the same pills ever since. Pills to control my mind. Pills to change my mood. Pills to make me more normal, more like the kind of daughter he always wanted. He tried every other method, and eventually he went for the direct, pharmaceutical route. Damn it, how could I have been so stupid?
 
   "Everything makes sense," I continue, staring at the floor. "He insisted I had to go and see Dr. Larson, and then one day he just changed his mind. Out of the blue, he said I didn't have to do it anymore. And obviously that was because he'd come up with this plan." My father has always been keen on cooking, coming up with elaborate meals for us; now I understand why he cared so much about what I was eating.
 
   "When you say that everything makes sense," Jennifer replies, sitting next to me, "what exactly are you referring to? What didn't make sense before?"
 
   "My whole life," I say, still staring down at the dirty tiled floor. "The way I've been feeling. The way I've been acting."
 
   "All the things you've done? Are you trying to blame your father for the fact that you killed those people?"
 
   I pause for a moment. "These pills are designed to change the way I think," I say, holding the bottle up. My hands are still trembling as I read the label. "See? The whole point of them is to change my hormone levels, stuff like that. He used them to get inside my head and rewire my brain. How do I know what I would have done, or wouldn't have done, without all those chemicals flowing through my blood?"
 
   "I thought you were proud of your actions?" she continues. "I thought you'd justified those deaths to yourself. You killed Piotr Cymbalista because he was threatening Crestview. You killed Dr. Larson because -"
 
   "I know!" I say firmly. "But now I don't know what I really think! Even this conversation we're having right now, it could just be the pills making me think these things. Even..." I stare at her for a moment; it's as if all the illusions and lies are falling away from my eyes and I'm seeing the world properly for the first time.
 
   "Even me?" She smiles. "You think I'm not real? You think the pills drove you crazy, and that being crazy made you imagine me?"
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but I'm not sure what to say. The truth is, I don't know where Jennifer Mathis came from. Her presence in my life over the past weeks has been the big, unanswered question that I've been carefully avoiding. I guess I'm scared to find out who or what she is, because it seems so absolutely certain that the answer is going to be something I won't like. Sure, she could be a concoction that emerges from my own drug-addled brain; equally, she could have existed before I ever came to Crestview, haunting the corridors and waiting for someone who'd be able to work with her. There's just no way of knowing, thanks to my father: he's left me in a condition where I don't know what's real and what's imagined.
 
   He did this to me. It's all because of him.
 
   "You don't know for certain that these pills -"
 
   "I do!" I say, raising my voice a little. "I know! He's been putting them in my food! He's probably been grinding them down and adding them to my drinks! He's been getting them inside me, changing me, turning me in to this!" I drop the bottle and it rolls across the floor, eventually stopping when it hits the door jamb. "He thought he could mold me and shape me and twist me until I'd become the perfect daughter." I take a deep breath. "The only way to know what's really happening is to detox completely. I have to get them out of my system. Even then, my brain might be permanently changed, but it's my only hope. I need to go online and find out what the permanent side-effects might be. I've had these chemicals in my head for more than ten years."
 
   "And then what?" she asks. "You think you'll change?"
 
   "Of course I'll change. I'll have to change."
 
   "And you want that?"
 
   I stare at her.
 
   "You want to change?" she continues. "What if you don't like the change? What if the pills have been a good thing? I mean, they've allowed you to reach this point in your life. Until today, you seemed happy." She pauses for a moment. "What if you stop taking the pills, and I disappear? What if the pills have finally got you to the stage where you can deal with the world, and then you throw it all away?"
 
   "What if I don't stop taking the pills?" I wait for her to answer. "What if I just carry on taking them like a good girl?"
 
   "Then life will carry on in the same way as now," she says. "You don't seem to have noticed any side-effects, so what's the problem? I'm not trying to tell you what to do, but I want you to think very carefully about any decisions you make, because the consequences might not be reversible."
 
   I nod, knowing that she's right. I feel as if my entire existence is delicately balanced, and I have these conflicting desires that don't seem to make sense. I hate the idea that I've been secretly drugged by my father, but on the other hand I also felt - until I made this discovery - that everything was going well. I wish I knew what would happen to me if I cut the pills out entirely. Then again, maybe any kind of change to my mental balance would be dangerous. Jennifer might be right when she suggests that I should be happy with what I've got. Nevertheless, this anger isn't about who or what I am; it's about the things my father has done to me, and the way he's done them.
 
   "What are you thinking?" Jennifer asks.
 
   "I'm thinking that I need to punish him."
 
   "I see. And when you say punish..."
 
   "I've wanted to do it for years," I continue. "Years and years and years. I've always hated him, even when I was just a kid. I don't even know why, but from my earliest memories, I've had this really strong, visceral hatred of him. And now I've found out that he's been doing this to me, it's as if there's only one sane response."
 
   "How are you going to do it?"
 
   I shake my head. "I don't know. There are too many options. I'm not looking to torture him or anything like that. I just want him to know that I found him out, and then I want him to die so that I don't have to worry about him again."
 
   "And will this be the last one?"
 
   "The last one I kill?" I pause for a moment. "I don't know. But you'll help me, right? I mean, with the others, you were able to make sure that no-one ever went looking for them. You'll do that again. Right?"
 
   "Will I?" She smiles. "What if you stop taking the pills and I disappear?"
 
   "Then I won't stop," I say. "Not yet, anyway. I need to be in control of everything that happens. I've been thinking about this for a while. I took my driving test recently, because I knew I might need to kill him at home and then drive his body here." I pause for a moment. "I swear to God, that's the only reason I took that test. My father's been on at me for years, telling me I need to be able to drive, and then one day I said I was going to go for it. He was so pleased. I guess he thought his nagging had paid off. If only he knew the real reason I'd done it."
 
   "Sounds like you've got everything worked out," Jennifer replies.
 
   I nod. "All I need to do is work out the method, and I'm ready to start."
 
   "Today?"
 
   I nod again. "There's no point waiting. He deserves this. The longer I leave it, the longer I'll have to maybe make a mistake. I need to just dive straight in and strike as soon as I've made the decision."
 
   "And you're sure you're not missing anything?"
 
   I stare at her. "What do you mean?"
 
   "Just that you're focused so firmly on this one, overriding objective, that I'm worried there might be something else you've overlooked. Something that's happening, something important, that might have slipped your eye completely."
 
   "Like what?"
 
   "I don't know. I'm just... throwing the idea out there. You need to keep an eye on the bigger picture, Juliet. If you just focus on individual elements, you might lose control of what's really happening."
 
   "There's nothing," I say. "I'm good. I've got a plan, I just need to execute it properly. This time tomorrow, my father's gonna be dead, and I'll be sorted. Then I just need to focus on..." I pause, as I realize that my father's death would free me up completely. I'd have no problems, no hassles; I'd be free of his influence forever and I could make my own choices. "I can stay here," I say eventually. "Charles Taylor's living on borrowed time. Trust me, he won't be around much longer."
 
   "Are you going to kill him too?"
 
   "I won't need to kill him," I reply, feeling a new sense of determination. "The guy's been cooking the books for years. Don't you remember all that stuff Piotr Cymbalista was ranting on about? He might have been an asshole, but he was right about one thing: Charles Taylor has been taking money from the facility's budget and using it to finance his personal life. All I need to do is gather the evidence and make sure he gets caught. It's all there in the accounts. They'll need someone to take over, and I'll be the most obvious choice. I don't have to go off to college or do any of that crap my father wants me to do; I can just stay here and manage Crestview for the rest of my life."
 
   "Doesn't sound very ambitious," Jennifer points out.
 
   "I like it here," I say. "It's the only place I've ever felt comfortable. Why do I have to be ambitious? Why do I have to want to save the world? I'm fine here. If I stay, I can make it even better. I can treat the residents like they're real human beings, rather than just numbers to be fed into a machine. I can give them better activities. If I take a course in medicine. I can get rid of all the other staff and run this place completely on my own."
 
   "We'll see," Jennifer replies. "Just make sure you're seeing the wider picture, Juliet. Make sure there's nothing you're not seeing."
 
   "You keep saying that as if you're trying to hint at something."
 
   "Not at all. I just want to give you a little advice."
 
   "There's nothing I'm missing," I say, trying to control my frustration. "For the first time in my life, I actually know what I'm going to do." Taking a deep breath, I realize that it's true: I have a plan, and I'm going to stick to it, and everything going to be okay. The first part of that plan, however, is going to be the most difficult: I have to go home, tell my father that I know what he's been doing, and then end his life. I just need to work out the best way to kill him; after all, I hate blood, so I don't want anything too messy. Something neat. Something clinical. Something easy.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   Every morning, I check the animals one by one and make a note of their progress. I'm keeping extensive records, marking down the date when each of them died, as well as the circumstances of their death and any other relevant factors. It's important to take these things into consideration. After all, the seagull was found dead by the side of the road, whereas the neighbor's cat had to be stabbed, which means they have very different types of injuries. So far, they seem to be rotting at different rates, and in different ways, and they have different-colored maggots. I'm looking for patterns, but so far all I see is chaos.
 
   "Juliet!" my father calls out from the back door.
 
   Ignoring him, I grab the magnifying glass and train it on the cat's neck. The wound is dry now, and little yellow maggots are crawling through the flesh. This is exactly what I wanted to see: in fact, if I had the time, I'd just sit here all day, every day, even during the night, and try to catch the changing of the different states. The maggots are slowly getting bigger, and I'm curious to see what will happen when they've finished devouring the cat's corpse: they'll have to go somewhere, but what's the next stage of their life? When they've used up all the resources at their disposal, will they just die? In a strange way, I feel kind of protective, as if I want to make sure they're okay.
 
   "Juliet!" my father says, standing right behind me.
 
   "What?"
 
   "I just wanted to see what you're doing."
 
   "I'm doing my work." I turn to look at him. "Why?"
 
   "I just wondered." He peers past me, and I can see the slight look of disgust as he stares at the dead animals. He obviously hates to see them, but at the same time he's started to keep quiet about his thoughts. It's as if he's made a conscious decision to tolerate some of my behavior; he probably thinks I'll grow out of it eventually, and that there's no point pushing me any further. "Any developments?"
 
   "No," I say, looking back down at the cat. "It's the same as yesterday. I think the cold weather has been slowing them down quite a lot."
 
   "Do they work faster when it's warm?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Why's that?"
 
   "It's all about giving them the best conditions," I explain. "When it's warmer, they have more energy, so they move faster. It kind of makes sense, if you think about it."
 
   "And what do you think it'll be like when the weather changes? When it gets really hot, do you think they'll get a lot faster?"
 
   "When it's hotter, they'll have more energy," I say again, feeling as if he's not listening to me. "Most life forms like heat. To be honest, I'm not totally certain what'll happen, but I think they'll be a lot more active." I hold up the notebook I've been using to record my observations. "It's all in here. When I've got enough data, I'll start trying to work out what's really happening, but until then I'm just having to make a lot of guesses."
 
   "Sounds good," my father replies. "How many corpses have you got now, anyway?"
 
   "Four," I say. "There's the cat, and the seagull, and the hedgehog, and..." I pause for a moment, trying to remember the fourth; I'm sure there's a fourth, but now I can't remember properly. The cat. The seagull. The hedgehog. And the... I try my hardest to remember the fourth, but I guess I was wrong. "No, sorry, just three. I miscounted."
 
   "They kind of smell a bit," he points out.
 
   "They're supposed to smell," I reply, feeling a little irritated by his stupid comments. "Death isn't safe and clean. If that's what you want, you can just burn the bodies like..." I take a deep breath, reminding myself to stay calm. Even after all these months, I'm still kind of annoyed at the way my mother's body got burned. It's as if my father wanted to deny the natural process; it's as if he wanted to prevent any maggots from using her meat. "I'm not doing this because it's pretty," I say eventually. "I'm doing it because it's interesting and because I want to know what happens to a body after it's died. I can put up with the smell. It's a hazard of the job."
 
   "I've got to go off to work in a few minutes," he continues, "but you'll be okay at home by yourself, right?"
 
   I nod, peering more closely at the dead seagull. Doesn't my father understand yet? I want to be home alone; I need to be home alone.
 
   "I should be back at around five," he says, "but there's a chance I'll have to stay behind for a couple of extra sessions. There's a new case coming in, so I think maybe I'm gonna have to deal with a load of extra paperwork. If that's the case, you might as well just eat without me. There are some burgers in the fridge, and some fries in the freezer, but you could always try the chicken salad if you -"
 
   "That's fine," I say, keen for him to just shut up and leave me alone.
 
   "Okay," he replies. I hear him walking away across the grass, and then I hear him heading into the house. Finally I'm alone again, with the dead animals; this is how things should be, and I wish my father wouldn't keep interrupting me when I'm out here. My train of thought gets derailed, and it's always difficult to get back in the mood. For several minutes, I try to re-focus on the tasks at hand, but eventually I realize it's useless: my father's intrusion has done something to my ability to concentrate. Feeling annoyed, I start packing the dead animals back into their boxes, and finally I stuff them next to the woodshed.
 
   Just as I'm about to go back into the house, I notice a couple of flies sitting on a nearby wall. Stepping cautiously over to them, I watch as they scurry along the surface: they're so big and fat, it's hard not to be impressed by the way they're managing to feed off the dead bodies. It seems like such a waste to just burn a corpse, when it can be recycled by other creatures. I mean, I might find the bodies disgusting, but these flies see them as a banquet. Why should I do something that would deprive other creatures of something they'd enjoy so much? It seems much more fair to just let nature get on with things, rather than trying to live in some kind of sanitized, death-proof human environment.
 
   "Hey!" calls out a voice. "Kid!"
 
   Turning and looking over at the fence, I see our neighbor, Mr. Harriman, staring at me. He's the kind of old busy-body who often seems to be sticking his nose into other peoples' business, and there's something kind of creepy about his eyes, as if they're too small for his head. As far back as I can remember, I've always disliked him.
 
   "Your father around?" he asks.
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Well, when he gets home, can you ask him to sort out your yard?" he continues. "I'm starting to get a weird smell coming over the fence. I don't know what you've got going on in there, but it's making things real unpleasant around my back door."
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "Tell him I don't want to have to get the authorities involved, but he has to keep the yard clean. Whatever's going on over there, it's whipping up a stench that'd turn a demon's guts inside out. I'm having to keep my back door shut just so as my house doesn't smell bad. Can you tell him that for me?"
 
   I nod.
 
   He sniffs the air. "What the hell is that, anyway? It stinks like hell around here, like something died."
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "There's a lot of flies, too," he continues. "Big fat, juicy little sons of bitches, crawling all over my back window. It's not nice, and I know for certain that they're coming from your side of the fence. If I leave the door open, or even a window, they're gonna come flying into my place. You understand why this is a problem for me?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Tell him he just needs to get some bleach and clean up whatever's causing the stink," he says. "Just move it, burn it or bury it, and then cover the area in bleach. That oughta do it. If bleach doesn't work, he can try some other kind of disinfectant, but make sure he knows not to mix anything dangerous. I'm sure he knows what he's doing. If he can get the job done, I think the problem should be sorted. Can you tell him that for me?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Okay," he says with a sigh. "Just make sure and pass that message on to him." With that, he turns and disappears back into his house, leaving me standing alone in the yard. I guess I can understand, in a way, why Mr. Harriman doesn't like the smell; after all, it's pretty foul, and it must be harder for him since he doesn't know where it's coming from. At least I know what's causing it, and I'm in control of when it stops. Still, I don't think I'm going to get my father to clean everything up. I've waited too long to have all my specimens in place, so there's no way I want to just get rid of them to make Mr. Harriman happy. He can put up with the smell and the flies for a little while longer; after all, it's not like he has any right to get me to stop.
 
   I head down the side of the house and through to the front garden. I don't like coming out here, because I'm certain the neighbors will start to notice me; as I make my way to the mailbox, I think of all the curtains twitching as people look out and see me. I grab the mail, before glancing along the street. I don't see anyone, but I know they're all around, watching me and wondering if I'm okay. Sometimes, I feel as if the whole world has got its attention focused on me.
 
   Turning and heading into the house, I sort through the mail, keeping what needs to be kept and binning the rest. Once I'm done, I stand alone in the kitchen and listen to the silence. I like it when my father's out on a day when I don't have to go to school. I guess some people would get lonely, but not me: I like the peace and quiet, and I prefer to be undisturbed. I can relax and not worry about being watched all the time; I can just stand here, in the middle of the room, and wait until it's time to go outside at lunchtime to take another look at the dead animals.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   A knife.
 
   I'm going to use a knife.
 
   Even better: I'm going to use one of his knives. Two years ago, I bought my father a set of new steak knives for his birthday. They were just some cheap crap from the local store, and they've sat more or less un-used ever since. From time to time, I've glanced at them and thought they were a bad gift, but now I see that they're perfect: they're a symbol of his complete lack of appreciation, and of our pathetic, ritualistic relationship. I didn't care about him when I bought the knives; I just wanted to give him a gift so that he wouldn't complain that I'd ignored his birthday. Now, finally, those knives are going to be useful. I wonder if he'll notice the irony?
 
   As usual, my father is cooking dinner. It's 6pm, and I've been sleeping for most of the day in preparation for my next night shift at Crestview. I've come up with this elaborate plan to get hold of a steak knife and keep it hidden until after we've eaten. However, by some bizarre coincidence, my father has chosen to cook steaks for dinner, which seems particularly appropriate. It's weird to think that once we've eaten, I'm going to take the very same knife I used to cut up the steak, and use it to end my father's life; the blade'll probably still have meat juices and bits of food stuck to it as I slide it into his body. I suppose I could give it a quick wipe, but that seems kind of pointless. What matters is the end result: his death.
 
   "I just realized," he says, as he starts serving the food. "This time in a month, you'll be off at college. Are you excited?"
 
   "Yeah," I say, figuring I might as well play up to his expectations one more time. I keep my eye on his hands as he dishes up the food; I want to see the moment when he adds the powdered pill to my serving. "I'm super-excited. I just can't wait to get there and meet everyone and get started with my studies."
 
   He smiles as he brings the food over to the table and we sit down. I guess he must have added the pill while he was cooking, probably with the seasoning. After all these years, he must be pretty adept at getting the job done without letting me notice.
 
   "What's so funny?" I ask.
 
   "Nothing," he replies, with a big, stupid grin on his face. "It's just good to hear you being so enthusiastic, Juliet. I never thought I'd see the day when you're actually looking forward to making new friends. To be honest, I was thinking that maybe I'd have to drag you kicking and screaming to your first day, though obviously I knew that you'd be fine once you got there." He stares at his steak for a moment, then at mine, and then he swaps the plates. "Whoops," he says nervously.
 
   "Why did you do that?" I ask.
 
   "I wanted you to have the bigger one," he says, blatantly lying. It's pretty obvious that he almost gave me the 'wrong' steak, and now he's trying to cover the error. I bet this kind of thing has been happening for years; I can't believe how stupid I must have been to never have noticed before.
 
   "Can't I have the smaller one?" I say, hoping to put him on the spot. After all, it's pretty obvious that he's added the crushed pill to the bigger steak.
 
   "No," he says, "have the bigger one. You need a good meal inside you before you go off to work." He slices into his steak and takes a mouthful. "Are you going to miss that place when you're done?" he asks, speaking with his mouth full. "You certainly seem to have settled in pretty well. It's hard to believe there was ever a time when you weren't working down at Crestview." He stares at me, clearly waiting for me to say something. "Aren't you going to miss it at all?"
 
   "I guess."
 
   "You made any friends there?"
 
   "Yeah. One." I cut a piece off my steak and eat it; I still haven't decided whether I'm going to stop taking the pills after tonight, but I figure one more dose won't kill me. "Her name's Jennifer."
 
   "Jennifer?" He smiles. "You've never mentioned her before."
 
   "We get on really well," I reply. "She's a little older than me, but she helps me with stuff. She knows more about the medical side of things. In fact, she's really helped me to understand a lot of things that I maybe wouldn't have worked out on my own. I feel like I've actually learned quite a lot about how to look after the residents."
 
   "Sounds great," he says. "Maybe you should try to stay in touch with her after you go to college?"
 
   "Maybe."
 
   "I'm serious, Juliet. Friends aren't so easy to pick up. If you like her, you should make an effort to stay in touch."
 
   I smile awkwardly.
 
   "Then again," he continues, "you'll probably meet a load of new people once you're studying. You'll forget all about the people at Crestview. Hell, you'll probably forget all about me, too. Won't you feel a little sad at the thought of me sitting around this empty old house, all alone?" He smiles. "I'm joking. Don't worry about me, I'll be fine."
 
   We eat in silence for a few minutes. I'm not quite sure how I'm going to bring up the subject of the pills, but I know one thing for certain: before he dies, my father is going to know that I've caught him out. I want him to understand all the pain and anguish I've suffered thanks to him, and I want him to die with tears in his eyes.
 
   "Are you finding it easier to make friends?" he asks after a while.
 
   "Much easier."
 
   "And you enjoy it?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "I knew you'd pull through eventually."
 
   I can't help but smile, thinking about what's going to happen soon. "Are you proud of me?"
 
   "Am I proud of you?"
 
   "Yeah. Are you proud of me?"
 
   He smiles. "Well, that's a question I never thought you'd ask." He pauses for a moment, as if he's actually giving the matter some serious thought. "Yes, Juliet. I am proud of you. There, I've said it. In fact, I've always been proud of you. I know we've had some difficulties, and I know there have been times when you've probably thought I was being too harsh, but I only ever had your best interests at heart. You're my daughter. Of course I'm proud of you, not only for the way you've overcome your difficulties, but also for the way you've finally managed to find a purpose in life. I'm proud of you and I love you."
 
   I look down at my food. I hadn't expected him to say anything like that. Taking a deep breath, I cut off a large piece of steak and chew it slowly. In a strange way, I almost feel sorry for him. Almost.
 
   "In fact," he continues, "I'm going to be getting you a little gift when you head off to college. Nothing too fancy, but something I think you'll like very much."
 
   "What is it?" I ask, looking over at him.
 
   "You'll have to wait and see," he says, barely able to contain a big, goofy grin. "I ordered it today, but I'm not letting you see it until it arrives, which should be some time next week. I shouldn't have told you at all, but I guess it's fun to look forward to something, right?"
 
   I stare at him; it's as if right now, in this moment, he's totally happy about how I've turned out. I guess he's pretty pleased with himself. "I know about the pills," I say suddenly, surprising myself.
 
   "The what?"
 
   I take a deep breath. My heart is racing as I realize the time has come. There's no turning back now, no chickening out or showing mercy. "The pills. The ones you've been putting in my food. The ones that are probably in this steak right now." I wait for him to say something, but he just stares at me with a puzzled look in his eyes. "You don't need to lie anymore," I continue. "In fact, I'd be pretty offended if you did. I know about them, and I know why you did it, and I know what the effect has been. I know everything. I only found out yesterday, so your little deception worked for a long time, but now I know."
 
   "I'm sorry, Juliet," he says, wiping his mouth with a napkin. "I don't know what you're talking about."
 
   "The pills," I say, feeling a knot of anger in my chest. How dare he keep this charade going? "I know all about them."
 
   "What pills?"
 
   "The ones you've been giving me."
 
   "I haven't given you any pills."
 
   "Yes, you have."
 
   "No, Juliet. I haven't." He stares at me. "I have no idea what you're talking about."
 
   "You've been slipping pills into my food," I say, taking care to keep my voice firm and blank. I don't want to show my anger; not yet, anyway. "You've been doing it since I first went to see Dr. Larson all those years ago. You've been doing it because you want to change the way my brain works. You've been very successful. I didn't notice it happening at the time, but now it all makes sense. You and Dr. Larson worked together, and you tricked me for a long time. I wish I'd known this before..." I pause for a moment, before I realize that I might as well go all the way. "I killed Dr. Larson the other day," I say eventually. "He came to Crestview as a resident, and I killed him."
 
   I wait for my father to say something, but he just stares at me.
 
   "I know everything," I continue. "I know how you two conspired to slip drugs into my food, to change me, to force me to be someone else. I don't know if it worked. I don't know what I'd be like if you hadn't done it, but I'm sure it had some kind of effect. Maybe I'd have been a worse person without the drugs, or maybe I'd have been better. The point is, you didn't let me find that out. You made me change. You did this to me, and whatever you're thinking right now, you have to accept that it's your fault." I take a deep breath. "So are you proud of me now?"
 
   He continues to state at me for a moment. "The things you're saying," he replies eventually, "are very, very serious, Juliet."
 
   "I know. I'm not an idiot." I look down at my hands and realize they're still trembling slightly; I've always dreamed of confronting my father, of telling him the truth about the things I do, and now the day is finally here. I just need my hands to stop shaking for a moment, so I can use the knife on him. "I killed Martina too," I say.
 
   We sit in silence for a moment. "You did what?"
 
   "I killed Martina. I put a jack-in-the-box in her car to make her crash. I didn't really think it was going to work, but it did. That was the first time I killed anyone, apart from her cat. I didn't even hate her that much." I pause, thinking back to that day. To be honest, if I hadn't killed Martina, I think things would have turned out very differently: for one thing, I wouldn't have assumed from such an early age that I was evil; for another, I probably would've been much less willing to kill again. I guess something changes once you've stepped over that line.
 
   He smiles nervously. "Is this some kind of joke?"
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "You killed her?" my father says, clearly in shock. "You... put that thing in her car with the specific intention of making her die in a wreck?"
 
   I nod.
 
   He stares at me. "What the hell kind of a monster are you, Juliet?"
 
   "I don't know," I say, feeling my resolve start to weaken a little. I take a deep breath, determined not to become emotional.
 
   "You just admitted, to my face, that you killed two people. You murdered them." His eyes are fixed on me, and I can tell he's struggling with this news. "Is that it? Or are there more? Did you -"
 
   "Three others," I say, interrupting him. "One of my co-workers... a woman named Lizzie McGuigan. A guy at the home, Piotr Cymbalista. And..." I pause. "No, sorry, just two others. I was wrong. I miscounted."
 
   "I see," he says. It's weird, but earlier my hands were trembling, and suddenly they're completely still, almost like stone; his hands, meanwhile, have begun to tremble vigorously. It's as if he's on the verge of a nervous breakdown: I can see that he's about to crack. "Oh God, Juliet," he says quietly, with tears in his eyes. "I never thought... I never thought you could be like that. I knew you were odd, and a little different, but a multiple..." He pauses. "You're a serial killer!"
 
   "No!" I reply, dismissing such a stupid idea before - suddenly - I realize that maybe he's right. I mean, I don't know the exact definition of a serial killer, but I've killed a bunch of people over a fairly long period of time, and it's not like I was in some kind of psychosis. I just killed them each individually, for specific reasons, but I can see how someone else would think that maybe I'm a serial killer.
 
   "You're a monster," he continues. "Didn't you have any sympathy for those people? Don't you feel bad about what you did?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Not at all?" Tears are rolling down his face now. "Isn't there any human decency in your heart at all?"
 
   I shake my head again, forcing myself to stay calm.
 
   "Oh God," he continues, putting his head in his hands. "What the hell kind of child have I raised?"
 
   Putting down my fork but keeping hold of my knife, I stand up and walk slowly around the table. "Are you going to call the police?" I ask. "Are you going to tell them everything?"
 
   "I don't know what I'm going to do," he says, looking down at the table. "How could I have been such a fool? How could I have raised such a cruel, evil little bitch? I let myself believe you were changing, Juliet, but..." He pauses for a moment. "I was just fooling myself. There's no good in you at all, is there?"
 
   "Maybe it was the pills," I say as I get around behind him. I stare at the top of his head, and I hold the knife up, aiming for the slight bald patch on his crown. "I know I wasn't on the pills when I killed Martina," I continue, "but after that, I think maybe the medicine made some changes in my head. Altered the chemical balance or something. You wanted to change me, and you were successful, but I don't think I turned into the daughter of your dreams." I pause, waiting to plunge the knife into his skull; when I killed the others, I was always able to avoid having too much blood all over the place. I hate blood. I want this to be quick and easy. After all, it's the moment I've been waiting for all my life. I still remember when I was a kid, and I wanted to do this; I guess I never thought I'd actually go through with it. But I will.
 
   Right now.
 
   "This is all a joke," he says suddenly. "You're making it all up."
 
   Slamming the knife down, I feel it break through the skull and slice into his brain. He lets out a gasp, as an arc of blood sprays up into my face. Shocked, I pull the knife out and stab him again, and then again, and finally he drops off his chair, landing with a thud on the kitchen floor. Turning and hurrying out of the room, I head to my bedroom, feeling his blood dribbling down my face and onto my neck. At the last moment, I go to the bathroom instead, grabbing a towel and quickly wiping the blood away. When I turn to look at myself in the mirror, I see that there's no more blood at all. It's amazing how easy it can be to wipe away all the evidence.
 
   Staring at my reflection, I realize that I've done it. I've killed him. After all these years, he's dead. After all the pain and torture and misery, and all the nasty comments, and all the pills slipped into my food, I've done what I should have done a long, long time ago. I know most people would feel bad about killing their father, or at least they'd have some kind of regret; instead, I feel happy. I feel elated. For the first time in my life, I'm free. Never again will I have to endure his long lectures or his put-downs; never again will I have to be reminded of the fact that I'm a disappointment. I exposed his little trick with the pills, and I told him the truth about everything, and then I killed him like he was just some random asshole. My only regret is that I didn't do this soon enough.
 
   I stay in the bathroom for a while, figuring there's no particular hurry. After all, the only thing I really need to do is take his body out to the car and then go to work, but my shift isn't due to start for a few more hours. Eventually, I decide that hiding here in the bathroom is a totally stupid thing to do, and I'm starting to psych myself out. I need to go and face what I've done, and see his body. Checking one final time to make sure that there's no blood anywhere on me, I turn and walk slowly back through to the kitchen. I feel strangely pleased with myself, as if I've done something that would be beyond most people; I've accomplished something that has been building up for years and years. It took me a while, but I've finally done the right thing.
 
   "Hey!" my father says, smiling at me from the table. "You looking forward to work tonight?"
 
   I freeze, my mind going blank. He looks absolutely fine; it's almost as if nothing bad has happened at all. In fact, he's grinning at me as if the events of the past half hour never took place.
 
   "Phew," he says, patting his belly. "I'm stuffed. So, do you want dessert?"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   The ringing stops, the machine beeps, and a familiar voice starts speaking.
 
   "Hi, Mr. Collier. This is Stephen Larson again. I'm just calling to check on Juliet. I noticed she missed her last session, and I wanted to make sure everything's okay. If you could give me a call some time, we can arrange a more convenient time for her to come and see me. It's very important that we continue her sessions." There's a pause. "Okay. Call me back when you get a chance, Mr. Collier. I look forward to hearing from you."
 
   There's another beep, and I immediately press the 'Delete' button.
 
   To be honest, I don't know why my father has stopped making me go to see Dr. Larson, and I don't know why he apparently hasn't let Dr. Larson or his receptionist know about his decision. It's as if he's suddenly abandoned the whole idea. I mean, I'm really happy that I'm free of those sessions, but it's still kind of strange. The last time I went, I was given a bottle of pills, which Dr. Larson thought would make me better. At first, my father seemed to be totally enthusiastic about trying to medicate me, but suddenly he changed his mind and told me he wouldn't be forcing me to take the pills anymore. I've been puzzling over his behavior, trying to work out what he's thinking. One thing's for certain: something changed a few days ago.
 
   "Hello," I say, trying to make my voice sound deep, like my father's. "This is -" I pause, realizing that I don't sound like him at all. If I can mimic his voice properly, I can call Dr. Larson's office and tell him to stop calling. "This is Brian Collier," I say, but it's useless: there's no way I can make anyone think that I'm my father. I guess I'll have to find Dr. Larson's email address, or write him a letter.
 
   Heading through to my bedroom, I pull out an old model kit and take it through to the kitchen. This is the kit that Samantha and her mother gave to me when they came over recently; it's not exactly something I'd usually want to play with, but I figure I've got some time to kill. I pull all the pieces out, but just as I'm about to get started, I realize that there's no superglue. I search the box, but it's definitely missing. Figuring I can't make the model without glue, I put all the pieces away and then I just sit at the table, waiting until lunchtime. It's weird how some people, when they've got nothing to do, fill their time with pointless stuff; if I've got no plans, I prefer to just sit and wait for time to pass. Sometimes, I can empty my mind completely.
 
   "I'm home!" my father calls out suddenly.
 
   Turning to look at the clock, I see that it's 6pm. I must have sat in silence for more than six hours, which is way longer than I'd planned. I've missed the lunchtime check of my dead animals, but I guess I can make up for that when it's time for the late-night analysis. As my father comes through, placing his briefcase on one of the chairs, he smiles at me and then takes a look at the model kit.
 
   "Right," he says, "I remember this. You giving it a try?"
 
   "I can't," I reply. "The glue's missing."
 
   "Is it?" He frowns. "Well, I'll see what I can find. I don't think I have any superglue in the house, but I can pick some up tomorrow. Would you like that?"
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "I'll pick some up," he continues as he walks over to the fridge. "Anyway, right now I'm starving," he says, opening the door and looking inside. "You didn't touch the burgers, huh? How about I cook them up with some fries and salad? You think we can be a little unhealthy tonight?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Just a father and his daughter enjoying some good old burgers," he continues, grinning at me.
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "Good choice," he mutters, starting to set everything out.
 
   "I'll do it," I say suddenly, getting up and hurrying over. I grab the frying pan from his hand. "Let me cook," I tell him.
 
   "You want to?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Okay," he says, smiling. "You don't have to offer twice." Walking over to the kitchen table, he sits down and lets out a long sigh. "You wouldn't believe the day I've had, Juliet. All I want to do right now is kick back, have a good dinner, and relax. I've spent hours and hours staring at a bunch of stupid forms. I swear, some day I'm just going to crack."
 
   "Mr. Harriman wants you to clean the yard," I say as I pour oil into the pan. "He says the smell's getting bad, and he doesn't like the flies."
 
   "Mr. Harriman can go fuck himself," my father says. "Seriously, that guy's the most annoying person I've ever met. I've been living next to his place for almost a decade, and he's been nothing but trouble. Always complaining about one thing or another. I think it's his hobby or something; I guess his life's so dull and empty, this is the only way he can get any kicks." He pauses for a moment. "Do you think you can make it smell worse out there, just to piss him off?"
 
   "Maybe," I say quietly.
 
   "Do it. Get those flies buzzing all around his back door."
 
   "He said he might call the authorities," I continue. "Is that possible? Could he get us into trouble?" I wait for him to answer; when he doesn't say anything, I turn to him. "Could he cause a problem?"
 
   "No!" my father says, as if it's the craziest idea in the world. "Well, I suppose maybe he could. If it's a health hazard, he could kick up a fuss about environmental factors or quality of life, maybe get some inspectors called in to take a look. I suppose we could get fined or something. Maybe we should clean it up a little. I can -"
 
   "I'll do it," I say. I take the burgers and drop them into the frying pan. "He said to use bleach."
 
   "That should work just fine," he replies.
 
   "I'll do it tomorrow morning."
 
   "Well, that's another load off my mind. I've got to admit, Juliet, you're becoming very resourceful these days. But what about your animal projects? Aren't you bothered about having to cut your experiments short?"
 
   "I can live with it," I say. "I mean, I'd rather keep going, but I don't want to have Mr. Harriman causing any problems. If there's a chance he could call the authorities, I'd rather just forget about the whole thing. Maybe there'll be other opportunities to do some experiments another time. Anyway, I've got other things to be doing."
 
   "That's a very mature way of looking at the situation. Very mature indeed. Besides, I bet you've already got some good information, right?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Enough to be working with?"
 
   I nod again.
 
   "Okay, so I can stop worrying about what's behind the woodshed, can I?"
 
   I pause for a moment. "Yes."
 
   At that moment, the phone starts to ring. My father doesn't answer, and moments later there's a beep.
 
   "Mr. Collier," says Dr. Larson, "I'm just calling one final time to let you know that I'll be taking Juliet off my books, as per your email earlier today. This isn't something I want to do, but you've left me no choice. As I've already stated, I feel it's a mistake to end the sessions, but as her parent, you obviously have the right to do as you wish, and I can't force her to keep coming. If you change your mind at any point, I will of course be happy to continue our sessions provided I can be assured that there will be some continuity. Please call me if you'd like to discuss the matter further."
 
   There's a brief pause, and then the line goes dead.
 
   "Well..." my father says, seemingly a little confused. "I suppose that's..." He pauses. "Did I email him today?"
 
   "Didn't you?" I ask.
 
   "Did I?"
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "I suppose I did," he says, frowning. "Fuck it. To be honest, I've been so busy, I can barely remember what I have and haven't been doing." He laughs nervously, as if he's not quite certain. "It's all kind of rolled into one. But it's probably a good thing that you're not going to see him anymore. I mean, I always got the impression that you hated the sessions. You tended to have this sad look in your eyes whenever you came out of his office."
 
   "You noticed that?" I ask.
 
   "Of course. I mean, not many people would. It was very subtle. Very, very subtle. But I spotted it every time." He pauses for a moment. "I was right, wasn't I?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Exactly. There's no point continuing to bang our heads against a brick wall. It was worth a try, but Dr. Larson wasn't the right person for you, Juliet. I think we'll just try to manage things ourselves, a little less formally. Doesn't that sound better?"
 
   I watch as the burgers sizzle in the frying pan. As my father has been talking, I've been starting to feel as if there's something I'm forgetting. This whole situation doesn't make a whole lot of sense: why would my father suddenly decide to ignore Dr. Larson, and why would he not even remember sending him an email? I take a deep breath, trying to rationalize everything, and eventually I decide that there's not much point attempting to get inside my father's head. It doesn't matter why he makes certain decisions; what matters is that I no longer have to see Dr. Larson, and I no longer have to take those pills. I need to lighten up and stop worrying about why things are going my way. Glancing over at my father, I see that he's sitting quite happily at the table, reading his newspaper. As long as things are like this, I don't see that there's any kind of problem. Slowly, a faint smile crosses my lips.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "What's wrong?" my father asks, staring at me with a slight grin on his face. "Do I have ketchup somewhere?" He grabs a napkin and dabs at the side of his mouth. "Is it gone?" He pauses for a moment. "Juliet? Is there a problem?"
 
   "What are you doing?" I ask, still standing in the doorway. I feel like I might be about to have some kind of seizure: what I'm seeing, right in front of me, can't possibly be true.
 
   "I'm..." He pauses, looking pretty confused. "Well, I guess I'm slowly digesting dinner, and I guess now I'm going to stick the dish-washer on, and then go play a game of chess on the laptop. Just like every night." He stands up and gathers the plates together, before carrying them over to the counter. He's acting as if nothing happened: he seems to have completely forgotten everything I told him, and as he opens the dish-washer and starts loading the plates, I can see that there's no sign of an injury on top of his head. I remember stabbing him, but now it's as if it never happened.
 
   "Are you..." I start to say, as my heart pounds in my chest.
 
   "Am I what? Stuffed? Totally!" He glances over at me. "Seriously, I don't think I'll eat another thing for at least a couple of days. Aren't you full too?"
 
   "I..." Turning and hurrying back to the bathroom, I grab the towel I just used, and I try to find any traces of blood. Just a couple of minutes ago, I stood in here and wiped the blood from my face, but the towel seems to be completely clean. I turn and look at myself in the mirror again. Am I going crazy? I swear to God, I just stabbed him in the head and watched him die, after telling him about all the people I've killed over the years. Now it's as if the whole situation has been completely reset, and none of it happened.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I force myself to focus on the fact that I'm not crazy. I'm not; I can't be. Whatever's happening, there has to be a rational explanation. I know what I did earlier, and I know what's happening now, so I just have to find some kind of logical through-line from one point to the other. The only thing that makes sense is that when I stabbed him in the head, I didn't actually kill him: instead, I must have damaged the part of his brain that deals with short-term memory. That'd explain why he doesn't seem to remember the things I just told him. The wound on the top of his head must be there; it's just that, in my confused state, I didn't spot it under his hair. As for the lack of blood on the towel, I'm not quite sure how to explain that, but I'll work it out later. Right now, my father is walking around in the kitchen with a serious head injury, and I need to go and finish him off.
 
   My hands are shaking. Why the hell are my hands shaking? It's almost as if I'm becoming emotional, but that's not like me at all. I have to stay calm.
 
   "Juliet?" my father asks from the doorway.
 
   Almost jumping out of my skin, I turn to find that he's standing right behind me, smiling.
 
   "Honey, are you okay?" he asks. "You're acting kind of weird."
 
   "I'm fine," I blurt back at him. "But you, are you okay?"
 
   "I'm a bit tired," he says. "Got a bit of a headache. I think I'll just have a glass of wine and relax for the evening." He stares at me for a moment. "Well," he says eventually, "if you want me, I guess you know where to find me." Another pause. "You do know where to find me, don't you?" He waits for me to answer. "Juliet? You know where to find me, right?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Excellent," he says, turning and heading through to the lounge. Forcing myself to stay focus on the task at hand, I hurry back through to the kitchen. There's no sign of the knife I used to stab him, which I guess means he must have tidied it away when he was loading the dish-washer. Determined to make sure that I get it right this time, I take the large bread knife from one of the drawers, before making my way to the lounge. I figure this shouldn't be too hard; after all, he's basically brain-damaged already, so I'm just completing a job that's already almost done. I managed to attack him once, so why can't I do it again? I just need to make sure I don't psych myself out and allow my doubts to pull me back. I have to focus on the truth: he deserves this.
 
   "This is for the pills," I say, marching quickly into the room.
 
   "Say what?" he replies, glancing up from his laptop. "Pills?"
 
   "This is for the pills," I say again, holding the knife behind my back, "and the bullshit and the lies and the looks and everything. But most of all, it's for those fucking pills you forced down my throat. Every last fucking one of them. How many were there? It's been more than a decade, so how many of those dirty little things did you slip into my food? Thousands?"
 
   Closing the lid of his laptop, he stares at me with a confused look on his face, almost as if this is the first he's heard of any anger that I might be feeling. "Come and sit down," he says. "If there's something you want to talk about -"
 
   "I don't want to talk," I say, hurrying around the sofa and kneeling behind him, before pulling out the knife and reaching over his shoulders. "You deserve this," I continue, holding him down. "You deserve every second of pain and fear that you're going to feel. I fell for your little trick with the pills for a hell of a long time, but now it's over, okay? No more. Just be glad that this is going to be quick, because if I could figure out a way to make you suffer the way I suffered, I'd do it in a flash." With that, I slice his neck open; this time, I make sure to see the blood flowing from the wound, and I hold his shoulders firmly to make sure he can't get up. He struggles a little, but the brain injury has clearly slowed his reflexes. When he tries to stand up, I pull him back down, and finally his body goes limp. I wait a moment longer, and this time it's definitely over. He's dead.
 
   "Fuck you," I say, throwing the knife across the room and sitting back on the floor. My heart is racing, but at least I know I've finished the job. "Fuck you," I whisper. "Fuck you, fuck you, fuck -"
 
   "Juliet?"
 
   I look up, to find him looking at me with a puzzled expression. There's no blood, no wound, no sign of trauma at all; he's staring at me blankly, as if he's merely confused.
 
   "What's wrong?" he asks. "You seem troubled."
 
   Getting to my feet, I back away, trying to make sense of what I'm seeing. There's simply no way he can possibly be alive, yet I can't deny what I'm seeing. Twice in the past hour, he's managed to completely cheat death, and it's as if he hasn't even noticed what I've been doing.
 
   "You're dead," I say, my voice starting to falter. "I killed you..."
 
   "Excuse me?"
 
   "You're dead!" I shout, immediately feeling embarrassed for losing my temper. "You're dead," I say again, a little more calmly. "I saw you die. I saw the blood."
 
   "Okay," he says. "Perhaps you should sit down, and we'll talk about this."
 
   I shake my head. "No talking. I'm done talking."
 
   "Juliet," he says, getting to his feet and walking around the sofa, "I'm worried about you. Something's clearly not right. If you won't talk to me -"
 
   "Don't touch me!" I shout, moving away from him. "Don't come any closer!"
 
   He stands in silence, staring at me.
 
   "What the hell's wrong with you?" I scream, feeling as if I'm losing all control. "Why won't you die?"
 
   "I have no idea what you're talking about," he says, looking genuinely confused.
 
   "I killed you!" I scream, as tears start rolling down my face. "I killed you twice! Why are you still standing there?" I look over at the knife, which is still on the floor after I threw it across the room; this time, however, I realize that there's no blood on the blade. In fact, there's no blood anywhere in the room, despite the fact that I cut my father's throat just a couple of minutes ago.
 
   "Okay," he says, walking to the coffee table and picking up his mobile phone. "I'm going to call an ambulance," he explains, speaking slowly and carefully, as if he's talking to an idiot. "Someone's going to come and help you, Juliet. I think you need -"
 
   "No!" I shout, lunging at him and pushing him down onto the sofa. The phone falls from his hand, as I pin him under me. "I don't need any more of your help!" I scream as I slam my elbow into his face, breaking his nose with a heavy crunch. "Just stop it!" I grab his laptop, turn it onto its side, and then slam the corner into his eye, crushing part of the socket. Filled with a kind of anger I've never felt before, I smash the laptop against his head again and again, each time feeling more and more of his skull start to break. Eventually I stop and throw the laptop aside, and I look down at his bloody, crushed face. Frankly, I can't even recognize him anymore: the entirety of his skull from his forehead down to his mouth has caved in, and the damage is so severe that I can actually see parts of his brain sticking out from the gaps. I keep my eyes focused on him, terrified that if I look away for even a moment, he'll go back to normal.
 
   "Fuck you," I mutter, finally turning and climbing off him.
 
   "Juliet?" he asks.
 
   I don't need to look back at him. I already know what's happened. He's back to life again, as if he's become completely unkillable. "What do I have to do?" I ask, as tears continue to roll down my cheeks. "Just tell me what's happening?"
 
   "You seem upset," he continues, placing a hand on my shoulder. "Is something bothering you? Do you want to talk about it?"
 
   I shake my head, feeling as if I'm completely helpless. In the space of half an hour, I've stabbed him in the head, and I've cut his throat, and I've bashed his face in, and each time he seems to just spring back to life. It's as if there's some new law, some new piece of logic, that says I can't kill him. "What else can I try?" I ask, burying my head in my hands. "I don't have a gun. What else is there? Electrocution? Gas? Maybe I should go and get the pills and shove them all down your damn throat until you -"
 
   Suddenly something clicks in the back of my mind. It's as if there was this fog that I hadn't even noticed, but now it's gone. I feel strangely calm and clear, as if I understand everything.
 
   I remember what happened.
 
   I remember what I did.
 
   "Oh," I say, my bottom lip trembling. Finally, I turn and see that there's no sign of my father. I'm alone in the room, and it all makes sense. It's so simple, and so easy. How the hell did I manage to keep the memory suppressed for so long? How did I manage to not realize what was happening?
 
   Feeling strangely tired, I walk out of the lounge and through to the kitchen. My mind has gone completely blank: all I can think about is that I have to go and take a look. After all these years, I have to face up to what I've done. It takes me a few minutes to find the torch that my father used to keep in one of the drawers, but eventually I unlock the back door and head out into the garden. I go around to the side of the house and stand by the woodshed. Finally, I switch the torch on and shine it into the space between the shed and the main part of the house.
 
   There he is.
 
   My father's dead body.
 
   Just bones now, in a heap. Right where I left him after I killed him eleven years ago.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   "Sorry about this," I say, as I carry the dead cat across the garden. The maggots have really started to swarm all over the remaining flesh, as if they can sense that something's wrong. Their nice, comfortable world is about to be completely destroyed, but I suppose they've had a good life up until now. They've had a week to chew their way through the cat's corpse, and maggots probably don't have a very good perception of time, so I guess they won't be too upset. Besides, they might be just fine once I've buried them. For all I know, they'll be happier down there under the soil.
 
   Kneeling next to the little hole I dug, I lower the box down, placing it next to the boxes containing the seagull and the hedgehog. The maggots are already starting to wriggle between the boxes: white maggots and yellow maggots are intermingling, and I can't help but wonder whether they'll be friendly toward each other. There's a part of me that think it would be a shame to not witness this final part of the experiment, but I know I can't risk incurring any more of Mr. Harriman's anger. Sighing, I take the little shovel and start pushing soil back into the hole. Soon the corpses are completely covered, and within a couple of minutes the hole is filled.
 
   "Good luck," I say quietly, imagining the maggots getting used to their new home in the dark. It must be so strange for them, but I don't blame myself. They'll just have to learn to adapt.
 
   Standing up, I head back over to the woodshed. There are plenty of big, fat flies buzzing around and crawling over the walls, which makes me think that they're suspicious. I've already prepared a big bucket of water and bleach, so all I have to do is make sure the area is soaked. After all, Mr. Harriman himself said that this should be enough, so I figure the flies will give up living around here, and there won't be any more problems. The bucket is heavy, but I manage to lift it up and pour it all over the area where the boxes were being stored. I step back as the bleach solution runs across the path and into the flower-bed. I guess the flowers are going to die now, but that seems like a small price to pay. Once the bucket is empty, I set it down and admire my work.
 
   Just as I'm about to turn and go inside, however, I stop dead in my tracks. Something's wrong. I can't shake this feeling that maybe I've forgotten something. Looking back at the woodshed, I can't help but notice that the flies are still buzzing around the gap between the back of the shed itself, and the wall of the house. If I didn't know better, I'd say that there's something behind there. Setting the bucket down, I walk back across the river of bleach until I'm standing right next to the woodshed. There are flies everywhere, and I have to brush one from my face every few seconds. Buzzing all around me, they seem to be particularly agitated. I assumed they were attracted by the corpses of the animals, but now I'm starting to wonder if maybe there's something I'm missing. Is it possible that I'm overlooking another corpse?
 
   Scrunching up my nose in an attempt to avoid the stench, I slowly peer behind the woodshed, and I immediately see it: there's something down on the ground, wedged into the narrow space, covered in flies and maggots. I blink a couple of times, trying to rouse my blank mind so that I can perhaps remember what's happening, but it's no use: I feel as if there's some kind of fog all around my brain. I should know what's happening here, but I don't. All I can do is stare at what seems to be some kind of large creature, rotting away and providing sustenance for a whole eco-system of bugs. There are so many maggots, swarming all over the mass of organic matter, that I can't really get a good view of the creature, but it's clearly something large. My first thought is that maybe it's several animals, all bundled together; I grab an old tomato cane from nearby and hold it out, using the tip to push some of the maggots away. It takes a moment, since the squirming pile seems to be several inches deep in some places.
 
   Suddenly I realize what I'm looking at: a human face, most of its skin and flesh having been eaten away, with maggots crawling in and out of the wide-open mouth. Looking further down the body, I spot a hand sticking out from under the mass of maggots; with the fingers slightly curled over, it's almost as if the dead body is reaching up for help. Based on the studies of dead animals that I've conducted recently, I think this corpse must be something like a week old, although I suppose humans might rot differently to other creatures. Either way, it's clear that this is the cause of a lot of the stench around the yard, and I can't possibly leave it like this. The last thing I need is for Mr. Harriman to come poking about and find a full dead human. At the same time, I'm not quite sure what I'm supposed to do: should I bury the body, or just try to get rid of the maggots?
 
   Heading back inside with the bucket, I fill it up with some more diluted bleach before going back into the yard. Taking off my shoes and socks in order to keep them dry, I walk through the river of bleach until I reach the woodshed. I pause for a moment, feeling as if I really don't want to see any more of the body; eventually, however, I feel a little braver and I throw the water over the corpse. The maggots are immediately washed off and down onto the ground, leaving the dead body fully exposed. I want to look away, but I force myself to stare at the corpse. There's not much flesh left, with the maggots having had something of a feast; in particular, the eyeballs have been completely consumed, but there's still some hair on top of the head, while the body appears to be wearing clothes. It looks to be a man, although I can't tell for certain, and there's something strange about the lips of the open mouth, almost as if they've been sealed shut and then sliced open with a knife.
 
   I keep staring at the corpse, not even allowing myself to blink. When my mother died, I wanted so badly to have her corpse; I wanted to watch her and study her, and learn how her body rotted. That opportunity was taken away from me by my father, who chose to burn her to ashes instead. Now, though, I seem to have been given a perfect chance to watch a different human body as it degrades. It's not my mother, but whoever it is, I'm sure I can learn a lot if I keep a log of my observations. Then again, there's the problem of Mr. Harriman: there's no way he'll just keep quiet if the flies are still buzzing around, so I have to come up with some kind of plan. At least for now, I seem to have a temporary solution: the bleach has deterred the flies from landing on the corpse, so I can do this for a few days until I decide what to do. Ultimately, though, I'm certain of only one thing: there's no way I want to just abandon this body, especially when it seems to have landed so fortuitously in my lap. I have no idea who it is, or where it came from, but I feel as if it would be totally wrong to not take full advantage. Turning and hurrying to the back door, I grab the old tarpaulin that's usually used to cover the barbecue, and I drag it around to the woodshed. It takes a few minutes to get it fitted properly over the dead body, but finally it's in place and I'm confident that my secret will be kept for at least another day or two. Sighing, I realize that my heart is racing.
 
   Feeling a strange sensation on my feet, I look down and see that my bare feet are right in the middle of a patch of maggots. The creatures are crawling all over, and between, my toes; it feels really odd, but kind of fun. It's as if the maggots, having been washed away from their previous home, are desperate to find somewhere else to live. After a moment, I step aside before brushing the last of them away. I feel sorry for them, squirming in the bleach, but there's nothing I can do. It's not as if I can pick them up and transport them to some other, more suitable habitat. All I can do is notice that they're alive, and mourn them when they're dead; that's certainly a lot more than most people would do, so I figure I'm not being a bad person. I tried having a pet maggot once before, and my father flushed it away; to be honest, maggots aren't really meant to be pets, so it's probably a good idea to stop being so silly.
 
   Picking up the bucket, along with my shoes and socks, I turn and walk back to the house. I feel as if I need to wash my feet, and then I need to go online and work out what to do about the body behind the woodshed. My mind still feels slightly strange, as if I'm forgetting something important, but right now I'm going to focus on the tasks at hand. There'll be time later to worry about the future; there are so many things I have to do at the moment, I'm worried my brain will start to swell. I guess these things will get easier as I get older, but as I walk into the kitchen, something strange happens: I notice that the light changes, as if suddenly it's gone from morning to late afternoon. Checking the clock, I see that it's almost 5pm, which means I've just lost most of the day. I turn and look out at the garden, and it's clear that the shadows are getting longer as the sun sets. This kind of thing has been happening more and more, as if I'm losing whole chunks of time. Still, I suppose it doesn't really matter too much; it's not as if anything bad seems to be happening during the missing moments. In fact, it's almost as if I'm acting normally during those periods, even if I can't remember them later. Glancing over at the table, I notice that the letters has vanished. I check in the bin, and see that I appear to have opened the mail. Then again, maybe my father was the one who did that, even though I don't think he's home yet.
 
   "Hey," he says, suddenly walking through the door.
 
   "Did you open the mail?" I ask him.
 
   "Of course," he replies, going over to the fridge. "Why wouldn't I?" He takes out a pack of burgers. "So, who's going to cook tonight? You or me?"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "I drugged him," I say, sitting in one of the chairs in the rec room of the abandoned ward. "Eleven years ago, I drugged him, and then I forced the entire bottle of pills down his throat. By the time he woke up and tried to vomit, I'd also managed to superglue his mouth shut. I'd got some superglue as part of a model kit. I wasn't sure it'd be strong enough, but it was. He struggled, but there was nothing he could do. I just sat and watched on the floor of the lounge. When he was dead, I dragged him out into the garden. It was late, so there was no danger of anyone seeing me. I hid him behind the woodshed, just like I hit Gizmo's body a few weeks earlier. And then I went back into the house, and forgot. It was my proudest moment, and I just let it sink to the depths of my mind. Ever since then, I've imagined he was still alive, but I've been living alone. We didn't have any other family, and I managed to avoid attracting attention. I still went to school and stuff like that, and I managed to access his online banking and transfer money from his savings account to his checking account. I didn't need much money, and he'd saved quite a lot so... I guess I was kind of lucky, and as the years went past, I just kept on not remembering what I'd done."
 
   Sitting next to me, Jennifer Mathis waits for me to continue. When she realizes I'm finished, she puts a hand on my shoulder. "How do you feel?" she asks eventually.
 
   I stare straight ahead. "I feel... stupid."
 
   "Stupid?"
 
   I nod. "How did I manage to trick myself for so long? How did I manage to not notice that my own father wasn't even there? I mean, I saw him, and he seemed to be going about his life as usual. He talked about going to work, and he talked about all the usual crap he was getting on with. He even talked about how he wanted me to change and become a more 'normal' girl. How did I not realize that I was imagining everything he said to me?"
 
   "Anything else?"
 
   "I feel scared. What if I'm losing my mind? What if I've gone completely off the deep end?"
 
   "Do you think that's possible?"
 
   "No," I say after a brief pause. "I think I'm sane. I feel sane."
 
   "So he hadn't been slipping pills into your food?" she asks.
 
   I shake my head. "The bottle was empty because I'd used them all to kill him. I never would have realized the truth, if I hadn't tried to kill him again. It's just..." I pause for a moment. "I thought I was in control. All those times I was talking to him, I was just talking to myself. Those times when I thought he was doing things, I must have been doing them. I even remember him driving me to places, but I must have been the one behind the wheel."
 
   "And he had enough money to keep you from being found out?"
 
   "He wasn't rich," I reply, "but he had enough stashed away. He was saving to buy a boat some day, so he had almost twenty thousand dollars by the time he died. I didn't need much money, so I made it last. All those years. All those nights of sitting with him, and talking to him, and listening to him, and being mad at him... and he wasn't really there. It was all in my head. Every word he said; it was all coming from me, and I was looking after myself without remembering any of the things I was doing."
 
   "So now what are you going to do?" Jennifer asks.
 
   "Nothing," I say. "What am I supposed to do? I need to start earning money, but I've got this job, so that shouldn't be a problem. The money from my father isn't going to last much longer, so I have to make sure I'm okay. I've got the house, but I need a few basics, and I need to keep paying the bills."
 
   "Is that all you care about?" she says. "You just want to get by? You just want to find a way to make sure you don't have to move on from what you did?"
 
   "What else is there?" I ask. "I've spent my whole life trying to find something that makes me feel as if I belong. I've finally got that. It's this place. I feel like I belong here. I was never going to go to college; that was just something I talked about in order to keep him happy. Not that there was a 'him' to keep happy anymore. I guess he was just a hallucination. But..." I pause for a moment, realizing that I'm getting ahead of myself. "I just have to focus on what's real. I've spent too long allowing hallucinations and dreams to rule my life."
 
   "Where's the body now?"
 
   "Still in the garden," I continue. "I was thinking I should maybe move it, just in case someone finds it. Maybe I'll bury it. I kind of don't want it there. I just want to forget everything and move on. I can do this. I don't have to fall apart. I just need to keep my head, and focus on what's important." I turn to her, and for a moment I find myself wondering if I can trust my own eyes anymore. "You're real, aren't you?"
 
   "Me?" She smiles. "I think so."
 
   "But how do I know? I mean, I can see you and I can feel you, but how can I be certain?"
 
   "You saw through your father," she points out. "Now that you've seen how to get past an illusion, surely you wouldn't fall into the same trap again?"
 
   "Maybe," I reply, still not entirely convinced.
 
   "I guess you have to just trust me," she continues. "But you've seen the effects of what I can do. I'm the one who helped you cover up the other deaths, remember? Unless you think you've been secretly doing that all along?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "I'll always be here for you, Juliet," she says after a brief pause. "I know people have abandoned you in the past, but I want you to be absolutely certain that I'll never, ever go anywhere. I'll always be right here, sitting next to you, listening to you. You know that, right?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "I don't judge you," she continues. "I listen to you, and I try to help. You're the most important thing in the world to me, and I just want to help you deal with your problems." She takes my hands in hers. "You can always, always trust me, Juliet. Even if there's no-one else, you've always got me. Is that clear?"
 
   "Yeah," I say taking a deep breath.
 
   "And I certainly don't think you're evil."
 
   "I am."
 
   "No, you're not."
 
   "I should get going," I reply after an uncomfortable pause. Standing up, I take a deep breath, feeling as if I'm finally ready to face the world again. "I need to go and check on the residents."
 
   She frowns. "You do?"
 
   I nod. "This job is all I have right now. I need to make sure I do it right. Besides, if I'm going to have a chance of taking over when Charles Taylor's gone, I should really knuckle down and get on with doing everything properly."
 
   Jennifer stares at me for a moment. "Juliet, I'm not sure I understand."
 
   "I want the job," I tell her, heading over to the door. "I've never wanted anything so much in my entire life. Taylor's going to be out of here as soon as I've got all the evidence together, and I want to be the new boss. I know that might sound crazy, but I figure it's the next logical step, right?"
 
   "It certainly sounds logical," she replies, "but that doesn't mean it's going to happen."
 
   "Maybe not," I reply, "but I'm going to give it my best shot. You want to come with me?"
 
   She shakes her head. "Not yet."
 
   Walking through to the main part of the building, I can't shake the feeling that I'm finally feeling good about myself. It's a weird sensation, after years and years of seeing myself as a complete failure. Night after night, I'd work here at Crestview and then have to go home and face my father; now, however, I know that the house is empty, and I can just relax. Sure, it's going to be a little strange for a while, but it's nothing I can't handle. As I wander through to the red ward, I remind myself that I need to focus exclusively on Crestview for a while. Despite Jennifer's incredulity, I genuinely think I could have a good chance of becoming the new boss around here. Opening the door to Kenneth Jenkins' room, I glance inside and -
 
   He's not there.
 
   I flick the light switch, and find to my surprise that not only is the bed empty, but all his possessions have vanished. He used to have a small collection of magazines and newspapers on his bedside table, but now there's nothing; I hurry to the wardrobe, but there's nothing inside: all his clothes are gone. Starting to panic, I hurry out of the room and check the next room, but Mrs. Chester has also disappeared. I head to the next room, and then the next, and then I try the other wards, but it's the same story with each room: all the residents have vanished, and their rooms seem to have been stripped bare.
 
   Rushing to the reception area, I go straight to the office, but the door seems to be locked. I look through the small window and see that there's nothing in there: the desk, the filing cabinets... everything has gone. Turning, I see that the sofa from the corner of reception is also missing. It's as if someone has been in and taken all the people and all the furniture. Suddenly I realize that the place is also getting kind of cold, which is pretty strange since Crestview is usually kept warm for the benefit of the residents.
 
   "Something wrong?" Jennifer asks.
 
   I turn to find that she's come through to find me.
 
   "What happened?" I say. "Where the hell is everyone?"
 
   "Didn't you notice when you arrived tonight?" she asks, with a hint of a smile on her lips. "Crestview's been closed down, Juliet."
 
   "No," I say, feeling my heart pounding in my chest. "No way, that's not possible!" I try the office door again, and eventually I take my shoe off and use it to break the window, before reaching through and finally managing to turn the lock. The door opens and I step inside. "Where the hell is everything?" I ask.
 
   "Charles Taylor's luck ran out," Jennifer explains. "The owners finally discovered he'd been cooking the books. By the time they'd sorted everything out, they figured they might as well cut their losses and shut the place down. The residents have all been moved to other homes. Kenneth Jenkins, for example, is in a new retirement center in Florida, of all places. I'm sure he's much happier there."
 
   "No!" I say, raising my voice. "This isn't possible! Everything was fine last night!"
 
   "You weren't here last night," she replies.
 
   "I was!" I shout, turning to her. "I talked to you! I sat with you and told you about the pills!"
 
   She smiles. "Juliet, that was almost a month ago. The next night, you didn't come to work. Or the next night, or the night after that. Taylor had to cover your shifts himself, and then a few weeks later his little scheme was uncovered. Crestview has been all shuttered up for more than a week now. Everyone was let go. You'd have known all about it, except you hadn't been showing up for work."
 
   "I was here last night!" I shout. "I was here, and then I went home, and then this evening was when I realized the truth about my father, and then..." I pause, realizing that I can't trust my own memories anymore. "I was here," I say, trying to calm down. "I was here. You know I was here!"
 
   "You weren't here," she replies. "You were here a month ago, telling me about the pills, and then I didn't see you again until tonight." She steps toward me and puts a hand on my shoulder. "I'm sorry, Juliet. I thought you knew. Crestview's been shut down and sold off to a development company. They're moving in tomorrow to start knocking the whole place down."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   I should be in bed, but I'm not. I'm up late, past midnight, using my father's laptop to go online. Lately, I've had so many questions, so many problems to solve, that I've turned more and more to the internet. There's a whole world out there, filled with answers; I never have to ask my father a question these days, since I can just look it up via the laptop. For example, right now I'm researching blackouts. I'm trying to find out what makes a person have blackouts during the day, and how to stop them. I need to fill these holes in my mind; I need to know what I've been doing, and whether it's something that's dangerous. After all, the most important thing right now is that I remain in control of my actions.
 
   Then again, maybe it's not a huge problem. I've been having these blackouts for a few days now, and nothing bad seems to have happened so far. It's just that every so often, I'll be doing something and suddenly time will flash past. It's as if I shift from one moment to another, with no memory of what happened between the two points. It happens during the day sometimes, but it's definitely worst at night. These 'night shifts', as I call them, are becoming increasingly common, and sometimes I find myself wondering what happens during those missing hours. What am I doing? Where am I going?
 
   The internet doesn't seem to have any answers, though. For the first time, I'm drawing a blank, and I'm starting to get worried. What if I've got some kind of medical problem, like a brain tumor or Alzheimer's? Even worse, what if I've got leukemia like my mother had? I've been obsessively looking for the symptoms online, and so far I don't seem to match any of the lists I've found. Still, some types of leukemia are apparently linked along family lines, so my mother's illness makes it slightly more likely that I could get sick. What if the blackouts and 'night shifts' are an early symptom that most people don't notice? What if I'm dying?
 
   I need to make sure I don't go crazy.
 
   Getting up from the chair, I wander through to the lounge, where I find my father sitting on the sofa. He's not doing anything; he's just staring straight ahead, almost as if he's waiting for instructions. I go over to the stereo, select one of his favorite jazz CDs, and set it to play. I hate this kind of music, but I figure I need to do something to cheer my father up. After all, it's pretty sad to have him just sitting around the place, looking like his mind has become completely blank. As the music plays, he turns to me and smiles, and it's almost like I can see the lights come on in his eyes. He's responding to this simple little gesture that I made, and he looks normal again. This has been happening a lot lately. Something's changed, though I'm not sure what. He just seems... different, somehow.
 
   "What time is it?" he asks.
 
   "Late," I reply.
 
   "How late?"
 
   I look over at the clock. "Almost two. I've been up looking at stuff online. Is that okay?"
 
   "Of course it is. What have you been looking at? Cartoons?"
 
   "No. I've been reading about things. Just medical stuff, you know? Nothing totally important."
 
   "Is there anything you want to ask me about? Are you worried about something?"
 
   I stare at him for a moment. The last thing I want to do is start up a conversation about leukemia; besides, I'm pretty sure he'd just change the subject. Best not to even try. "No," I say. "I'm not worried. I just wanted to find out about some symptoms, but I think everything's okay. I was just being stupid."
 
   "If you're concerned about something -"
 
   "I'm not," I say firmly, feeling a little annoyed by his persistence. "I'm fine. I just wanted to make sure about a few things." I pause for a moment, feeling as if there's something slightly strange about our conversation. He seems slightly stilted, almost as if he's not quite asking the questions he'd normally ask. "Why did you email Dr. Larson and cancel my visits?" I ask eventually.
 
   "Why?" He stares at me. "Well, to be honest, I didn't want to put you through all of that. Last time we were there, I saw such a horrible, pained look in your eyes, and I realized I had to give it up. It was worth a try, and I'd have been a bad father if I hadn't at least made the effort, but it wasn't working." He pauses. "Do you think it was working?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "That's exactly what I thought. The guy had diplomas and accreditation coming out of his asshole, but that doesn't mean he was the right person to look after my little princess. I guess maybe it was a bad fit."
 
   "I'm glad I'm not going anymore," I say. "I didn't like him. I hope I don't ever see him again." I wait for my father to say something; when he stays silent, I realize he's fallen asleep. Deciding not to wake him, I quietly head out of the room and go back to the kitchen. Since I'm still not tired, I grab the model kit that Samantha bought for me. I arrange the pieces on the table and get ready to build the replica model fighter jet. At the last moment, however, I discover that there's no superglue. I check and re-check the box, but it's definitely not in there, even though the packaging clearly states that there's a tube inside. As I put the pieces back into the box, I suddenly realize that this has happened before. In fact, I think it's happened several times. I keep getting the model out and discovering that there's no superglue. I swear there was some superglue yesterday, though. Where did it go?
 
   


 
  

Book 8:
 
   The Final Shift
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Okay, so..." He looks down at the piece of paper, reading it over one final time. "Juliet Collier, right? Won't you come in and take a seat?" Stepping back, he gestures to a chair over by his desk.
 
   Smiling awkwardly, I step into the room. I feel so totally out of place right now. I'm in the offices of a law firm on the far side of town. Elstion and Mainhew is one of these establishments that strives to look up-market and wealthy, even though the mere fact of their presence in this scabby little town means they're automatically feeding off the bottom rung of the social ladder. There's something slimy and obsequious about all the people who work here, as if they think they deserve a better class of clientele.
 
   "I've got to admit," says Matthew Fox, the lawyer who's agreed to see me this morning, "I'm not entirely sure why you're here, Juliet." He walks around to his side of the desk and takes a seat. "My secretary said something about Crestview, which would be..." He grabs another piece of paper and takes a quick look. "Yeah, Crestview's the retirement home that was closed down a couple of weeks ago. I understand you used to work there?"
 
   "That's right," I say, trying to sound professional. It's crazy, but when I was on my way here today, I had a big speech all worked out; suddenly all the words have melted away.
 
   "Such a crazy story," he continues. "I mean, I don't know how much you know about what went on, and obviously I can't say too much, but the place was being run into the ground. It's hard to believe Charles Taylor managed to get away with so much, for so long, but sometimes these things just slip right through the cracks." He looks at the piece of paper again, as if he's reacquainting himself with all the details. "So. Juliet. I think I know why you're here, and the honest answer is that it's possible you won't receive your final paycheck. There's just nothing I can -"
 
   "It's not that," I say. "It's about my job."
 
   "Well," he replies, sighing, "I'm afraid that's well and truly gone."
 
   "It doesn't have to be," I say, opening the little briefcase I brought with me and pulling out a set of files. "I've prepared a little presentation for you," I continue, my hands fumbling as I open the files and set them out on his desk. Damn it, I feel so stupid right now. I spent the whole night printing out these documents, but in the cold light of day, they look so pathetic. "This is my plan for how Crestview can keep going."
 
   He stares at the files. "Right..." He says slowly.
 
   "It's a good plan," I say. "The basic idea is that I'd run the place myself, for free. I wouldn't need many staff. In fact, I'm not even sure I'd need anyone. I could run the whole retirement home myself. I wouldn't need to be paid a salary. The only thing I'd need is that I'd have to live on-site, but that'd actually be helpful because it'd make it easier for me to be in charge." I slide the introductory page out of the files and across the desk. "I know it probably sounds kind of ambitious, but I know I can do it. I just need you to see that it's possible, and that I can run Crestview in a way that generates a good profit for the new owners."
 
   "I see," he continues, looking down at the piece of paper. "Let me explain something, Juliet. When the dire state of Crestview's finances was laid bare and Charles Taylor was fired, the owners divested themselves of the operation as soon as possible. They did this by selling Crestview, and all its assets and debts, on to this law firm. That's kind of a side thing that we do. We buy up toxic assets, re-fit them, and sell them on so that we can make a profit. That's what we're doing with Crestview."
 
   "My plan can make you a profit," I say, taking a deep breath. "It's all outlined in this presentation."
 
   "I don't think you understand," he says. "We have no interest in maintaining Crestview as an ongoing operation. Our strategy with these types of asset restructuring programs is to sell the various asset groups off to different parties. We don't keep the operations running in any form. We're not a management company."
 
   "I know," I say, starting to feel as if he's not listening to me properly, "but I'm proposing something new. I'm proposing that you try to actually keep Crestview open and make a profit from its activities as a retirement home. All the day-to-day aspects of its operations can be left to me. All you really have to do is count the money, and I'm certain I can make Crestview profitable again within two or three months -"
 
   "Juliet," he continues, "we've already sold the land. Crestview's going to be knocked down in the next couple of days. A developer from over in Langston has already got planning permission to build a set of apartments. It's actually a really good deal. It's going to bring some new, high quality, affordable housing into the area. Crestview had, what, twelve residents? These apartments are going to be able to cater for up to forty people, of all ages. I've seen the plans. Hang on, I can show you." He starts going through his desk drawers, eventually pulling out a brochure and passing it to me. "You see? That's the future of Crestview."
 
   Staring at the front of the brochure, I see a smart-looking apartment building. It takes me a moment to realize that this is what they're going to build after they've knocked Crestview down.
 
   "I'm sorry you've had a wasted trip today," Mr. Fox adds. "I can see you've done a lot of work on this proposal, but unfortunately it's just not something that Elstion and Mainhew would ever be interested in pursuing. Even if we still owned the land, we're just not into asset management. It's too complicated. It gets messy. We like nice, clean transactions. You catch my drift? We buy the place, we cut it up neatly, we sell the pieces. There. Everyone's happy."
 
   I put the brochure down and stare at him. I was sure I had at least a chance to get Crestview up and running today, but now I can see that I've failed. There's no way I can change this guy's mind.
 
   "Juliet?" he asks after a moment. "Are you okay?" He grabs a box of tissues and slides them toward me. "I keep these for all those messy divorce cases I usually handle, but..."
 
   Suddenly I realize that there are tears in my eyes. I stand up, filled with a sudden urge to get the hell out of here. Grabbing all the documents and files I brought with me, I start stuffing them roughly into my briefcase. I want to stay calm and collected, but I can feel the tears running down my face; in my hurry to finish up, I start scrunching the papers down into the bottom of the briefcase, while Mr. Fox just sits and stares at me. I'm starting to sweat, and I feel as if I've just made a complete fool of myself.
 
   "There's no hurry," he says after a moment. "If you'd like to sit and compose yourself -"
 
   "No," I say, my voice wavering as I fight back the tears. As soon as I've got the briefcase closed, I turn and hurry out of the office, almost walking into the door on my way out. The receptionists look over at me, shocked as I march across toward the main door. Tears are running down my face, but I can't stop and wipe them away; I just have to get as far away from this place as possible.
 
   "Juliet!" Mr. Fox calls after me, but I push the door open and emerge into the bright morning sunshine. An old woman glances at me as she walks past, and I can see the look of shock in her eyes. It's almost as if she knows what a stupid thing I just did. How the hell could I ever have thought I'd be able to walk into Elstion and Mainhew and just persuade them to re-open Crestview? Am I fucking delusional? Or am I just, deep down, a total moron? Taking a deep breath, I walk quickly along the street, wiping my eyes in a desperate attempt to hide the fact that I'm crying. When I get to my car, I take a moment to calm down before I realize that I know exactly what I have to do.
 
   It takes me almost an hour to find Charles Taylor's house. I park just around the corner and take the final hundred meters on foot. Glancing at the nearby houses, I'm relieved that this seems to be a fairly quiet, leafy suburban street, so I'm fairly certain that no-one is going to notice me arrive. I walk quickly up the driveway, passing his car, and eventually I stop at the door and ring the bell. A plan is already forming in my mind; all I have to do is stay calm and get the job done. I look down at my hands and see that they're shaking; after a moment, however, the shaking stops, and I realize that I've managed to get my emotions under control again. That's always been one of my special skills: I can keep myself calm and focused when I really need to concentrate on the task ahead.
 
   "Who is it?" calls out a voice from the other side of the door. I recognize him immediately, although he sounds a little more timid and concerned than usual.
 
   "It's Juliet," I reply.
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Juliet, from Crestview."
 
   There's a pause. "What do you want?"
 
   "I just want to talk to you," I say. "I want to ask you a few questions."
 
   "I don't have anything to say. You need to speak to someone at Elstion and Mainhew about your paycheck for the final -"
 
   "It's not about my paycheck," I say, interrupting him. "I just want to talk to you about Crestview."
 
   "I'm sorry," he replies, "I really don't have anything to say to you."
 
   "Please?" I pause for a moment, waiting for him to open the door. "Just one minute of your time?"
 
   After a couple of seconds, I hear him slide the lock across, and the door opens. It's kind of shocking to see how he's deteriorated: he always looked so smart and well-groomed at work, but it looks as if he's spend the past few days just sitting around, not washing and not even stepping outside his house. He squints a little, clearly unused to sunlight. "What do you want?" he asks. "I really don't want to talk about any of this."
 
   "I just want to know what happened," I reply.
 
   "You know what happened. I got set up."
 
   "Set up?"
 
   "Someone cooked the books and framed me. They made it look as if I'd been stealing from the company's accounts, which is obviously a ridiculous claim."
 
   "Is it?"
 
   "Thanks for stopping by, Juliet, but like I said, I've got nothing to tell you. I hope you find another job soon. You were a good worker. Unfortunately, I don't think I'm in a position to give you a letter of recommendation right now."
 
   "I don't want a letter of recommendation," I say, stepping forward and pushing past him.
 
   "Okay, enough's enough," he replies, turning to me. "Juliet, you have to get out of my house."
 
   "It's a nice place," I say, stepping through into the lounge. "Did you pay for it with stolen money from Crestview?" I ask, picking up what appears to be a small marble statue of two naked men wrestling.
 
   "Juliet -" he starts to say, as he shuts the front door.
 
   Before he can get another word out, I turn and smash the statue into the side of his head, sending him reeling across the room. He steadies himself against the wall, but I hit him again and this time he drops to the floor. There's blood coming from a wound on the side of his forehead, but he's already struggling to get back to his feet. I watch as he crawls over to the coffee table and reaches up for his mobile phone; at the last moment, I step over him and push the phone away.
 
   "I bet you wish you hadn't made bail now," I mutter, walking over to the curtains and ripping them down from the railing.
 
   "Help!" he shouts. "Somebody help me!"
 
   Stepping quickly over to him, I wrap the curtains around his neck, and then I twist the ends and start to garotte him. He reaches up and tries to get free, but he's too weak.
 
   "This is for everything you did," I say firmly, pulling his head back so I can look directly into his eyes. "This is for fucking everything up. Why couldn't you just leave it all alone? Why did you have to make them close it down?"
 
   Gasping, he tries desperately to push me away. As I pull the curtains tighter and tighter, I see his face starting to turn red.
 
   "If you hadn't done this," I say, leaning closer to him, "everything would have been okay. I could have just stayed working the night shift for the rest of my life, and I'd have been fine. I'd have been happy. But you had to ruin it all with your greed and stupidity." I pull the curtains even tighter around his neck; his face is really red now, and his eyes are almost popping out of the sockets. I want to taunt him, to tell him how much I hate him and why he has to die, but the words won't come out, so I just move my face closer and closer to his until we're almost touching, and I stare into his eyes and watch as his life fades away. After a few more seconds, he stops struggling, and I realize the only movement comes from the force with which I'm still holding the curtains. Still, I'm worried he might be faking it, so I keep hold of him for a few more minutes before finally letting go. His body slumps to the ground, and I see a dark red line around his neck.
 
   I should feel bad, or sorry, or scared, but I don't. I just feel good. He deserved to die.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   I do this every morning now. Every single morning, without fail. It's a strange routine, but it's one that works.
 
   Tilting the bottle, I watch as bleach pours out and into the gap behind the woodshed. I've very carefully positioned myself so that I don't have to actually look down at the corpse that's wedged in the narrow gap; having previously enjoyed seeing rotting bodies, I've lately decided that perhaps I've seen enough. All that matters is that I keep the smell down and prevent too many flies from congregating in the area. There are a couple of meaty bugs on a nearby wall, but overall it seems that I've managed to successfully contain the problem. After emptying the bottle out, I turn and head back to the house. Job done.
 
   Once I'm inside, I carefully put the bleach bottle in the bin before washing my hands. I'm having to very, very carefully avoid thinking about what's being the woodshed; the subject is still somewhat raw, and I'd rather not have to deal with the truth. For now, I'm fairly certain I just need to keep on bleaching the area while I think of some other strategy. One thing's for sure: this arrangement can't last forever. I have to think of something else.
 
   "How you doing there?" my father asks as he comes through to the kitchen.
 
   "I'm okay."
 
   "Been out in the garden, huh?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "What you got behind that woodshed? Something fun?"
 
   Drying my hands, I carefully avoid answering his question.
 
   "I might have to work late again tonight," he continues, grabbing a bowl and filling it with cereal. "Do you think you can do me a favor, Juliet? I've left some bills on the table. Can you go into my online bank and pay them? Just use some of the boat money."
 
   I nod.
 
   "Good girl," he adds, ruffling my hair before taking his cereal over to the table. "I'm really glad I can rely on you for more of these things. It's good to have some help around the place."
 
   Pouring myself a glass of water, I go and join him at the table. It's weird, but although I don't want to spend time with him, I feel as if I should sit here in case he tells me anything useful. I need to learn how to do things around the house, and the internet can only teach me so much.
 
   "Don't forget to mow the lawn," he says as he eats his cereal. "You also need to clean the windows once a month. Bring in the mail every day. Take the trash out regularly. Little things like that, you know? If in doubt, look at other houses in the street and copy what they're doing. Don't worry about things like sprinklers or any of that crap. Just keep it nice and simple. The last thing we want is people noticing the house, right?" He pauses for a moment. "You not having any cereal?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Keep doing what you're doing with the bleach. It won't be forever. Whatever's behind there, it'll just be bones soon. Make sure you don't put anything big down the garbage disposal. The last thing you need is to get a blockage. In fact, don't use that thing at all, okay? It just introduces unnecessary complications. And make sure you go to school every weekday. If you start missing school, that's when they'll start asking questions. You sure you don't want some cereal?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Okay." He finishes his bowl. "I guess that's everything. There's probably a million things I've forgotten, but for now let's just stick to the basics. I should be home at around six or seven tonight. You think you can manage dinner? There's burgers in the fridge, or at least there should be. If not, just get some money out and go to the shop." He pauses for a moment. "I'm sorry there's all this responsibility on your shoulders, Juliet, but I need help keeping the house in order." Grabbing his briefcase, he heads to the door. "Oh, and vacuum the floors. Don't forget to vacuum. Got it?"
 
   I nod. Waiting for a moment, I hear him head out the front. His bowl of cereal is still sitting on the other side of the table, and it looks as if he didn't eat much; the bowl is still full, and the spoon looks clean. I move around and sit in his chair, and I start eating from the bowl. He was right: there's definitely a lot to get done today, so I need to -
 
   The doorbell rings.
 
   Sitting completely still, I try to work out what to do.
 
   It rings again.
 
   "Mr. Collier!" calls a voice. "You in there? It's Arthur Harriman from next door! I need a word."
 
   Figuring I can handle Mr. Harriman, and that it's better to get on the case sooner rather than later, I head through to the hallway and open the door.
 
   "Hello, Juliet," he says, staring down at me. "Is your father in?"
 
   I glance out and see my father's car in the driveway. I guess he must have walked or taken the bus to work today. "No," I say after a moment's pause. "He's out at work."
 
   "I don't seem to be having much luck catching him, do I?" he continues. "Well, did you give him my message the other day?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "I'm not one to nag, Juliet, but there's still a problem with those flies. There's less of them, but they're still around the place. Now, I don't want to call in the authorities, but I'm gonna be left with no choice if something isn't done soon. All I want is to be able to sit in my garden without being hassled by insects. Can you tell your father that?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "You home alone again?" he asks, seeming a little suspicious.
 
   I nod.
 
   "You're home alone quite a lot, aren't you?" He pauses. "Well, I guess your father has to work," he continues. "Still, it must be quite strange for you."
 
   I shrug.
 
   "Tell your father I'd like to speak to him," he says. "Face to face. Can you ask him to drop by tonight?"
 
   I think about this for a moment. "I think he's going to be home late today, but I can get him to come and see you tomorrow. Would that be okay?"
 
   "That'd be acceptable," he replies. "But make sure he gets the yard sorted out, or I'm gonna have to go poking about in there myself. Either that, or I'll call someone to do it. You understand?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Okay." He stares at me for a moment. "Well, I look forward to speaking to your father tonight or tomorrow."
 
   I nod, before swinging the door shut. Waiting in the hallway, I listen to the sound of Mr. Harriman walking back over to his own house. He's becoming a nuisance, and I need to find a way to get him off my back. There's only so long I can have him sticking his nose into my business. Sure, I could ask my father to go and talk to him, but I feel as if I want to prove that I can handle this situation by myself. Fortunately, I already have a plan; I always have a plan.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   Because it's daylight, and because I still haven't quite come up with a plan yet, I have to sit around in Charles Taylor's house for the rest of the day. I can't move his body yet, since someone would be bound to notice, so I just leave him on the floor of the lounge while I go and take a look around the rest of the house. Having found a pair of gloves in one of his coat pockets, I've put them on in an attempt to make sure I don't leave any fingerprints, and finally a plan forms in my mind: I'll just hide his body away, and everyone'll assume he's skipped bail. They'll look for him, sure, but it'll never occur to them that someone would have killed him. With a little extra help from Jennifer Mathis, I should have absolutely no problem making sure that his death is never uncovered. Now that I've got a plan worked out, I can relax a little; a plan always makes me feel better.
 
   As soon as it's dark outside, I go and fetch my car, backing it carefully into the driveway. It doesn't take long to get Charles Taylor's body into the trunk, and finally I'm able to do one final sweep for fingerprint traces before pulling the door shut and driving home. I feel strangely powerful as I make my way through the streets; I look like just a normal girl, and no-one knows that I've got a dead body with me. As I drive past a parked police car, I can't help but smile at the thought that I'm managing to keep everything so well hidden. It's as if I've waited my whole life to start playing some kind of elaborate game, and now I've got off to a great start. I just need to keep focused, stick to the plan, and - above all - remember to have a little fun.
 
   When I get home, I head straight through to the back garden. Earlier today, before I headed off to Elstion and Mainhew, I retrieved my father's bones from behind the woodshed and packed them carefully into an old cloth sack. It feels so good to finally know the truth: after imagining my father still being in the house for so many years, I'm suddenly free from all that baggage. I'm at the beginning of a whole new phase of my life, and I just have a few more hours' work ahead of me before I can slip these bonds completely. As soon as my father's body is packed in the trunk next to Mr. Taylor's corpse, I drive to Crestview. I've made this journey so many times, but never with so much confidence. In fact, I'm even starting to think that it might be a good thing that the place has closed down; instead of being stuck in a rut and facing a lifetime of skulking about those dark corridors, I'm now going to be free to pursue some other path in life. Driving through the deserted late-night streets, I can't help but smile as I realize I'm happy Matthew Fox turned down my proposal. Life is better this way.
 
   Pulling up close to Crestview, I stare out the window and see that there's a temporary fence around the site. A couple of bulldozers are parked nearby, presumably ready to flatten the entire building tomorrow. It's strange, but I feel as if the timing of this whole situation has worked out perfectly. I get out of the car and hurry over to the fence; it's no problem at all to slide one of the panels aside, and soon I'm backing my car right up to the building. I still have my old key for the front door, so I'm quickly able to start dragging Mr. Taylor's body out of the trunk and into the building. The lights are off, and it seems the power has been cut completely, but that's okay: moonlight is streaming in through the windows, and I know my way around this place. It doesn't take long before I've managed to drag Mr. Taylor all the way to the abandoned ward and then, finally, through to the rec room.
 
   Whereas it felt normal to be in the main part of the building with no lights, the abandoned ward feels a little odd in the dark. For some reason that I never quite understood, the lights in the abandoned section were always left on, so the place was lit up brightly. In the dark, it feels a little strange to be here, but I don't have time to be creeped out. I haul Mr. Taylor across to one of the storage cupboards, pulling open the door to reveal Lizzie McGuigan's rotting, bloated corpse. I'm immediately hit by the foul stench of decay, but I force myself to get on with the job, and it doesn't take much effort to push Mr. Taylor on top of her and finally shut the door. I pause for a moment, surprised by how well this whole operation is going, and then I head off to grab my father's bones from the car. Once that final job is complete, and the bones are laid neatly with Piotr Cymbalista's corpse, I stand back and admire my handiwork. I've done it. I've actually, finally done it. And then it hits me -
 
   No more deaths.
 
   I killed these people for a reason. Lizzie McGuigan was a cruel tyrant who was abusing the patients. Piotr Cymbalista was causing trouble. Stephen Larson made my life hell when I was a child. Charles Taylor ruined everything by stealing from Crestview and forcing the place to be closed down. And the list of my father's cruelties is just too long to detail. Still, I feel as if this chapter of my life is closed. I killed the people who needed to be killed, and now I don't need to kill anyone else. It's not as if I'm some kind of bloodthirsty monster who has to satisfy an appetite for blood. I'm totally comfortable with every decision I've made, and I feel as if I've taken the evil in my heart and used it for good. It's not my fault that I was born like this, but at least I've used my talents to make the world a better place.
 
   "Jennifer?" I call out, hoping that she might come to join me at this moment of victory. To be honest, Jennifer Mathis is the one part of this whole situation that still worries me. I feel as if she's inextricably linked to Crestview, and I'm scared of losing her when the building is pulled down. She's been so useful to me, and she's become my only real friend. If she goes away, I'll be all alone.
 
   Wandering through the corridors of the abandoned ward, I keep expecting to find Jennifer waiting for me, but there's no sign of her. Eventually I reach the bathroom, where I carefully remove the grating at the far end and take out Jennifer's mobile phone. It's been so long since my first night shift, when I found this phone ringing behind the grate and realized that Jennifer wasn't alive. I still don't know exactly who or what she is, or where she came from, and I guess maybe I'll never know the truth. Figuring that the phone might be my only chance to keep in touch with her, I slip it into my pocket before heading back through to the main part of the building. There's a part of me that's going to miss this place. I've always had a tendency to be nostalgic about buildings rather than people; I walk through the red ward, and then the blue and green wards, and finally I come to the reception area and realize that it's time to leave. This place has been good to me, and I would have happily stayed for the rest of my life. But those days are over now, and at least I have somewhere else to go. I have a life to live.
 
   "Bye," I say quietly. I wait a moment, just in case Jennifer Mathis decides to appear, but the whole building seems to be empty. Finally, I place my key on the coffee table, before turning and heading out the door. It's weird to think that this morning, I was desperately trying to find a way to save Crestview, and now I'm happy to leave the place forever. I guess I'm adaptable and resourceful. As I get into my car and pull away, I realize that I'm a survivor. No matter what life throws at me, I can make it through. I thought I was this weak, scared little creature, but now I know that I'm resilient. I've spent long enough living in the shadow of my father's ghost, dreaming up insult after insult, allowing his memory to push me around. I'm finally free, although...
 
   As I drive through the streets of the town, I realize there's one final thing that I've forgotten. One person I still need to visit. There's a part of me that thinks I should leave it well alone, and just forget about things that happened a long, long time ago. Still, I've been building up to this moment for quite a while, and I need to at least say goodbye properly. Perhaps I won't reveal the whole truth, but I still have to pay my respects and acknowledge the past. As I finally pull up outside Robert Hopkins' house, I think back to the day many years ago when I used the jack-in-the-box to kill Martina. Even before that moment, I always knew I was a bad person, but it was Martina's death that proved to me that I'm evil. If I hadn't killed her, I'd never have had the courage to kill my father or the other people. Sitting in the car, I stare out at Robert's house and see that the lights are still on. This is crazy. Everything is perfect. I've solved every problem and tidied away every loose end. I should just drive away and forget all about Robert and his long-dead sister, but I feel this irresistible urge to pay one last visit to a symbol of the past. Taking a deep breath, I get out of the car and walk along his driveway; I pause again, and then I ring the bell.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   Mr. Harriman's house is surprisingly hot; so hot, in fact, that I can't help wondering how he and his wife can manage to sleep. Then again, I suppose old people like to be warm at night. As I walk quietly through the darkened hallway, I glance up at a nearby clock and see that it's just after 1am. So far, everything's working out perfectly. I can even hear two sets of snores coming from upstairs, which means I can be certain they're both asleep. I just need a couple more minutes, and then I can get out of here and wait for the explosion. My heart is racing as I think about what's going to happen if my plan comes together.
 
   When I reach the kitchen, I head straight for the stove. As I'd hoped, it's hooked up to gas, which means I don't even have to bother with my back-up plan; I swear, it feels as if someone is watching over me, helping me to get everything done. After pausing for a moment, I turn all four dials on the front of the hob, and I hear the gas start to hiss; turning, I hurry back through to the hallway and out the front door, which I carefully pull shut after myself. I almost forget to remove the wire that I used to pick the lock. I guess I'm lucky that there was no alarm system, and that the lock was as easy to open as the website had suggested. Once again, it's as if someone is watching over me.
 
   Heading back to my house, I carefully lock the door and go straight to bed. I need to make sure that everything seems totally normal, and I have to avoid waking my father up. I can't sleep, though: I'm too excited. As time passes, I start to wonder if maybe the plan has gone wrong. What if Mr. Harriman woke up and smelled the gas? What if in some way the gas wasn't flammable? What if someone saw me going into the house, and warned them? A million possibilities pass through my mind as I stare up at the dark ceiling. Eventually I start to worry; after all, if this plan doesn't work, I'll need to come up with something else, and I won't have much time to spare. I was so certain that I'd be able to make Mr. Harrison's house explode, but now I realize I might have made a mistake.
 
   Suddenly there's a huge boom, followed by a crashing sound. The whole house shakes, and for a moment I start to wonder if I've gone too far. What if the explosion damages not only Mr. Harriman's house, but also mine? After what feels like a couple of seconds, however, everything calms down, but I can already hear people in the street outside. Climbing out of bed, I go through to the bathroom and look out the window; I immediately see that most of Mr. Harriman's house has been completely destroyed, with the top floor having apparently collapsed into the rear and the garden. The destruction is much more expansive than I'd anticipated, but fortunately there's enough of a gap between the buildings that my house doesn't seem to have suffered so much as a broken window.
 
   "What the hell was that?" my father asks, standing behind me.
 
   "Mr. Harriman's house exploded," I say, watching as people continue to run out of their homes to see the damage. Car alarms are blaring, and debris has been scattered hundreds of feet in every direction.
 
   "Huh," my father replies. "Why do you think that happened?"
 
   "I don't know. Do you think anyone would have survived?"
 
   He stares out the window for a moment. "I suppose it's possible, but to be honest the place looks wrecked. Look at the way the top floor has collapsed right down into the rest of the house. It looks like some of it's even gone through to the basement." He stares a little longer. "No," he adds eventually. "It'd be a miracle if anyone got out of there alive."
 
   "That's what I thought," I say, before pausing for a moment. "Should we go out and see if we can help?"
 
   "I'll go," he says. "You should stay here."
 
   "Can't I come?"
 
   "No, Juliet. It's cold, and it's chaotic out there. You have to stay in the house. Do you promise you won't follow me?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Okay. Good girl."
 
   I hear him heading downstairs, and after a moment I spot him emerging into the darkened street. Sirens are getting closer, and soon there are fire engines and police cars screeching to a halt nearby. I figure they'll be so focused on the damaged house, they won't bother knocking on our door too much; anyway, my father's already out there, wandering among the other neighbors as they stare at the wrecked house. Fascinated by the carnage, I spend the rest of the night at the bathroom window, watching as fire-fighters enter the rubble. It seems like nothing much happens for quite a while; eventually, however, I see a stretcher being taken to the back of the house, and a covered body is removed, followed by another. As an ambulance drives slowly away, I realize that my plan worked perfectly. Mr. Harriman and his wife are both dead, and I'm pretty sure there won't be any next-door neighbors for a while; not on the side of the house next to the woodshed, anyway.
 
   By the time I have to go to school in the morning, the street is still crawling with emergency teams, and there's even a news crew reporting on the explosion. Pausing for a moment, I listen as the reporter explains to viewers at home that two people died in what seems to have been a tragic accident; the gas stove is already being blamed, but at the moment it looks as if the gas was left on, and eventually it built up to such an extent that even the tiniest of sparks would have been enough to cause a massive explosion. I walk across the front garden, finding that there are pieces of rubble strewn all over the grass; I guess I'll have to clean up a little when I get home tonight, but for now I have to act as normal as possible. With my backpack over my shoulders, I just look like a girl who's on her way to school.
 
   "This is why I don't have gas," says a woman nearby as I cross the road. "We switched to an electric hob a long time ago."
 
   No-one really notices me as I make my way through the crowd, dressed in my school uniform. I can't help feeling that in some way I'm special; after all, there must be close to a hundred people standing around in the street, but I'm the only one who knows the truth about what happened. I guess there'll be a proper investigation, but I know what they'll conclude: they'll decide there was a tragic accident involving the gas stove, and they won't even think about the possibility that the Harrimans were killed on purpose. I mean, who would want to kill a quiet, retired couple? And even if somehow the possibility was raised, who would think that the girl living next door could be responsible? Reaching the end of the street, I turn and look back at the scene. My heart is racing with excitement as I realize that my plan worked perfectly. Still, I can't shake the feeling that someone, somewhere, is watching over me and helping me do these things. It just seems a little too easy; a little too convenient.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Juliet!" Robert says as he answers the door. He looks a little surprised to see me, which I guess makes sense; after all, we've only met twice before, and it's getting close to 9pm. "What are you doing here?"
 
   "I was just driving past," I say, figuring that I can't just blurt out the truth. "I thought I'd drop by and say hello."
 
   "Okay," he says, frowning. "Well... Hello!"
 
   "Hello!"
 
   He steps back. "Would you like to come in?"
 
   "Sure," I say, stepping through the door. It's pretty clear that he's confused by my presence, and the whole situation seems kind of awkward. He's got the TV running, and there's a plate of crumbs next to the sofa; I guess he's a solitary kind of guy who spends his nights sitting around by himself.
 
   "Can I get you something to drink?" he asks, heading over to the kitchen. "Tea? Coffee?"
 
   "Tea, thanks," I say. As soon as he's gone into the next room, I walk across the lounge. It's so weird to be in here; it's as if I'm invading someone else's space. Five minutes ago, he was happily enjoying his own company, and now suddenly he's been interrupted. He's at least thirty years older than me, which makes it particularly strange that I'd just turn up and come to visit him, and there's a part of me that wants to just turn around and get out of here. Still, I feel as if I have to say something to him about his sister. I've been planning to confess the truth to him, to tell him that I'm the one who caused Martina's death in that car crash, but now I'm starting to wonder if I should just let the past stay buried. Why give myself more problems? I mean, he might get angry and threaten to tell the police, in which case I might have to kill him and -
 
   Suddenly it hits me. I know exactly why I'm here. I want him to get angry. I want him to threaten me. I want to be forced to kill him. Earlier, I told myself that my killing days were over, but now I realize I'm deliberately trying to engineer a situation where I'll have no choice but to murder Robert Hopkins. A cold chill passes through my body as I realize that perhaps I've got an appetite for blood after all. I should turn around and get out of here. There's no need for any of this to happen; I could just make an excuse and leave, but something's still holding me here. I guess maybe I'm feeling nostalgic; after all, Martina Hopkins is where this whole thing began. If I hadn't killed her, I wouldn't be the person I am today. I wouldn't be so strong. I wouldn't be me.
 
   "Here you go," says Robert, coming through with two cups of tea. "Please, sit down." He sets the cups on the table, before moving some magazines from one of the chairs. "You'll have to forgive the state of the place," he says, seeming a little nervous. "I'm afraid I wasn't expecting visitors. To be honest, I never expect visitors. The life of the aging bachelor, huh?"
 
   I smile. It's fun seeing how nervous he seems; in most social situations, I'm the one who's awkward and a little out of place, but I feel as if this time the tables have been turned. As I sit down, I realize that I'm actually the more comfortable of the two of us right now. It's hard to believe I could have reached this point, but I feel as if I'm far more confident now that I know my father is dead. In fact, my mind is racing with ideas and plans, and all I want to do is get started on this new part of my life. First, though, I feel as if I have to confront the one final, unresolved part of my past; I have to make everything neat, and that's why I have to tell Robert Hopkins the truth about his sister.
 
   "It's strange," Robert says after taking a sip from his tea, "but after you were here the other day, I started going through some old boxes of photos. It's odd to think Martina's been gone for so many years. It feels like only yesterday that we were standing around in that old funeral home, arguing about some long-forgotten part of the business." He pauses for a moment. "I've never been one for family ties. Always been a bit too happy without all the complications, but somehow it seems more important these days." He takes a deep breath. "I probably never would have started thinking about her again if you hadn't shown up looking for a photo."
 
   We sit in silence for a moment. "When she died -" I start to say.
 
   "That was all so long ago," he says, interrupting me. "There's no point getting angry. What happened, happened. If I could go back and change it, maybe it'd be worth obsessing over it." He pauses for a moment. "I don't know if I'm religious, Juliet, but sometimes I think there's a kind of steadying influence behind all the chaos. Someone or something that knows the plan." He smiles. "Listen to me, getting all nostalgic and spiritual. Ignore me. Why don't you tell me why you're really here? I'm pretty sure a pretty young woman like you has better things to do than drop in to see an old man on a Saturday night."
 
   "Your sister," I say, feeling my chest start to tighten. "Don't you ever get angry? What would you do if you came face to face with the person who killed her? What would you say?"
 
   "I don't know," he says. "I've thought about it, obviously. He's only thirty miles away in the prison on Cedar Street, so I guess I could request a visit, but I don't see the point. It'd just be a negative experience for both of us. I've moved on."
 
   I stare at him. "What are you talking about?"
 
   "The drunk driver," he continues. "I've kept an eye on him over the years. He's been in and out of jail for various things. The guy's clearly an alcoholic. I feel more sorry for him than anything -"
 
   "What drunk driver?" My heart is racing; something doesn't make sense here.
 
   "Gareth Lockley. The guy who hit Martina's car."
 
   I stare at him. "No," I say after a moment, my hands starting to tremble as I place my cup of tea on the table. "There was no drunk driver..."
 
   "Of course there was," he says. "Martina was parked at a stop-light. The light went green, but Lockley was coming across the intersection and he didn't stop. Plowed straight into her car. They said it was instant and she never stood a chance, but I've always wondered if they told me that just so I'd feel better and not worry about her suffering. Lockley was a trucker. One of those big rigs, and he used to drive drunk half the time. They say he was so wasted, he passed out just after the crash."
 
   "That's not what happened," I reply, starting to panic. "She was driving, and she opened her glove compartment and a jack-in-the-box sprang out and made her crash."
 
   "A what?"
 
   "A jack-in-the-box."
 
   He smiles. "Where the hell did you get that idea from?"
 
   "That's what happened," I say.
 
   Smiling, he shakes his head. "It was a drunk driver. There were more than a dozen witnesses. Martina was just minding her own business and that asshole slammed into her."
 
   "No," I say. "She... She was driving, and she reached into her glove compartment, and this jack-in-the-box leaped out at her and caused her to lose control, and she hit a wall and... That's what happened, I mean, it's just what happened. I remember -"
 
   "Sorry," he says, shaking his head. "You've got your wires twisted. I've even got the death certificate somewhere, and some old newspapers reporting the case. She didn't lose control of anything. It was drunk old Gareth Lockley and his truck."
 
   "No," I say firmly, trying to stay calm. "She was driving along, and she opened her glove compartment and -"
 
   "I'm sorry, Juliet," he says, interrupting me, "but you've been misinformed. No matter how many times you keep saying it, it's not true. Juliet was killed by a drunk driver. He admitted it in court. It wasn't even the first time he totaled someone else's car, either, and sadly it wasn't the last. Hell, if you really don't believe me, go to the jail on Cedar Street and see if you can visit him. Hurry up, though, 'cause the last I heard, he was dying of liver cancer."
 
   I close my eyes for a moment, trying to concentrate on the truth. I don't know why Robert's making up this story about a drunk driver, but I know what happened. I put that jack-in-the-box in Martina's glove compartment, and just a few minutes later she was dead. It was a childish plan, but it worked, and it showed me that my actions could have consequences. Martina was the first person I killed, but she was in many ways the most important since she was the gateway. Her death showed me what I could do; if I hadn't succeeded in killing her, I wouldn't have been able to go through with the others.
 
   "It's in the past," Robert continues. "It all happened eleven years ago. I could have done more to confront the guy, but I'd have gone crazy if I'd -"
 
   "I've got to go," I say, standing up so fast that I bang the table. My cup of tea falls off the edge and hits the ground, spilling across the carpet. "Sorry," I mutter as I hurry over to the door.
 
   "Juliet?" Robert calls out, but it's too late. I'm already outside, hurrying to my car. "Juliet!" he calls again, as I fumble for my keys and unlock the door.
 
   "Fuck," I say as I drop the keys into the foot-well. I lean down and reach around for them; eventually I manage to pull them back up and start the car, by which point Robert has run out of his house and is leaning down to tap on my window.
 
   "Juliet," he says, "what's wrong? Why don't you -"
 
   Ignoring him, I start the engine and slam my foot on the pedal. The car lurches forward and the tires screech as I head down the road. Glancing in the rear-view mirror, I see Robert standing and watching as I drive away. I don't know where I'm going, but I feel like I need to work out what's really happening. I know for a fact that Martina was killed by the jack-in-the-box I put in her glove compartment, because if she wasn't... I swing the car left, barely taking my foot off the pedal as I take a hard turn and race through the night. I'm well over the speed limit, but I don't care; I just have to keep driving, no matter where I end up. As I stare at the road ahead, suddenly there's a brief flash, like one of the shifts of perception I used to get when I was younger, and I find myself on a completely different road, halfway across town. I slam my foot onto the brake pedal and come to a halt, staring at my hands on the wheel. How the hell did I just forget my journey? Taking a deep breath, I glance out the window to see where I am, hoping that maybe I've managed to get home already. But I'm not home. Not yet.
 
   Instead, I'm parked outside Crestview.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   Walking across the grass, I eventually reach my mother's grave. It looks as if the area has been recently mowed, so everything's kind of neat. Leaning down, I place a single tulip on the spot where my mother's little wooden box is buried. I know a tulip's not much, but I can't really afford to buy her a big bunch of flowers, so she'll just have to make do with something I was able to pick from a garden while I was on my way here. I know my mother was a nice person, and I'm sure she'll understand that I can't bring a load of roses every time.
 
   "I know it was you," I say, staring down at the patch of grass. "I felt you with me last night, in the house." I pause for a moment. "I don't think I could have done it without you. Everything seemed too easy, so I could tell you were there to help me. Thank you."
 
   Hearing a noise in the distance, I look over and see an old man coming out of the maintenance shed on the other side of the cemetery. He glances over at me as he locks the door, but he doesn't wave or even smile; he just turns and heads across the grass and out the main gate, with a sour look on his face. I guess some people don't like to say hello.
 
   "I kept wondering why everything was going so well," I continue, looking back down at the ground. "When I killed Martina, it seemed so easy, and I was kinda surprised that it worked at all. But then last night, while I was in Mr. Harriman's house, I realized that someone must be watching over me and helping me, and there's only one person I could think might be doing that. You didn't have to say anything. I knew it was you."
 
   I wait for some sign that she can hear me, but there's nothing. I don't really know what I was expecting today. I have no idea how ghosts work, but if my mother is helping me, surely she can give me some kind of signal? All I want is an indication that I'm not alone.
 
   "I'm sorry I ran away from you," I say, thinking back to that moment in the hospital when I ran screaming after my mother bled all over me. "I shouldn't have done that, but I don't like blood. It was the blood I was running from, though. Not you. I would have come back the next day and told you, but you died."
 
   I leave another pause, hoping that she'll take the opportunity to reply.
 
   "I don't think I'm going to need your help all the time," I tell her, figuring that I don't want her to think that I'm begging for constant attention. "Not for things like last night, anyway. I don't want to do that kind of thing again. But I'm having to do a lot more stuff around the house at the moment, now that..." I pause, realizing that I'm not quite sure how to explain the situation with my father. "It's complicated," I say eventually, "but I have to learn how to do things. It's kind of fun, but if you could keep watching over me, that'd be useful. I use websites to check information, but sometimes it's difficult translating instructions into actions, if you see what I mean."
 
   I stand in silence for a few minutes, giving her another chance to say something. Just as I open my mouth to keep talking, however, I suddenly realize that there's someone standing right behind me. My first instinct is to turn around, or to panic, but I force myself to keep staring at the grave. After all, if I look at my mother's ghost, she might vanish, and I prefer the feeling of having her around. I can feel her just inches from me, almost as if she's about to give me a hug. Standing completely still, barely even breathing, I try to make the moment last for as long as possible. Eventually, though, I realize I want to see her face. I know it's a mistake, and I know I'll probably ruin everything, but I just want to see her one more time. I take a deep breath, trying to fight the urge, but I'm too weak to resist for much longer. Turning around as quickly as I can, I hope that even if she fades away, I might at least get a glimpse of her before she goes.
 
   But there's nothing there, and the feeling of her presence has gone, and I'm all alone.
 
   Still, I know she was here for a few seconds, and that's enough of a sign. I'd hoped she might say something, but the sensation of her closeness will just have to be enough. After all, I can't be greedy. Making sure that my backpack is securely in place, I turn and walk quickly back across the cemetery. I need to get home and see what's happening; I'm sure there'll still be people picking through the rubble of the Harrimans' house, and I'll need to be a little careful. Still, it's better than having Mr. Harriman poking around behind the woodshed or - worse - calling in the authorities about the smell. As I reach the gate, I turn back and look over at my mother's grave. I'd give anything to see her face again, but I'll just have to make do with the feeling that she's watching over me. I've got a feeling that everything's going to be okay.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "What are you doing back here?" asks a familiar voice as I stand in the rec room of the abandoned ward. It's almost dawn, and I've been standing here for hours and hours, waiting for Jennifer to arrive. To be honest, I'd almost given up hope, but I figure I've got nowhere else to go. I need her. Finally she's here, and I turn to find her standing over by the door. In my whole life, I've never been so relieved to see someone.
 
   "Where have you been?" I reply.
 
   "Around," she says, smiling. It's as if she's being purposefully evasive. "Do you think I've got nothing else to do? Should I just sit around and wait for you to need me?"
 
   "You've got to help me."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "It's all gone wrong."
 
   She frowns. "What has?" Walking into the room, she circles me, as if she's studying every inch of my face. "It looks to me as if everything's gone very, very well. All the bodies are safely hidden, and the workmen have already started to arrive, ready to knock the place down."
 
   "What if they find the evidence?" I ask, looking over at the cupboards that contain the five corpses I've stashed here. It's hard not to imagine them tumbling out into view. "What if the workmen come through before they knock the place down, and they look in the cupboards?"
 
   "They've already been through to take a look," Jennifer replies. "They were here yesterday, making sure there was nothing they should remove. Section 15, paragraph 9 of the local construction code mandates that they have to look everywhere, including in all the cupboards, but of course they didn't bother. You know what people are like. Over-worked and under-paid; they just popped their heads around the door for a quick look, and then they ticked the boxes on their forms to say that they'd carried out a full inspection. There's only one job left for them to do now, and they're getting ready as we speak. I can hear the engines starting up. They're going to knock the whole place down."
 
   "They can't."
 
   "They're going to."
 
   "They can't."
 
   "Of course they can, and you can't stop them."
 
   "What about you?"
 
   "What about me?"
 
   "If they destroy Crestview, where are you going to go?"
 
   "Go?" She pauses for a moment. "Well, that's a good question. I suppose a lot depends on what, exactly, you think I am. You've shown a surprising lack of curiosity so far, Juliet. It's almost as if you're scared to ask, in case I disappear in front of your eyes. If I'm a ghost, I suppose I'll just have to hang around and haunt the new apartments when they're actually built. If I'm a figment of your imagination, on the other hand, I guess I can just follow you to wherever you go next." She smiles. "What do you think, Juliet? What am I? You must have an idea. You're not an idiot; deep down in your gut, what do you think I am?"
 
   "Tell me," I reply.
 
   "I want to know what you think."
 
   "Tell me," I say again, trying to stay calm.
 
   "Why does it matter so much?"
 
   "Because I need to know if you'll still be around after they knock this place down."
 
   "Then guess. Come on, surely you know. Or are you just scared of the truth?"
 
   I take a deep breath, determined to stay calm. "Just tell me," I say eventually. "Don't play games." Suddenly I hear a noise in the distance, and I turn to look along the corridor. It sounds as if wood and metal and glass are being crushed.
 
   I close my eyes.
 
   "What's wrong, Juliet? Is there something you want to tell me?"
 
   "I didn't kill Martina," I say suddenly.
 
   "Who's Martina?"
 
   "My father's girlfriend, years ago. The first person I ever killed. I found out tonight that I was wrong. It wasn't my fault."
 
   "So what? If it's in the past -"
 
   "You don't understand," I say, opening my eyes as I fight back the tears. "It was Martina's death that made me accept what I am. I knew from that moment that I'd always be evil. Pure, black-hearted evil. I knew I'd be a monster, so I embraced that side of my personality, but what if I was wrong? If I didn't kill Martina, if that was all just a childish misunderstanding, then none of this needed to have happened. I could have been normal after all. I could have had a normal life."
 
   "You still killed your father," she points out.
 
   "Because I thought I'd already killed someone else," I say, raising my voice. Why doesn't she understand? Tears are streaming down my face; I just want to curl up into a ball and wait for the building to collapse around me. "I thought I was a killer. I thought I was evil. But I wasn't. Not to begin with, anyway. Maybe I didn't -" I take a deep breath, and finally I start sobbing. It's been so many years since the last time I properly cried, and now it's happened twice in one day: first at the lawyers' office when I was trying to get my old job back, and now here; I'm losing control. "Why am I so stupid?" I say, my voice cracking as my lower lip trembles. "Why did I let myself believe all these things that weren't true?"
 
   "Come and sit down," Jennifer says, taking my hand and leading me over to the sofa. The floor vibrates a little, and there's a distant crashing sound. "There," she says as we sit next to one another. "I certainly feel real, don't I?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "And warm? My skin feels warm, doesn't it?"
 
   I nod again.
 
   "You just have to move past all of this, Juliet. Anyway, are you really so sure that you didn't kill Martina? What made you suddenly decide this today?"
 
   "Her brother told me," I say, burying my head in my hands. I feel the whole building shudder, and there's a sound of destruction getting closer and closer. I guess the workers have started knocking the place down, but I'm not ready to leave. Not now, and maybe not ever.
 
   "Maybe he's wrong," Jennifer suggests. "After all, he didn't exactly seem like he was totally on the ball. Before you take anything to heart, maybe you should go and see this Gareth Lockley person in prison, and ask him for yourself."
 
   I shake my head, and suddenly I realize the truth. Looking over at her, with tears still streaming down my face, I realize that Jennifer knows all about my visit to see Robert Hopkins already, which means she knows everything I know, which in turn means she's almost certainly just a product of my imagination. I don't need to tell her things, because she's already part of my mind. She's not real; as the realization sinks in, I feel this horrible, sick feeling in my heart.
 
   I'm alone.
 
   "Why are you looking at me like that?" she asks.
 
   "You're not real," I whisper.
 
   "I need you," she whispers with a smile. "And you might not think that I'm real, but if I'm sitting here in front of you, and if you can feel my touch, and if I can make you feel better, then surely I must be real? Can't I be part of your imagination and still be real?"
 
   I stare at her, still not knowing what to believe. The building shakes again, and this time it feels as if the source of the vibration is getting closer.
 
   "How can I prove it to you?" she asks. "How can anyone prove that they're real? You spent the last eleven years living with your father, but you didn't notice that he was dead for most of that time." She pauses. "You're hardly a reliable witness, Juliet."
 
   Again, the building shakes, but this time the tremors don't stop. I can hear walls being smashed down in the distance; eventually they're going to get through to this part, and I'll have to decide whether I'm going to stay or not. To be honest, I don't see much point in going anywhere; I might as well just get mashed up with the rubble of Crestview, along with all my victims. I don't even know who I am, not really, not now I've discovered that I didn't kill Martina Hopkins. That moment was everything; it was the act that made me see my true nature, and now I've found out that it didn't really happen. Some drunk driver took my kill. Then again, I still intended to kill her, so I still had a black little heart, even all the way back then.
 
   "It's getting closer," Jennifer whispers, as the whole room starts to shake. "Any moment now, a bulldozer is going to come crashing through one of the walls. Are you really going to still be sitting here when that happens?"
 
   "Why not?" I ask, still sobbing. "At least it'd be a quick way to die."
 
   "It wouldn't," she says. "It really wouldn't. Think about it. The machine slowly crushing you, squeezing your body until you burst. It'd take at least a few seconds. There'd be pain, Juliet. Unbearable, unspeakable agony. You'd feel your bones being crushed; you'd feel your whole body exploding as it's mangled into the building. It might be an interesting metaphor. It might even be poetic. But it most certainly wouldn't be quick or painless."
 
   "It'd be followed by nothing," I say quietly. "Nothing ever again." As the words leave my mouth, the ceiling starts to shake, and small amounts of dust start to fall. "Life would be over."
 
   She smiles. "You really don't get it yet, do you? You don't remember."
 
   "Remember what?" I wait for her to answer, but she seems determined to make me suffer. "Maybe it's better if I die," I continue eventually. "At least that way, no-one else has to become one of my victims. Do you have any idea how close I came to killing Robert Hopkins today? I wanted him to get angry at me. I wanted him to hate me. If I get out of here, I'll probably go back to his house, tell him the truth, and put myself in a position where I have no choice but to kill him. And then what? How much longer would I have to keep doing that?"
 
   "What's one more dead body on the pile?" she asks. The whole room is shaking now, as an ominous rumble gets closer and closer.
 
   "I'm not a killer!"
 
   "The bodies in those cupboards say otherwise, Juliet. They say you're a cold-hearted murderer who won't let anyone stand in her way. Think about it for a moment. Did those people really deserve to die? Some of them, maybe. But not all of them. Did Mr. Harriman deserve to die? Does Robert Hopkins deserve to die? Are you going to spend the rest of your life killing everyone you meet who doesn't live or to your high standards, or who causes you problems?" She smiles. "What about your father, Juliet? Did he deserve to die?"
 
   "But if -" Suddenly there's a huge crashing sound; I look up and see a massive cloud of dust at the far end of a nearby corridor, as one of the walls is ripped down. "If this is how I see the world," I continue, finally managing to hold back the tears, "then maybe I don't belong here. Maybe I should just accept that I'm not right." As I stare along the corridor, I see parts of another wall start to come down; moments later, one of the bulldozers rolls past, flattening the rubble. "Maybe this should have happened long ago. I tried my best, but some people just aren't made to keep on living."
 
   "You have to decide," Jennifer says, "but I promise you I'll be with you if you decide to keep trying. Whether or not you're sure I'm real, I'll be there. I'll help you."
 
   "It's not enough," I say quietly, watching as the second bulldozer smashes through a closer wall.
 
   "It's not?"
 
   I shake my head. The man in the second bulldozer turns his steering wheel, and the huge machine starts lumbering toward me. There's so much dust in the air now, it's getting harder and harder to see. I figure I can just sit here and wait to be crushed. It's not like I actually have to do anything; I can just sit here and wait for the end to come. Maybe Jennifer's right, maybe it'll hurt; but at least it'll be over. I stare at the machine as it gets closer and closer. Just a few seconds of strength, and I'll never have to feel any pain ever again. It's the only thing that makes sense. No more pain. No more fear. No more -
 
   "Hey!" shouts a voice, and the bulldozer slows down. Staring up, I see that the dust has cleared a little, and the driver is staring straight at me. "Who the fuck are you?" he shouts. "What the fuck are you doing in here?"
 
   I stare at him. My mind is blank and it's as if I'm rooted to the spot.
 
   "We've got company," the man says as he grabs a radio from the dashboard. "Call the cops."
 
   Panicking, I get to my feet and run along one of the remaining corridors. When I get to the end, I see that the section to the left has already been demolished, so I'm able to step straight out of the building. I turn to look back, but there's no sign of Jennifer. Hearing more shouts headed my way, I run toward the street and away along the sidewalk. If I look back, for even a moment, I'll probably see those men chasing me; I keep running, racing across intersection after intersection until finally I collapse on the sidewalk, desperately short of breath.
 
   "Are you okay?" asks a woman nearby, reaching down to my shoulder. Brushing her away, I get back to my feet and run as fast as I can. I feel as if I have to get away from everything; if only that man hadn't seen me at the last moment, I'd be dead by now and I wouldn't have to worry about anything. No pain. No fear. No regrets. Stopping at the next street corner, I try to decide which way I should go. For some reason, I'm filled with the urge to go back and face Robert Hopkins again, but I tell myself it would be a mistake to confront him right now, so I head home instead. That's what a normal person would do, right? A normal person would go home.
 
   As soon as I reach the house, I see three police cars in the driveway. Panicking, I slip down the side and through into the back garden. Hearing voices by the back door, I hide behind the woodshed, figuring I can just wait here until they've gone. My heart is racing, and I'm terrified that they'll find me at any moment. Closing my eyes as tight as possible, I try to work out what to do. I've got nowhere left to run, and nowhere left to hide; I'm almost out of money, and I have no friends. Looking down, I spot a piece of bone on the ground. It takes a moment before I realize that it must be from my father.
 
   "Juliet?"
 
   Opening my eyes, I look over to see Jennifer standing nearby.
 
   "It's okay," she says. "You can come out."
 
   I stare at her, unable to shake the feeling that she might be luring me into a trap. After all, I didn't hear those police cars driving away.
 
   "Juliet," she continues, "you've been behind there for more than two days. You need to come out."
 
   I stare at her. I don't hear any other voices nearby, but I didn't notice any kind of blackout. Have I really been hiding here for so two days? It's been so long since I used to suffer from regular blackouts, but perhaps they've come back with a vengeance.
 
   "Come on," she says, holding out her hand. Cautiously, and still not entirely convinced that I can trust her, I step out and see that the police cars have gone. "After you ran from Crestview," she says, "they had to check to make sure there was no-one else inside. That's when they found the bodies. All of them."
 
   "But they don't know it's my fault," I stammer, feeling as if my world is falling apart. The one thing I thought I could rely on was that no-one would ever, ever find those bodies. "They can't. There's no link to me. There's no way they can -"
 
   "Your car was parked outside," she replies, interrupting me. "They also used dental records to identify your father's remains." Leaning forward, she gently kisses my forehead. "They know, Juliet. They know everything. They're looking for you."
 
   "So what do I do?" I ask. "Tell me. I don't care, just tell me. Where do I go?" I wait for her to answer, but she just stares at me. "Tell me!" I shout, grabbing her arm. "Tell me where to go! Please! Fix this!"
 
   "Stop shouting," she hisses, her voice almost a whisper. "You'll attract attention."
 
   I stare at her. "I'll go to California," I say eventually. "I'll get a new identity, and I'll... I'll start a new life. I'll bury Juliet Collier and choose a new name. I'll never be me again. I'll be normal. I won't kill anyone. I'll find someone to marry, I'll have children, I'll be like everyone else. I'll just live out the rest of my life as a quiet, normal person. No-one ever has to know the truth about me. They'll just think I'm a totally normal, nice person, with no -"
 
   "California?" she says, raising an eyebrow. "Where did that idea come from?"
 
   "What's wrong with California?" I ask. "We can... we can..." I pause for a moment, trying to make sense of the thoughts that are flooding my mind. Reaching into my pocket, I feel the fragments of bone that I took from my mother's ashes.
 
   "You're babbling," she says, placing a finger against my lips. "Do you really think you can get out of this with some crazy scheme? Just like when you thought you could run Crestview single-handedly, or when you thought you could keep all your emotions under control? You're manic, Juliet. Crestview's gone. If you thought you could lock everything away where no-one would ever find the truth, you were wrong. You're not going to California. You're not going to hide away and be a normal person. You can't. They won't let you."
 
   "Who won't?" I ask, desperate for her to help me. "Why would they bother looking for me?"
 
   "You're a serial killer, Juliet."
 
   I stare at her, as those stone-cold words sink into my heart. "No," I say. "No, I'm not!"
 
   She nods. "My poor, sweet darling. You are. I tried to help you. I did everything in my power. If you'd just stayed away, Crestview would have been demolished and those bodies would have been missed forever. But you had to come rushing back, didn't you?"
 
   "I'm not a serial killer!" I shout. "Why are you saying that?"
 
   Before she can answer, however, I hear a noise nearby, and I spot a police car pulling up at the front of the house.
 
   "You've got to help me," I hiss at Jennifer. "Stall them. Do something. Give me time to get away go to California. I can handle the rest, but just help me! Meet me there! Go, and I'll catch up! It might take me a while, but I'll get there eventually, and I'll find you! Promise me you'll go!"
 
   "You wouldn't ever have killed yourself, would you?" she asks, grinning. "You want to live. You'll never give up. You didn't give up when your father died, and you won't give up now, even when it's so obvious that you haven't got a chance."
 
   "Stall them!" I shout, before turning and running across the garden. Reaching the fence, I start hauling myself up; seconds later, however, I feel someone grab me from behind, pulling me down and slamming me into the ground. I try to get up, but a police officer holds me down while his colleague aims a gun straight at my face. I struggle, but there's no way to get free.
 
   "Juliet Collier!" the first officer shouts. "You're under arrest on suspicion of multiple counts of murder. Full charges will be read to you at the station. You have the right to remain silent, and the right to consult an attorney. If you don't have an attorney, one will be provided for you."
 
   Still trying to get free, I look up at the top of the fence. If I can just get up there, I'll be able to escape and go to California, or maybe even abroad. I'm so close...
 
   "Is the other one with you?" the second officer shouts.
 
   I stop struggling and stare blankly at him.
 
   "Is the other one with you?" he shouts a second time, still holding the gun out toward me.
 
   "What other one?" I ask.
 
   "Just now," he says, glancing across the garden. "There was another woman with you. Where did she go?"
 
   "Another -" I pause for a moment, and then I realize he meant Jennifer. Relaxing, I let my head fall back against the grass and I start laughing. I'll still make it to California. I don't know how, but I'll make it some day. Jennifer will help me. There's no way she'd abandon me completely. I just have to wait, and she'll help me. She'll meet me out there in the sun. As the police officers handcuff me and start dragging me across the lawn, and past the woodshed, I can't stop laughing.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Eleven years ago
 
    
 
   Walking home from the cemetery, I find myself just a few blocks from Dr. Larson's office. It's been a couple of weeks since the last time I saw him, and I hate the thought of ever speaking to him again. Still, I can't help taking a slight detour so that I can at least see his front door. Stopping off at a convenience store, I buy an ice cream and then go sit on a nearby wall. I figure I should try to see Dr. Larson one final time, even at a distance, so I can prove to myself that I'm not scared. Besides, I doubt he'll notice me; I'll just sit and eat my ice cream and hopefully I'll spot him leaving work.
 
   After an hour, I'm still sitting on the wall, and there's no sign of Dr. Larson. Part of me thinks that this whole thing is silly, and that I should just go home. However, there's another part of me that's determined to see his face one final time. My stomach is rumbling a little, but I can't go home and eat yet; I have to see him.
 
   Eventually I start trying to pass the time by practicing how to laugh. There's no-one nearby, so I figure I won't attract any attention. I try laughing, but it sounds completely fake, so I try again, and again, but each time I just sound weird. I try tickling myself, but that doesn't work, and I try thinking of something funny, but that's no use either. It's been so long since I properly laughed, and I'm starting to wonder if I'll ever be able to do it again. If not, I need to get better at faking it, otherwise people are going to think I'm weird. Pausing for a moment, I try to remember what it's like when other people laugh. Finally, I give it one more try, but once again I just end up sounding like an idiot.
 
   Suddenly I see the door to Dr. Larson's office swing open, and he steps out. My heart starts to race as I watch him heading to his car, where he quickly throws his briefcase onto the back seat before climbing into the front and driving away. It was just a small glimpse, but I'm glad I saw his face. For a moment, I imagine what it would have been like if I'd actually gone over and spoken to him. He'd probably have tried to get me to go back inside so he could mess with my head again, but I'd have run away. Sometimes I wish I could sneak into his house and turn on his gas taps, and then sneak out and watch the explosion. Then again, I think the best thing to do would be to just ignore Dr. Larson's existence. He's part of the past, not part of the future, and I can't let myself get bogged down in things that aren't important.
 
   Deciding it's time to go home, I realize that I've been holding my ice cream for hours, and the chocolate has melted all over my hand. I guess I was so pre-occupied with watching for Dr. Larson, I didn't notice what was happening. It takes a few minutes to wipe everything away, but eventually I start walking home. As I pass the front of Dr. Larson's office, however, I glance over at his door and fail to notice a small step at the edge of the car park; I try to stay upright, but I quickly fall to the ground, gashing my knee against the gravel. The pain is intense, and I look down to see that I've ripped a piece of skin from my knee. I start brushing dirt from the wound, but tears are soon running down my cheeks as I start to cry.
 
   "Hey!" calls out a voice, and I hear someone rushing over to me.
 
   Looking up, I see a familiar face. As she kneels down and takes a look at my injury, I realize where I've seen her before: it's Dr. Larson's secretary.
 
   "That looks nasty," she says, smiling kindly. Reaching into her pocket, she pulls out a tissue and uses it to wipe my tears away. "Come on," she adds, taking my hand, "let's go and sort this out."
 
   I get to my feet and allow her to lead me into Dr. Larson's office. Although I hate the idea of being in here again, there's something nice about the feeling of having her hand touching mine. I sit on the sofa and watch as the secretary grabs a small First Aid box, from which she quickly produces a swab and some cream.
 
   "I bet that must have hurt," she says as she dips the swab into the cream. "This is going to sting, but it's important to clean the wound, okay?"
 
   I nod. Seconds later, she gently applies the swab and I force myself to keep quiet and calm as she teases out the pieces of dirt and gravel that have got wedged into the wound. Although she was right when she said that it would sting, I can't help enjoying the sensation of having her help me.
 
   "You're Juliet, right?" she asks, as she continues to clean the injury. "I remember you from when you used to come to see Dr. Larson."
 
   I nod.
 
   "You haven't been for a few weeks. How are you doing?"
 
   "I'm fine," I say. "I don't have to come anymore."
 
   "I see." She takes a piece of gauze from the First Aid box. "Today's my last day here too. I'm leaving to go and study out of state for a few years. I'm going to be a nurse, so this is good practice for me." She smiles as she cuts the gauze and carefully wraps it around my knee. "I think you're going to be okay, Juliet. Just make sure to show your father, so he can take care of it after you get home. If it gets left too long, it could become infected. You don't want that, do you?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "There," she says, after slipping a bandage over the gauze. "All done. See? Not so bad after all, was it?"
 
   "No."
 
   "If you like, I can drive you home. You don't want to be walking on that nasty wound, do you?"
 
   I pause for a moment, and then finally I nod. The secretary makes me wait by the door while she finishes closing up, and then she leads me to her car. It's strange, but although I usually hate spending time with other people, something about this woman makes me feel really comfortable. It's almost as if she has some kind of calming effect on me, and as she starts driving me home, I start to feel a little sad at the thought that I'll probably never see her again after today.
 
   "So how did I do?" she asks, glancing over at me. "As a nurse, I mean. How many marks would you give me out of ten?"
 
   "Ten," I say.
 
   "Come on," she replies with a laugh, "you don't have to be nice. Don't be scared of hurting my feelings. Honestly, how many out of ten?"
 
   "Ten," I say again, smiling a little.
 
   "Well, that's very nice of you," she says. "I'm not sure I believe you completely, but I'll take a compliment when it's offered."
 
   "Are you going to be doing things like this when you're a nurse?" I ask.
 
   "I don't think so," she replies, keeping her eyes on the road. "I think I'm going to be specializing in care for elderly patients. Is this your street?"
 
   Looking out the window, I realize we're approaching my house. "Over there," I say reluctantly, not wanting the journey to end.
 
   "Wow," she says, staring out at the rubble where Mr. Harriman's house once stood. "What happened there?"
 
   "There was an explosion last night," I say. "Something to do with gas. My next-door neighbor and his wife got killed."
 
   "Oh God," she continues, turning to me with a sad look in her eyes. "That's so awful!"
 
   I nod. "I don't think they suffered," I point out. "It must have been really quick. They just got, like, blown up while they were asleep."
 
   "I guess so." She sighs. "Well, Juliet. I guess this is goodbye. I hope your knee heels soon. Don't forget to have your father take a look at it, okay?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Great," she says, leaning across me and opening the door on my side. "I've got to get home and finish packing," she continues. "You wouldn't believe how many things you have to do when you're moving house."
 
   I sit and stare at her. For a moment, it occurs to me that maybe I could ask her to help me. I could tell her that something seems to be wrong with my father, and that there's something nasty behind the woodshed; I could ask her to come into the house, and I could tell her everything. I could even tell her about Martina. There's just something about this woman that makes me feel that she'd be nice to me, and that she'd understand me. Eventually, however, I realize that I'm being stupid. Turning to get out of the car, I spot her name badge sitting on the dashboard.
 
   "Is that your name?" I ask.
 
   "Yep," she says. "Jennifer Mathis."
 
   "It's a nice name," I say, getting out of the car and pushing the door shut, before standing back and staring at her. She smiles and waves before pulling away, and I watch as her car heads down the street and eventually disappears from view. I wish she'd stayed, but I suppose I shouldn't be trying to rely on other people. Only a weak and feeble person would cling to something that amounted to little more than a brief moment of kindness from a stranger. Forcing myself to forget about Jennifer Mathis, I cross the road. I'm on my own now. I can't rely on my father; for some reason, he seems vague and distant these days. I'm alone, but that's okay. I don't need anyone else. Taking care to step around all the debris on the lawn, I head into the house.
 
   


 
  

Postscript
 
    
 
   Shortly after her arrest, Juliet Collier was charged with five counts of murder: the victims were named as her father Brian Collier; her co-worker Elizabeth McGuigan; her boss Charles Eric Taylor; Piotr Cymbalista, the father of one of Crestview's residents; and Dr. Stephen Larson, her former therapist and, at the time of his death, a patient at Crestview.
 
    
 
   After undergoing psychiatric evaluation, Juliet was deemed not competent to stand trial, and she was eventually ordered to be detained indefinitely at a facility on the east coast. She was dubbed 'The Crestview Killer' by reporters, who claimed that she was one of the youngest female serial killers in US history. Her supposed accomplice, if she existed, has never been apprehended, and it was eventually accepted that Juliet was most likely working alone.
 
    
 
   Shortly before her fortieth birthday, and having completed two decades' of intensive psychiatric treatment, Juliet Collier was released from custodial psychiatric care. Her recovery was described as miraculous, and she was deemed to no longer be a danger to society. She took a new name, and is believed to have settled in California.
 
   


 
  

Devil's Briar
 
  
 
  



Book 1:
 
    
 
   Arrival
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Today.
 
    
 
   "Devil's Briar was on a few early maps," shouts Bill, trying to be heard over the sound of the spluttering engine as our truck bounces along the dirt road, "but it was generally assumed that the place was just a small encampment. A few houses, maybe a well for water, nothing of any real importance or permanence." At that moment, the truck hits a particularly large bump, jolting us violently. "Those old maps were notoriously unreliable," he adds, barely even missing a beat. "Seriously, if we went looking for every scratchy little town that might or might not have existed, we'd be -"
 
   "Rock!" I shout, pointing at a boulder that's sitting straight in the middle of the road.
 
   Bill looks ahead and sees the boulder just in time. He turns the wheel sharply to the left and the truck careers off the dirt road and into the brush. For a moment, it seems like we might be about to overturn, but the heavily-laden truck just about manages to remain the right way up as Bill slows us down and we come to a halt just at the edge of the tall pine trees that reach high up into the afternoon sky.
 
   Smiling, Bill stares straight ahead. "You see?" he says finally. "You see what it's like out here? There's no infrastructure, no human intervention, just hundreds of miles of pristine, unspoilt woodland. We're probably the first people to come through this stretch of land in years, since the loggers who cut this rough road. There's nothing out here. No oil, nothing of value at all. It's a wasteland. This is the very last corner of America that might have any secrets at all. If we'd died just then, no-one would have found our bodies for... months. Years, even. Maybe not ever."
 
   "You mind if I drive for a while?" I ask, my heart still racing. It's great to see Bill so enthusiastic, especially given what he's been through over the past year, but I'd be a hell of a lot more comfortable taking the wheel.
 
   Sighing, he unbuckles his seat-belt and climbs out. "I'm not sick, you know," he says. "I appreciate your concern, but I'm totally fine."
 
   As soon as I get out of my side of the truck, I'm struck by how cold it is out here. There are patches of snow all around, and I can see my breath as I walk around to the driver's side. "It must be below zero," I say, climbing back into the truck. "How much further until we get to Devil's Briar?"
 
   "Just a few more miles," he replies, getting into the passenger seat.
 
   "You said that a few miles ago," I point out, starting the engine, "and a few miles before that." Easing the gas pedal down to avoid spinning the wheels, I ease us slowly back up onto the dirt road. Frankly, this trip is starting to feel like a wild goose chase. For the past week, Bill has been able to talk about nothing other than the possibility of finding this once-buried ghost town out in the Colorado wilderness. It sounded like a far-fetched idea at first, but he gradually gathered enough evidence to persuade me to come with him. I mean, what kind of a wife would I be if I let my husband come on a cockamamie trip like this by himself? He tried to get a few other professors interested at the university, but none of them took his claims seriously. To them, the idea of discovering an entire lost town is too far-fetched. As for me, I'm willing to suspend my disbelief for a while, if only to humor my husband. The truth is: I don't want to be here, but I'm going to humor Bill's obsession. If this trip makes him happy, I guess it'll make me happy too.
 
   "Are you sure there's no-one else out here?" I ask. "We can't seriously have this whole wilderness to ourselves."
 
   "There's nothing and no-one," he replies. "It's dangerous territory. Not the kind of place you want to go wandering around aimlessly. Satellite imaging shows no signs of wheel-tracks or any other kind of disturbance."
 
   "And satellites can never be wrong," I say, unable to hide the cynicism in my voice. I've been supportive so far, but now I'm getting worried. The odds of us actually finding this forgotten ghost town are tiny, and I'm afraid that Bill's spirit will be crushed. Am I doing the right thing by indulging him in this journey? I'm desperate for him to get back into his work, but I can't help wondering if I've let things go too far. I'm starting to think that I should have let him down gently and encouraged him to find some other project. Something nice. Something safe. Something easy.
 
   "It's thanks to the satellites that we found this place at all," he replies. "Without..." He pauses for a moment. "Hang on, pull over for a second."
 
   "Why?" I ask, unable to see anything up ahead that might have piqued his interest.
 
   "Over there!" he says, pointing to the side of the road. "Paula, stop!"
 
   Sighing, I pull over and stop the engine. Bill immediately gets out of the truck and limps over to the edge of the forest, finally stopping next to what looks like a long line of wood that's been partially buried in the ground. At first, I assume it's just a fallen tree, but as I sit and watch him through the windshield, I realize maybe he's actually found something. Getting out of the truck again, I wander over to join him. After all this effort, it'd be pretty amazing if it turned out Bill was actually right about there being something out here.
 
   As I get to his side, I see what he's looking at: it appears to be the foundations of an old house. Laid out before us, six large beams are sticking up from the ground. It's not much, but the only logical explanation is that at some point in the past there was a dwelling here. A dwelling isn't exactly a whole town, but it's still more than I thought we'd find, and it should be enough to boost Bill's confidence. I guess this trip won't be a waste of time after all.
 
   "This isn't on any maps," Bill says, turning to me. I can see the excitement in his eyes. This is the kind of moment he lives for: discovering things that no-one else knows about, and digging up the secrets of the past. These last few years stuck behind a desk at the university, and then recovering in hospital from his accident, have left him drained of enthusiasm. Finally, and slowly, the old Bill - the man I fell in love with, the man I married, the man I hoped to have children with some day - seems to be coming back to me. I should be happy.
 
   "It doesn't mean there was a town here," I point out, trying to manage his expectations. Damn it, sometimes I feel like a mother who's trying to look after a wayward child. "Maybe someone just built a smallholding, tried to live off the land, and then gave up. You can't take these foundations and extrapolate a whole community." I look around at the forest that surrounds us. "I don't see signs of any other buildings in the area."
 
   "The actual town's another mile or two to the north," Bill replies. "This must have been an outlier. People lived here, Paula. They probably built this house with their bare hands. This is part of American history that no-one's ever seen before. This is the American Dream. These foundations have lain undisturbed for decades, maybe even a century or more. Aren't you excited? This is literally the history of our country being unearthed."
 
   "I'm very excited," I say, though I immediately realize that I'm a terrible actress. I don't sound excited at all. I sound bored.
 
   "We need to get going," Bill says, standing up and hurrying back to the truck. "There might be a whole town to explore!"
 
   Sighing, I get to my feet and follow him. It's not that I'm disinterested in the prospect of discovering the remains of an entire town. It's just that I'm not sure how much we can determine about the place from a bunch of ruined foundations. It's not like we're going to find too much left behind, not if the whole place has been covered by snow and soil for almost a century. Still, I have to keep my cynical side in check for now. This trip is about Bill.
 
   "Think about what we might find out here," Bill says as we get back into the truck.
 
   "My husband, the romantic," I say wryly.
 
   "Everyone needs to be passionate about something," he says. "Come on, Paula. Get with the program."
 
   Reluctant to say anything that might burst his bubble, I decide not to argue. Instead, I fire up the truck and we head off along the dirt road. For mile after mile we see nothing ahead of us but more road, lined on either side by pine trees. I start to worry that Bill's hopes of finding an abandoned town are going to be dashed. Just as I'm ready to give up, however, I spot something in the distance.
 
   "You see that?" I ask.
 
   He stares at the map for a moment. "It's not marked down here," he says. "It could be the ruins we saw on the satellite image."
 
   I smile nervously. As we drive closer and closer, it becomes clear that whatever we've found, it's more than just a set of ruins. The trees have been cut back and there are whole buildings left standing, arranged in what looks to be two contra-parallel streets. Whatever this place used to be, it was clearly never a big town, but it was a town, with stores and houses. I park the truck right next to the closest building, and Bill immediately climbs out and takes a few steps toward the town before turning to me. He looks awestruck, as if he never expected to find anything so stunning. It's a small town. It must have been hidden by snow and dust for close to a century before a shift in the local conditions uncovered it. There are no historical records of the place, no firm mentions in any old books or letters. It's as if the town has just cropped up from nowhere: a hundred-year-old ghost town, ruined and abandoned in the middle of nowhere.
 
   "This must be it," Bill says, grinning. He turns to me. "This must be Devil's Briar."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   1925.
 
    
 
   Lawrence was a good boy. Really, Lord, he was. Such a good boy, which makes whole this business all the more unpleasant and regrettable. He might have made a few mistakes under pressure, but in general he was a good, honest boy who had time and a happy smile for everyone. His one flaw was the ladies. Oh, how Lawrence's head could be turned by a pretty girl. I understand how the temptation of the flesh can turn a man's head, Lord, but for Lawrence it was almost impossible to ignore the arrival of a new woman in town. He'd become besotted, some might even say obsessed. I know he tried to fight his urges, and I know he prayed and prayed to you until his knees were sore, but something in that boy was unable to summon up the necessary strength. And so he sinned.
 
   May the Lord have mercy on his soul.
 
   "Mayor Caster?" calls out a meek voice at the door, accompanied by a faint knock. "May I enter?"
 
   Opening my eyes, I sit up straight and pause for a moment to compose myself. "Come in, Adelaide," I say eventually.
 
   "Good afternoon, Mayor Caster," Adelaide says as she steps into the room. A quiet, mousy woman of late middle age, Adelaide is so timid she can barely even make eye contact with me. I believe it must be my masculinity that frightens her; it's understandable, really, that such a delicate woman would be overcome by my strong, powerful presence. "I was asked to tell you that a man has arrived at the hotel and has been asking after you," she continues. "Henry said you ought to know."
 
   "A man?" I say, frowning.
 
   She nods, glancing briefly at me before looking back down at the floor. "He arrived this morning. A tall man, wearing black. He told Henry he plans to come and introduce himself to you later today, and Henry thought you really should be forewarned. Henry thinks there's something unsettling about the man."
 
   I take a deep breath. "Henry should be careful when judging others," I tell her. "After all, Henry is certainly not without his own flaws."
 
   "Yes," she says quickly.
 
   "Tell me, has this man done anything to offend anyone?"
 
   "No," she says.
 
   "Has he said anything untoward or ungodly?"
 
   "I don't believe so," she says.
 
   "Is there something objectionable about his character, or about his business? Does he smell bad?"
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   "Then what business does Henry have in condemning this man?" I wait for Adelaide to answer, even though I know she won't say anything. I don't know if she has the mental fortitude to form opinions of her own; if she does, she keeps them to herself. "Henry should focus on his own business before he starts criticizing the lives of others. I'm sure the stranger would be more than capable of finding my office without help, but perhaps on this occasion I shall make an effort to come and seek him out myself." Rising from my chair, I walk slowly over to the door and take my walking cane from the rack. "Come and show me this man," I tell Adelaide, "but first, will you join me in a prayer for poor Lawrence?"
 
   "Poor..." she starts to say, looking puzzled. "Of course."
 
   "Kneel," I tell her.
 
   Slowly getting down on her knees, Adelaide clasps her hands before her face and closes her eyes.
 
   "Dear Lord," I begin, "we beg your mercy for the soul of our dear comrade Lawrence Evans, that he might be forgiven by his fellow men. We implore you to give him the strength necessary to face his current struggles, and we ask that you give us the same strength and enable us to ignore the pleasures of the flesh. Amen."
 
   "Amen," Adelaide whispers.
 
   "Now get up," I say. "I'm a busy man."
 
   Having dressed for the street in my finest fur coat, I lead Adelaide out of the building and pause to take a long, deep breath of air. It's a slow day in Devil's Briar, with just a few of the townspeople going about their business. The shops are all open, though, and the commerce of the town seems to be rumbling along at an acceptable pace. Striking out across the wide, open square toward the hotel, I greet several passersby and - in turn - I am greeted warmly. It has taken me some years to establish myself as Mayor of Devil's Briar, but in that time I have earned the respect of most of my fellow citizens. Whenever I am out and about on official business, I feel that I am doing good work. In these troubled times, when people worry about sin and evil, I have the added responsibility of providing guidance and moral authority. Fortunately, these needs fall within my natural abilities.
 
   "Good morning, Henry," I say as I enter the foyer of the hotel, with Adelaide scuttling along behind me. "I understand we have a visitor in our midst."
 
   "We do indeed," Henry replies sourly. Standing behind the reception desk, he makes little effort to disguise his discomfort. "The gentleman is through in the bar at this very moment."
 
   "In the bar?" I reply, a little shocked. "I do hope he is not -"
 
   "Of course not," Henry says with a calculated smile. "He is merely taking tea with his companion."
 
   "He has a companion?" I ask.
 
   Henry nods.
 
   "You didn't tell me about a companion," I say, turning to Adelaide.
 
   "I wasn't aware of any companion," she replies, looking scared. "I'm sorry, I didn't know!"
 
   I sigh. "You must ensure you have all the facts before you come tittle-tattling to me in future. Otherwise, you risk setting me up to look like a fool, and you wouldn't want that, would you?"
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   "Very well," I say. "You can go on your way." Turning, I walk toward the bar, pausing at the door to ensure that my tie is straight. It's a rare pleasure to welcome visitors to Devil's Briar, and I feel it's my duty to greet every new arrival personally, no matter how brief their time here with us might be. I consider myself to be the public face of the community, and I hope to set the tone and ensure that outsiders not only feel welcomed, but also understand that they are to treat our little town with the respect and courtesy that we deserve. Finally, taking a deep breath, I walk through the door and enter the bar, which is empty apart from a figure sitting over by the window.
 
   "Good morning!" I say, grinning as I approach the visitor. "My name is Albert Caster, Mayor of Devil's Briar. I most humbly welcome you to our little town!"
 
   "Good morning, Mayor Caster," says the man, getting to his feet and extending a hand. He's a fairly young fellow, perhaps in his early thirties, with dark, brooding eyes but an easy smile. He's well-dressed, and he has about him the air of someone who has a considerable fortune. He is, I imagine, the kind of man who might appeal to the ladies. "My name is Thomas Paternoster," he continues, "and I must apologize for not having come at once to introduce myself to you in person at your office. I'm afraid I was quite exhausted after the long journey, and I felt the need to refresh myself before imposing upon your time. I hope you'll understand."
 
   "Please," I say, shaking his hand, "don't apologize."
 
   "Will you join me?" he asks, indicating an empty chair.
 
   "I would be honored," I reply, taking a seat just as Henry enters the bar. "Bring me a tea," I say, and Henry heads through to the kitchen. I carefully lean my walking cane against the wall. "I believe," I say, smiling at Mr. Paternoster, "that I was told you have a companion with you?"
 
   "Yes," he says. "A young lady. My niece, in fact. She lost her parents in a fire when she was younger, and I have been looking after her ever since. She's a lovely girl, very obedient. Very God-fearing, and very intelligent. She's currently up in my room, unpacking my belongings, but she'll be down shortly and I'm sure you'll be charmed by her. I'm afraid she's the type of girl who always manages to attract the attention of gentlemen. Through no fault of her own, it can be quite a struggle ensuring that she remains chaste until I can find her a suitable husband."
 
   "I'm sure," I reply. "Might I ask what business has brought you to our fair town?"
 
   "A matter of some delicacy," he says, sipping from his tea. "In fact, I was hoping to get a moment with you this afternoon in order to discuss a matter of great importance."
 
   "I should be only too happy to listen to anything you have to say," I reply, as Henry brings over a pot of tea and sets it in front of me, along with a cup. I wait until he has left the room before I continue speaking. "I run a very informal office, Mr. Paternoster. Some men prefer formality, but I find it stiffens the soul. I prefer to speak freely, and I like others to tell me what's on their mind. I trust you'll find I'm a most amenable -"
 
   "Devil's Briar is dying," Mr. Paternoster says suddenly.
 
   I stare at him. "I beg your pardon?" I say after a moment.
 
   "It was evident from the moment I arrived," he continues. "The whole town is in a terminal decline. You have no industry, you have no trade routes, no reason to exist at all. Forgive me for being frank, Mayor Caster, but how much longer do you foresee Devil's Briar remaining a viable community? Ten, perhaps fifteen years?" He sips from his tea. "As I walked from the edge of town to this hotel, I passed twenty-seven people in the street, and not one of them had any vitality. It was like seeing dead-eyed corpses wandering from door to door. Few of the people I saw were young, and few had any passion in their eyes. Devil's Briar has the unstirred atmosphere of a ghost town. It's as if the people here have given up on life."
 
   Taking a deep breath, I attempt to compose myself. "I'm always glad to hear the opinions of -"
 
   "I'm not finished," he says, interrupting me. There's a steely, determined look in his eyes. "Something needs to be done if Devil's Briar is to be saved. Some new strength needs to be introduced, or else the town will die out and end up being forgotten. I'm sure you don't want to be remembered as the man who presided over the death of an entire community, but that is precisely what will happen unless something changes." He sighs. "This is in no way intended as a criticism of your own work, Mayor Caster. I'm quite certain that you execute your duties with aplomb. Nevertheless, the problem is as plain as day. I have a little medical training, and I can assure you that if I saw a patient with the same kind of malaise that I see in this town, I would immediately recommend some form of tonic."
 
   "You have a slightly skewed picture of our little community," I say, bristling at this man's importunity. "Perhaps, having only been here a scant hour already, you have mistaken rigor for sterility, and confidence for listlessness. We are not the kind of people who show our emotions on our sleeves, Mr. Paternoster. We are a reserved community. We are a God-fearing people."
 
   "And yet you have but one small church that looks, if I may be so bold, as if it might fall down in a stiff breeze. How can a God-fearing people have any faith in themselves when their community shows no desire to glorify our creator? If the people of Devil's Briar fail to demonstrate their devotion to God, how can they expect that God in turn will share his magnificence with them? No wonder the town is in such a state of disrepair."
 
   I pause for a moment, trying to understand this Paternoster fellow. "Might I ask why you came to our town in the first place?" I ask eventually. "It seems most unusual for a man to present himself in an unfamiliar community and immediately begin to criticize what he finds. I always feel it is incumbent upon the new arrival to observe the ways of his new environs and seek to fit in accordingly."
 
   "Which is why I wish to speak to you," he replies. "I hope to remain in Devil's Briar for some time. Victoria requires stability, and I am tired of traveling. But if I am to stay, I wish to contribute something meaningful and valuable to the town." He smiles. "I have money, Mayor Caster, and I wish to use some of it to put right what I believe is wrong. I hope, with your blessing of course, to contribute both materially and spiritually to the regeneration of Devil's Briar."
 
   "And how do you propose to do that?" I ask.
 
   "With metal," he says firmly, "and steel."
 
   "Well," I start to say, "If you -" At that moment, a terrible scream is heard from outside. Getting to my feet and grabbing my walking cane, I hurry as fast as I can through to the lobby, where I find the front door hanging wide open. There's a commotion outside, with people huddling around what appears to be a body on the ground. Seeing me in the doorway, Henry hurries over.
 
   "What's wrong?" I ask. "What's causing all this excitement?"
 
   "It's Lawrence Evans," Henry says, with a look of horror in his eyes. "He's struck Adelaide down. It's happening again, Albert. I told you nothing had changed! Why didn't you listen to me?"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Today.
 
    
 
   "Look at this place," Bill says as we walk along the main street of Devil's Briar. "It's like a time capsule. A perfectly preserved town from the 1920s, abandoned by man and left to sit and rot. A whole community of shops and houses. There must have been hundreds of people living here, but..." He turns to me. "Where did they all go? And why didn't one person ever mention this place after they left?"
 
   I shrug. Devil's Briar is certainly a striking discovery. It's a small town, made up of maybe a dozen roads interlinked in a grid formation. The buildings are primitive but were probably, back in the early twentieth century, considered to be fairly modern. There are quite a few shops, suggesting that the place supported a small but thriving community. So far, walking along what seems to have been the main thoroughfare, I've seen a bank, two saloons, a library and various small stores. This wasn't a bunch of hicks living in the sticks; Devil's Briar was clearly a proper, fully-functioning town, in which case... What went wrong?
 
   Stepping over to one of the buildings, I peer through the large window and see nothing but darkness inside. I squint, in an attempt to get a better view, but it's hopeless: the window is covered in thick grime, accumulated no doubt over many, many years of abandonment. I try the door and find that it's locked, with a hand-written sign indicating that this particular store - which seems to have sold fabric - is only open on weekdays from 9am until 5pm. It's strange to think that at one time, this place must have been fairly busy and normal. This is a far, far more substantial conurbation than the satellite images suggested, and I've got to hand it to Bill: he was right when he said it would be worth coming out here.
 
   "Seriously," he says, standing in the middle of the street. "What happened here? Why did everyone abandon the town? Why was the whole place scrubbed from all the history books? You'd think someone would have at least mentioned that Devil's Briar exists."
 
   "Unless they just wanted to forget about it," I point out. "Maybe they left because they thought there was nothing to keep them here. No jobs, no industry. Nothing. I mean, if you moved to New York from a place like this, you wouldn't spend all your time writing about the past, would you?"
 
   "That's assuming they did leave," Bill replies.
 
   "Then where are they?" I ask.
 
   He shrugs. "Maybe they just died off. I know you're not keen on dead bodies, Paula, but you've got to accept that there might be some unburied remains here. Maybe something happened that prevented anyone from leaving. Maybe everyone died."
 
   "Like a plague?"
 
   "Who knows? It's not impossible that the population dwindled and was then struck down by some kind of catastrophe that finished the last citizens off."
 
   "Aren't you being a little melodramatic?" I ask, walking along to the next shopfront and peering inside. This time I can just about make out what appears to be a counter, with some kind of shelving behind it. After a moment, I realize that I'm looking at a pharmacy, and one that seems to be fully stocked and ready to open. This place wasn't emptied out when its owner left; it's as if they just shut the door and vanished. "If anything interesting had happened here," I continue, trying the door and finding that it's locked, "we'd know about it. The only reason a whole town would fade from the history books is if it's so dull, no-one can even be bothered to remember it existed in the first place. Ergo, they all left."
 
   "Or they were too scared," he replies. "Or no-one ever got away from the place."
 
   "Sure," I reply. "A great big, dusty, empty mystery."
 
   "I think something really strange happened here," he continues. "Something really unusual."
 
   "You can't be serious," I say. "You're starting to sound like a conspiracy nut. This place is weird enough, without us having to come up with complex theories about why it ended up being abandoned. There are plenty of examples of ghost towns in the Old West that were abandoned because the community became economically and socially nonviable. Just because this place looks to have been more advanced, you can't ignore the most likely explanation."
 
   "Are you trying to spoil my fun?" he asks, pulling a camera from his pocket and hitting the 'record' button. "There's no way an entire town gets abandoned like this, without there being some kind of story behind what happened. The fact that there's absolutely no mention of the place on record only proves that the story must be worth uncovering." He pans the camera around in a full circle. "Then again," he adds, lowering the camera, "there's something else that's odd about this Devil's Briar."
 
   "Like what?" I ask.
 
   "It's not just humans who left," he replies. "It's everything. Listen. There's nothing here. No sign of any kind of animal life. No birds. No bugs, as far as I can tell. It's as if every living thing headed for the exit and then stayed out. There's no life here at all."
 
   "Well maybe there is," I point out. "Maybe we should take a look in one of these buildings before we head home."
 
   "Head home?" he says, looking surprised. "Who said anything about heading home? No way. We've got supplies for a week, and that's how long we're gonna spend here."
 
   "You've got to be kidding," I reply.
 
   He doesn't say anything.
 
   "Bill," I continue, "what are we going to do here for a week? We need to go and get a team together, and come back here properly."
 
   "We'll do all that," he says, "but first we'll poke around a little ourselves." He stares at me. "Come on, look at this place. We've stumbled into something truly amazing. Is your first instinct really to turn around and go home? Do you think Howard Carter, when he found Tutankhamun's tomb, turned around and said he wanted to go home and think about what to do next? Hell, no. He broke down the damn door and went inside."
 
   "And look how that turned out," I reply.
 
   He frowns.
 
   "So now you're comparing Devil's Briar to the tomb of Tutankhamun?" I ask with a sigh. I look along the dusty street. "Where, exactly, do you think we could sleep?"
 
   "There must be beds somewhere," he replies.
 
   "No way!" I reply, hurrying after him as he starts walking. "You can't seriously expect us to sleep in a ghost town, Bill. It's..."
 
   "It's what?" He turns to me, grinning. "Spooky? Creepy? Scary? I never knew you were so superstitious."
 
   "I'm not superstitious," I say. "It's just... There's a limit. This place? At night? Do you really want to give that a try?"
 
   "There's nothing here that can hurt us," he replies. "What are you scared of? Ghosts? Bumps in the night? Look around, Paula. There's literally nothing in this whole place."
 
   "You don't know that for sure," I tell him. "There could be people here. Maybe they're hiding. Maybe there are bears."
 
   "There's no sign of any kind of life," he replies. "You saw the road. No tire tracks. No-one has been in or out of this place for ages, and it's quite clear that no-one walks these streets." He pauses. "I tell you what. I'll cut you a deal. If you find one sign of life here before sunset - just one sign - I'll agree to turn around and get out of here. How's that for a promise?"
 
   "I don't want to stay here overnight," I insist. "It just doesn't feel like a good idea."
 
   "Hey!" he calls out, stopping as he reaches the point where the street intersects with another thoroughfare. "Come and take a look at this!"
 
   "What is it?" I ask as I walk over to join him. "Is there -" Suddenly I stop speaking as I see what he's looking at. It takes a moment for me to register quite what I'm seeing, as if somehow my brain can't compute such a bizarre object. "No way," I say.
 
   "Way," he replies, stepping forward. "How could something like this be here, and still no-one thought to ever mention this town after it got abandoned?" He turns to me. "Explain that to me, Paula. Explain how this place got forgotten, and I'll turn around right now and leave with you. Explain what we're looking at right now."
 
   I take a deep breath. Ahead of us, about fifty meters away down at the other end of the street, at the center of what appears to be a small town square, there's a cross embedded in the ground. A huge black cross, defiantly rising up maybe thirty or forty feet into the air.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   1925.
 
    
 
   "She'll be dead by sunset," Dr. Collings says as he checks Adelaide's pulse. We're in one of the bedrooms at the hotel, where the poor wretched woman has been laid out for treatment. "There's nothing I can do to help her," the doctor continues. "There's nothing anyone could do. She's suffered such a fright; her heart simply can't go on beating for much longer. It's a matter of hours at best."
 
   "Just like Sarah," Henry says, standing in the doorway. "And just like -"
 
   "I'm sure we all remember," I say firmly, interrupting him. "Thank you, Henry. Perhaps you should attend to your guests downstairs. I'm sure they're somewhat troubled by recent events, and I would think a good host might set about calming them with a tonic, rather than standing around gossiping."
 
   "I'll want compensating for the sheets," he replies sourly.
 
   "There's barely any blood!" I protest.
 
   "I'll still want compensating."
 
   "Fine!" I say, keen to get rid of him. "Go away! I'll compensate you for your damn sheets out of my own pocket!"
 
   Raising an eyebrow, Henry turns and walks away. As I hear him trudging downstairs, I step closer to the bed. There is indeed a small patch of blood on the bed, close to Adelaide's ear. The knife wound in the back of her head is no longer bleeding so heavily, but the damage is already done.
 
   "I can give her something for the pain," Collings says, turning to me. "If that's something you'd like me to do."
 
   "No," I say, shaking my head. "One must not meet one's fate in a cowardly manner. Adelaide must face her pain. We all must face our pain on the day we meet the Lord God. He would have it no other way."
 
   "Did they catch Lawrence this time?" he asks.
 
   "There are men out looking for him," I reply. "I'm sure they'll track him down imminently."
 
   "And then what?" Collings says. "What exactly do you plan to do with the poor bastard when you have him?"
 
   "There's only one thing that can be done," I say. "We shall have to kill him. In the eyes of God, we have no choice. There can be no more murders." I wander over to the window, pausing to look at a small painting that hangs on the wall; the painting shows a woman, bending low to pick up a pile of washing while a horned devil lurks nearby. The image is a fine representation of the perils that face women in this world. "I'm sure none of us wish to end up dragging yet another poor dying woman up to this room, just to watch her die," I continue. "Whatever trouble afflicts Lawrence's soul, I am quite sure now that it is beyond our ability to grant him peace from his suffering. We must destroy his body so that God might be able to restore him."
 
   "Or send him straight to Hell," Collings suggests.
 
   "Let us not judge our fellow man," I reply. "Such things are for God alone to decide."
 
   "At least she has no family," Collings says, looking down at Adelaide's pale, sleeping face. "No-one to mourn her. No-one to miss her. The funeral will be a bare affair, I'm sure."
 
   "I shall miss her, in a way," I reply. "She was a weak woman, of course, but she kept herself busy and she was of use from time to time. Just an hour ago, she came and told me of the arrival of Mr. Paternoster and his companion. I have no time for gossip, of course, but Adelaide was always keen to keep me abreast of the latest news."
 
   "Well, I'll come back in a few hours to certify death," Collings says as he heads over to the door. "I shouldn't think the poor old dear will last more than two hours, so I'll drop by before dinner. She wasn't exactly the picture of health to begin with, and I'm afraid Lawrence has quite finished her off."
 
   Once I'm alone with Adelaide, I take a seat next to her bed and reach out to hold her hand. Closing my eyes, I bow my head and, in a lowered voice, I start speaking to God. "Dear Lord, please accept this dear child of yours back into your bosom. She has led a virtuous life, free of sin, yet she has been struck down in a most unkind manner. Please recognize the sanctity and purity of her soul, and admit her to be with you in Heaven, oh Almighty God. Amen." Holding her hand for a moment longer, I take a deep breath and finally I feel as if the world is at peace once again.
 
   "Do you think I'll be admitted?" Adelaide whispers suddenly.
 
   "My dear woman," I say, shocked that she has regained consciousness, "I have no doubt that the Lord will take you as one of his own. You have lived a good and virtuous life. If one such as you cannot pass through the gates of Heaven, there is no hope for the rest of us."
 
   "Thank you," she whispers. "Have they... found Lawrence?"
 
   "No," I reply, "but he can't have got far. We shall have him by sunset, of that I'm certain."
 
   "Show mercy to him," she replies. "For all his sins, he is a troubled young man and he..." She pauses, evidently short of breath. "He would be best offered kindness, that he might repent of his sins of his own accord. I should hate to think of him being killed. Only God should decide when it's time for a man to leave this mortal world, just as he has decided that today is my time. There is no value in..."
 
   I wait for her to finish her sentence, but it soon becomes apparent that she's too weak.
 
   "We will deal with the boy appropriately," I assure her eventually, "but he cannot be allowed to continue acting in this way. He cannot take more lives. The Lord God would not look kindly upon us if we were to keep from delivering justice." I wait for Adelaide to reply, but as I look at her face I realize she has left us. Reaching over, I close her cold, dead eyes before carefully letting go of her hand and placing it on her chest. "May the Lord have mercy," I say quietly, "in his infinite wisdom." A tear rolls down my cheek.
 
   "How awfully sad," says a female voice from the door.
 
   Looking up, I see the most beautiful, the most divine young woman upon whom it has ever been my privilege to lay eyes. With dark black hair and the most innocent eyes, she wears a light blue dress that accentuates her wondrous form exquisitely. For a moment, I'm quite convinced that I'm seeing an angel sent from Heaven. I've certainly never seen such a beauty in Devil's Briar before.
 
   "My dear," I say, getting to my feet, "I'm afraid I didn't hear you approach. Please forgive my rudeness." I hurry across the room and shake the young woman's hand. Without my walking cane, I'm afraid I struggle a little to convey my bulk, of which I am rather self-conscious. "My name is Albert Caster. I'm the mayor of Devil's Briar. I'm quite certain I have never before had the pleasure of your acquaintance."
 
   "My name is Victoria Paternoster," she replies, curtsying. "I arrived in Devil's Briar today, with my uncle. I believe you met with him earlier?"
 
   "Of course!" I say, ushering Victoria from the room and pulling the door shut. Such a beautiful young lady should not have to witness a prune like Adelaide.
 
   "I do hope the lady didn't suffer," she says, looking genuinely concerned.
 
   "One can but pray," I reply, finding it a little difficult to keep my thoughts composed while in the company of a young woman who radiates such wondrous beauty. My pulse is racing and I'm deathly afraid of saying something to offend such a delicate creature. "She was a good woman," I say after a moment, "and I have no doubt that the Lord will have taken her conduct into account. After all, she was a -" I pause, staring into Victoria's large, beautiful brown eyes.
 
   "She was a what?" she asks after a moment.
 
   "I'm sorry?"
 
   She smiles, and blushes a little. "The lady who passed away. You were going to say something about her?"
 
   "Yes!" I say loudly, trying desperately to remember where the conversation was going. "I was going to say that she..." I sigh, once again finding it impossible to look away from Victoria's eyes. "She was a..." I mutter, unable to complete a sentence. "Oh dear," I say eventually, "I'm afraid that, in my distress, I've quite lost my train of thought."
 
   "I'm sure she was a good and God-fearing woman," Victoria says after a moment. "Is that not the gist of what you were going to say?"
 
   "Quite," I say. "Absolutely."
 
   "Come," she says. "My uncle would very much like to speak with you some more, if it's convenient."
 
   "Of course," I reply.
 
   Smiling, Victoria turns and heads to the top of the stairs. I cannot help but stare at her firm, round behind as she walks. May God forgive me for having such carnal thoughts, but I have never before seen a more perfect woman. "My dear," I say suddenly, "might I inquire as to your age?"
 
   Turning, she smiles again. "I'm twenty-two years old," she replies. "I suppose you think I'm awfully young."
 
   "I suppose so," I reply, still rather transfixed by her features.
 
   "I shall be downstairs with my uncle," she replies. "Please, won't you join us when you get an opportunity? I hope you don't mind my saying that I can tell you're a little overcome with grief following the death of the lady. Please take your time in composing yourself, and rest assured that my uncle would be only too willing to wait and speak to you on another day, if you so wish."
 
   "Thank you," I say, watching as she walks gracefully down the stairs. As soon as she's gone, I feel myself starting to relax. The effect that the young woman had on me was quite unusual, bordering on madness. The females of Devil's Bridge are not, on the whole, renowned for their beauty, although there are certainly a few reasonably attractive specimens. Victoria Paternoster, on the other hand, is by far the most beautiful creature I have seen in my life; furthermore, there is something about her that makes me think she would make the perfect wife for a man such as myself. After all, her uncle did indicate that he is minded to find a husband for her. As a forty-seven-year-old mayor of a small town, I feel I'm a rather eligible catch. I could certainly keep Victoria in a very comfortable lifestyle, and I'm quite certain that she and I could create the most wonderful offspring: with her beauty and my intelligence, they would be wonderful children indeed.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I resolve to not push matters too fast, but to nevertheless ascertain her availability at some point during the next few days. Victoria Paternoster would quite clearly make a very fine wife. I'm quite determined to make her mine, and I'm not the kind of man who takes 'No' for an answer.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Today.
 
    
 
   "Iron," Bill says, tapping the base of the cross. "Solid iron, all the way through." He looks up. "This thing must be heavy. The foundations have got to be pretty deep to support it, given the bad weather around here. A forty-foot cross isn't the kind of thing you want to have blowing over during the night."
 
   "It's impressive," I say, "I'll give you that. Pretty daunting, too. Imagine living with this thing."
 
   "A lot of these rural communities were extremely religious," Bill says. "Still, they were also mostly kinda poor, which makes me wonder how the people of Devil's Briar could afford something like this. I mean, it wouldn't have been cheap, and it wouldn't have been easy. The technical know-how to erect something like this a hundred years ago must have been beyond the prowess of most people."
 
   "Maybe they had a wealthy benefactor," I point out.
 
   "Most likely," he says, walking around the cross. "Then again, there's no inscription. Don't wealthy benefactors usually want to plaster their names all over the place, so they can get the credit? Isn't that the whole point?"
 
   "Not if they think God will reward them in Heaven," I say.
 
   He shrugs. "We need to find the council office, or some kind of town hall. There have to be records about something like this. I mean..." He pauses for a moment. "This is quite possibly the most interesting find in modern American history. The idea that such a huge thing could have been out here all this time, with no-one knowing about it... You've got to admit, it's hard to believe."
 
   "The mystery of Devil's Briar," I say, smiling as I step back to get a better look at the cross. "Sounds like a good paper. So, does this huge thing make you feel any less keen to stay the night?"
 
   "Are you kidding?" he replies. "I'm in, baby. If you're out, you'd better head home now, 'cause the light'll be fading soon."
 
   Turning, I look across the small square that surrounds the cross. On the opposite side, there's a large building that identifies itself, thanks to a sign above the door, as the Devil's Briar Hotel. The windows are dirty and the place looks like it's starting to fall apart. I don't like the idea of staying in this town overnight, and I definitely don't like the idea of Bill thinking he can force me to do something I'd rather not do, but at the same time I figure maybe one night would be okay, provided I'm certain we'll be leaving tomorrow.
 
   "You thinking what I'm thinking?" Bill asks.
 
   "I doubt it," I reply. "Why, what are you thinking?"
 
   "That we should check in."
 
   "That's definitely not what I was thinking."
 
   "Come on," he says, walking across the square toward the hotel. Reluctantly following him, I glance back at the cross. I have no idea how the people of Devil's Briar could possibly have lived with such a monstrous thing in their midst. It towers over everything, defining the whole environment. I guess if you were devoutly religious, you'd probably get a kick out of something like that, but for everyone else here, it must have been kind of ominous.
 
   "No-one home," Bill says, as he tries the front door of the hotel. "Interesting that all these abandoned buildings seem to have been locked. Kinda suggests that the locals knew they were leaving and thought they might be back."
 
   I smile. "Maybe. Or maybe they were still inside, and they were trying to lock something out."
 
   "That's the spirit," he replies. "Now you're seeing why this is gonna be such a kick. Stand back."
 
   "What are you doing?" I ask.
 
   "I'm gonna kick the door down," he says.
 
   Sighing, I take a couple of steps back and watch as Bill gives the door a hefty kick. To my surprise, it starts to buckle and almost opens; a second kick does the job, and Bill turns to me, looking kind of pleased with himself.
 
   "Great job," I say unenthusiastically.
 
   "Thanks," he replies. "I've always wanted to kick a door down." Stepping forward, he peers into the building. "Dusty," he says. "Undisturbed, but neat. No sign of panic." He walks inside, and I follow cautiously.
 
   "Maybe we should go get masks from the truck," I say. "It can't be healthy to breathe all this crap in."
 
   "In a minute," he says, walking over to the reception desk. He runs his hand along the surface, wiping off a thick layer of grime. "How long do you reckon this place has been abandoned?"
 
   I shrug. "Decades. I mean, there's nothing that looks post-war. I'd say 1930s at the latest, maybe 1940s if they were particularly backward."
 
   "Or 1925?" Bill says, holding up a dusty old book. "That's the last guest sign-in recorded on the ledger. Mr. Thomas Paternoster and Ms. Victoria Paternoster."
 
   "Father and daughter?" I suggest. "It looks like they had separate rooms."
 
   Putting the ledger down, Bill turns back through the pages. "The earliest entry is from 1905. It doesn't look like this place got a lot of visitors. In twenty years, they only seem to have had eight guests, and two of those were the Paternosters." He pauses for a moment. "According to this, the Paternosters never checked out. They must have been here when... well, when the place got abandoned. I guess they picked a bad time to visit." He leans forward and opens a small box on the counter. "Money," he says. "Old notes. I guess this was the closest they had to a cash register back then."
 
   "What rooms were the Paternosters in?" I ask.
 
   "Five and six," he says, with a sparkle in his eye. "You want to go take a look?"
 
   "It might answer some questions," I suggest, figuring it might be a good idea to see what we can find out.
 
   Bill leads the way over to the staircase. Looking up, I'm struck by the thought that we must be the first people to walk through this place in decades. The air has been so still, hanging undisturbed between the walls, and now we're walking the scene. It almost feels as if we shouldn't be here, as if we're intruding on something private; it's as if the buildings no longer need to have people inside them.
 
   "You sure you're okay with this?" Bill asks.
 
   "No," I reply. "You know I'm not okay with it."
 
   "But you can handle it, right? You're not too scared?"
 
   "My reluctance to stay here tonight has nothing to do with fear," I tell him. "I simply think the place is creepy, and I think it's a waste of time for us just to potter around. You should come here with a proper team."
 
   We head up the stairs, arriving on a narrow landing. The door nearest to me has a brass number five screwed onto the front, which I guess means it was one of the rooms occupied by the Paternosters. As I reach out for the handle, it suddenly occurs to me that there really might be bodies in the room. After all, this is the first building we've been into since we arrived, and as far as we know there could be dead people all over the place. Every building, every room, could be hiding the corpses of the people who used to live here. In fact, the odds are that there must be at least some bodies left in Devil's Briar.
 
   "Here," says Bill, reaching past me and opening the door.
 
   Looking inside, I see with relief that there's just a bed. Stepping into the room, I look around and realize that this is possibly the most sparse hotel room I've ever seen. Even a hundred years ago, I'm pretty sure that a place like this would have seemed kind of bare, and perhaps even unwelcoming. Apart from the bed, the only other furniture is a wardrobe, next to which there's what appears to be an old suitcase. Opening the wardrobe, I find a set of dresses.
 
   "Looks like you were right," I say, glancing back at Bill. "This must have been Victoria Paternoster's room." Pulling out one of the dresses, I find that it's an old-fashioned blue number. It's strange to imagine Victoria hanging this up, expecting to wear it sometime and then... and then what? I walk over to the bedside table and open the drawer; unusually, there's no Bible. Most hotels had Bibles, even back then.
 
   "Nice view," Bill says, looking out the window. I walk over and see that the room affords a great view of the cross and the square.
 
   "Doesn't this place make you feel a little weird?" I ask. "I mean, where the hell did everyone go? It's like the Marie Celeste. People don't just vanish, and if they decide to leave town, they don't leave all their belongings behind."
 
   "Or their cufflinks," Bill says, leaning down and picking a small metal cufflink off the floor. "I guess the maids weren't very thorough when they cleaned the rooms between guests. Either that, or this belonged to Thomas Paternoster."
 
   "It's too dusty in here," I say, heading to the door. "I need to go outside and get some air."
 
   "I'll keep looking around," he replies. "I'll try to find us a nice big room for the night."
 
   Sighing, I head out and walk carefully down the rickety stairs. Once I'm back down in the lobby, I'm about to go to the exit when I suddenly hear a muffled bump from one of the nearby rooms. Looking past the reception desk, I see a door marked 'Bar'. My first instinct is to call for Bill, but I figure that as a rational, evidence-based scientist I should dismiss all thoughts of ghosts and ghouls. Heading through the door, I find myself in a long saloon, with tables set along the side and a large, ornate bar directly opposite. I head over to the bar and run my hand through the thick layer of dust, before noticing that there are a number of old glasses a little further along. Seeing something over in the corner, I walk across the room and find what appears to be an old walking cane leaning against the wall; I pick it up and try to imagine the person who must have once owned it. When the -
 
   Suddenly there's the sound of glass smashing behind me. I spin around and see that one of the glasses has fallen from the bar, shattering on the floor. The glasses were all well away from the edge, so I don't see how one of them could have just toppled off by itself. Maybe I accidentally bumped the bar, or maybe the air pressure changed and... I sigh, realizing I'm fumbling for explanations. My pulse is racing and I'm having to fight my instinct to turn and run. Then again, just because I don't see the rational explanation, that doesn't mean there isn't one. A broken glass just isn't going to be enough to get me to believe in ghosts. I'm too smart to be easily tricked by my own fear. Anyway, what kind of ghost goes around knocking glasses over?
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   1925.
 
    
 
   "This is a dark day," I say, leaning my walking cane against the wall as I sit next to the bar. "Give me a whiskey."
 
   Saying nothing, Henry unscrews the lid of a bottle and pours me a small shot. Henry's always been the kind of man who'll happily pour you a drink and take your money, but he'll give you a dirty look while he's doing it. I've known Henry since we were both children, and he hasn't changed. He was an ass then, and he's an ass now.
 
   "Fill the damn glass," I say, downing the drink as soon as he's pushed it over to me. "Another," I say, looking over at the window. The street outside seems mostly empty, with just a few people strolling past. I imagine word of Adelaide's death has well and truly spread by now, which means there'll be more hysteria about Lawrence. This is the last thing I needed; perhaps it's time to rein Lawrence in a little, though I have no idea whether the people of Devil's Briar are capable of addressing the situation in a mature and rational manner. Perhaps their panic will never end.
 
   "That's three women dead," Henry says, passing another whiskey to me. "Three seems like a nice, round number. Maybe it'd be better to stop there."
 
   "You don't know what you're talking about," I spit back at him, downing the shot before slamming the glass down onto the counter. "Another."
 
   "I know people are getting nervous," he replies. "You keep saying you have the situation under control, but..." He fills up the glass and sends it back my way. "Don't take this the wrong way, Albert, but folks are gonna start questioning whether they can trust what you say."
 
   "No-one's questioning me!" I reply, filled with loathing for Henry's petty, low sniping. If he has something to say, he should come right out and say it, instead of constantly peppering me with these snide little remarks. "Not one person in this whole town has said a word against me!" I pause, staring at Henry's sly smile. "Name them!" I say after a moment. "If anyone has spoken out against me, name the bastard and I'll go straight to him! He can say things to my face, and then we'll see whether he's brave!"
 
   "It was just a friendly warning," Henry says. "No need to get all hot under the collar." At that moment, the bell in the reception area rings. "Excuse me," he adds, before setting the whiskey bottle next to me. "Help yourself to free refills," he says. "On the house."
 
   Taking another shot, I glance over my shoulder as he heads through the door. For a moment, I get a glimpse of the divine Victoria Paternoster standing by the reception desk. That young woman's figure is so fine, I just want to strip her naked and show her what a real man can do. My moment will surely come, just as soon as I've negotiated a betrothal arrangement with her uncle.
 
   Suddenly I hear something smash behind me. Turning, I see that one of the glasses has dropped to the floor and shattered. Lawrence Evans is standing by the bar, grinning at me.
 
   "What are you doing here?" I hiss, looking back through to the reception area and seeing that Henry is still busy talking to Victoria.
 
   "Sorry about the broken glass," Lawrence says in that rough, common voice of his. "I figured it'd be a good way to get your attention."
 
   "You can't be seen in here!" I insist. "There are people hunting you down, boy. We agreed that you'd lay low in-between incidents. I need you in one piece, not hanging from the nearest lamp-post!"
 
   "I can take care of myself," he replies, filled with the confidence of youth. Lawrence has long been the kind of young man who believes he can get away with anything, and perhaps in my dealings with him I have encouraged such a view. "I'm more worried about you," he continues. "People are talking. Loose tongues and all that. There are even some who wonder whether you'll still be in office this time next year. I must say, I'm starting to wonder whether I'm in business with the right man."
 
   "I didn't have you down as someone who listens to the gossip of housewives," I say, smiling.
 
   "Never underestimate a housewife," he replies. "A housewife has the ear of her husband, and she knows which way the wind blows. I fuck a lot of housewives around here, old man, and I can promise you they're chattering away about you. Your sheen is starting to wear thin."
 
   Without my walking cane, I limp across the bar until I'm face to face with the upstart. I reach into my pocket and pull out some notes, thrusting them into his hands. "Here's your money," I say. "Now listen to me. I will not -"
 
   "You stink of whiskey," he says with a laugh, conspicuously counting the money before putting it in his shirt pocket. It's almost as if he thinks I might cheat him.
 
   "Listen to me!" I hiss, making sure to keep my voice as low as possible. "We have an arrangement, and it's one that suits both of us. If you want to break that arrangement, you're free to do so, but be in no doubt that ultimately you're the one who'll suffer. After all, you're the one who has blood on his hands."
 
   "Who's the nice young lady in the blue dress?" he asks suddenly. "I saw the way you looked at her. I need to learn her name, maybe I can -"
 
   "You leave her alone!" I say firmly.
 
   "Or what? You're just a fat old man, Albert. If I want to stick my dick in that pleasant young piece of ass, you can't stop me. I'd prefer it if she'd let me in willingly, but we both know I'm happy to force my way if necessary. She's got such a nice, firm-looking body. The thought of running my hands over her peachy little tits, and burying my head in her bushy -"
 
   "Shut your dirty mouth!" I say, raising my voice. "She's a lady! She's a good Christian lady!"
 
   "Is she?" he asks. "Seems to me, you don't know her at all. Why, she might be a dreadful little slut. She might be a devil in the bedroom. I guess there's only one way to find out. Perhaps I'll pay a visit to her one night, and see what she's made of." He grins. "Don't worry. I'll let you know what I find out."
 
   "If you touch her," I warn him, "our arrangement will be over and you'll be at the mercy of the people of this town. I won't save you, and I'll deny having ever dealt with you. I'm sure you can imagine that people would accept my word over yours any day. After all, I'm an upstanding member of the community, and you're a pathetic little murderer."
 
   "Are you threatening me?" he asks.
 
   "I'm warning you," I say firmly. "Keep well away from her."
 
   "Or what?" He steps past me and peers through the crack in the door. Following him, I see that Victoria is still talking to Henry at the reception desk. "She sure is fine," Lawrence whispers. "Such soft, pale skin. I can't wait to run my hands over her tits and make her moan like a whore." He turns to me. "You know I could do that, right? You know she'd fall into my arms without much pressure. You, on the other hand... you're a fat old gasket. Maybe you'd be able to give her enough money to get her into your bed for a few seconds, but even then I doubt she could stand to look at you." He grins as he pats me on the back. "Relax, old man. If I fuck her, I'll only do it once or twice, and then she's all yours. Just don't get too pissed if after a month or two there's a little bump in her belly."
 
   "She wouldn't fall for your charms," I say, unable to hide the disgust in my voice. "Victoria's a lady of -"
 
   "Victoria, eh?" he says, smiling. "Nice name. I'll be sure to remember it as I'm sticking my tongue in her pussy."
 
   Turning and walking back over to the bar, I pour myself another whiskey. This business with Lawrence has clearly run its course. There was a time when I thought he could be molded and shaped, turned into something useful; later, I realized he could be a potent weapon; now, finally, I realize he's a liability. Reaching slowly into my inside jacket pocket, I feel the cold handle of my pistol. If I were to be seen to corner the rascal and shoot him dead, everyone would hail me as a hero. Perhaps Victoria would fall for me, and I'd be set for life.
 
   "Don't even think about it," Lawrence says suddenly, stepping up close behind me. I can feel his hot breath against the back of my neck. "Trust me, I'm smart enough to have left a little insurance policy set up. You kill me, you'll regret it. I strongly advise you to take your hand off the butt of that gun you've inevitably got stashed away in your coat pocket, Mr. Caster."
 
   Keeping my hand on the pistol, I drink a shot of whiskey. Lawrence is a lot of things, but he's never been smart. I don't see that he could outwit me, and it's not as if the young man has any friends or family in Devil's Briar. I believe I'm capable of ascertaining when I'm being hoodwinked, and this is one such moment. Lawrence is all about the pose, but beneath his cocky veneer he has no substance. He's only a man. He can be killed.
 
   "You love her, don't you?" he whispers. "You're a fat old man, and you've laid eyes on a beautiful young lady and you've managed to fall in love with her." He laughs; again, I feel his hot breath on my neck. "I tell you what, fatso. I'll make you a deal. When I fuck her, which might be tonight if I can be bothered, I'll try really hard to resist the urge to wring her neck when I'm done. I'll leave her alive, bleeding a little, all tingly and covered in -"
 
   "You will not!" I say, turning to him, raising the gun to his face and pulling the trigger. The bang is so loud, I'm knocked back into the bar; at the same time, the side of Lawrence's head explodes with such force that I feel my face sprayed by a fine mist of blood. I stare as he staggers back, and for a moment it seems as if he might remain standing; finally, however, his body slumps to the floor. Startled, I barely have time to compose myself before the door opens and Henry rushes through, followed by Victoria.
 
   "What the hell's going on in here?" Henry shouts, before stopping as he sees Lawrence's body. Turning around, he immediately grabs Victoria and ushers her out of the bar, but I see the look of shock in her eyes as she lays eyes upon the hideous mess of Lawrence's bloodied head. Dear Lord, forgive me for causing such an innocent creature to witness such hideousness; Heavenly Father, keep her purity safe.
 
   Still holding the pistol, I step over to Lawrence's body and peer at what's left of his face. The bullet has blown away much of the left side of his head, and has pushed his left eye to the spot above his nose, making him look somewhat like a cyclops. Blood is pouring from the hole on his temple, and pieces of white brain matter are sprayed across the floor along with small fragments of bone. His remaining good eye stares straight at me, but there can be absolutely no doubt that the man is dead. Feeling my heart pounding in my chest, I take a deep breath and manage to get calm my nerves a little. I walk over to fetch my cane from the corner, but I make the mistake of glancing back down at Lawrence's body; he's still looking directly at me, his eye having moved to follow me across the room. I hurry back over to him, raise the pistol and fire once more into his head. Finally, the bastard is dead.
 
   Leaving my walking cane behind, I struggle through to the reception area and find Victoria sobbing on the couch, with Henry comforting her. Seeing the tears rolling down her face, I'm shocked by the thought that I'm partially responsible for her pain. Then again, her anguish would have been all the greater if Lawrence had been allowed to live, and if he'd been able to force his way into her bedroom during the night. It's better this way. She'll recover from the shock, and soon she'll be in a position to consider a marriage proposal from a great man such as myself.
 
   "Dear God," Henry says angrily, looking over at me, "will you not go and clean yourself up?"
 
   Victoria glances at me and gasps in horror before burying her face in Henry's shoulder. Looking down, I see that my shirt is covered in blood; I reach a hand up to my face and find that I'm caked in Lawrence's earthly remains. Uncertain as to what I should say, I stumble to the exit, not even taking the time to go back and fetch my walking cane. I must get to my house, clean myself up and prepare to tell the people of Devil's Briar that I have saved them from the monster.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Today.
 
    
 
   "Are you still saying this isn't creepy?" I ask Bill, as we sit on the steps outside the hotel. It's getting late now; the sun has dipped behind the trees, and dusk has fallen across the empty town. The huge cross looms in the darkness, and above us there's a blanket of beautiful stars. All around, there are the empty buildings of a place that was forgotten for so long. Fortunately, I fetched a couple of flashlights from the truck when I went back to get Bill's rucksack, so at least we'll be able to see during the night.
 
   "It's calm," Bill replies. "And peaceful. Not creepy." He takes a drag on his cigarette. "It feels good to be away from the city. There's no-one around for a hundred miles in any direction. We're all alone. How many people can say that they get a whole damn town to themselves?" He turns to me. "Thanks for agreeing to stay."
 
   "It's just for one night," I tell him. "We can work tomorrow during the day, but I want to head home in the evening. Got it?"
 
   He nods. "I'll get a proper team together so we can come back next week. This could be the biggest find for decades. We're going to dig through the history of this town and find out exactly what happened. I want to know everything. Who lived here. What they did. What they ate. What they wore."
 
   "Where they went?"
 
   "Where they went," he agrees. "The people of Devil's Briar didn't just disappear into thin air. This isn't another Roanoke." He sighs. "There's a story here, Paula. I can feel it in my gut. Something happened in Devil's Briar. Something extraordinary."
 
   "Careful," I say, "you're starting to sound like you believe in impossible things."
 
   "Something extraordinary and rational," he replies, correcting himself. "I don't believe in that supernatural crap any more than you do. Whatever happened here, it clearly killed the town stone dead. The people obviously left en masse, and I want to know why. I also want to know why word of Devil's Briar never spread. This place should be in the history books."
 
   Smiling, I reach over and take his hand in mine. "Thanks to you, it'll get there eventually."
 
   He leans over and kisses me on the cheek. "Thank you," he says.
 
   "You don't need to keep saying that," I tell him. "It's kind of fun poking around up here."
 
   "I don't mean just for this," he replies. "I mean for everything. The past year would've been impossible to deal with if you hadn't... I don't know if I'd still be here."
 
   "Don't talk like that," I say.
 
   "You want to see our room?" he asks suddenly, stubbing his cigarette out on the ground. He grabs his rucksack.
 
   "Our room?" I turn to him, before looking up at the imposing edifice of the hotel. "Right. Sure."
 
   Taking my hand, he leads me into the reception and then up to the first floor. "It's the largest room in the whole damn building," he says as he opens the door and shines the flashlight inside to disturb the darkness. "Welcome to the master suite. It's a little dusty, but I don't think we're going to get away from the dust while we're here. What do you think?"
 
   I step into the room and find that, surprisingly, it's not too bad. It's fairly large, and there's a big double bed over on one side. "We need to open a window," I say, walking over and struggling with the latch for a moment before I'm finally able to slide the window up. A cool breeze enters the room, immediately making the place seem less stuffy. "Give it a few minutes," I say, "and it should feel a lot better." I turn and shine the flashlight across the room. "Nice wallpaper," I add, feeling slightly creeped out by the yellow patterns all over the walls.
 
   "You think you can sleep in here?" Bill asks with a smile as he pushes the door shut and drops his rucksack on the floor. "You sure you won't be listening out for ghouls and ghosts?"
 
   "I'll try to keep my imagination in check," I reply. "Like a good girl." Turning, I see something on the opposite wall. Shining my torch over, I'm astonished to see that it's a small series of check-marks. Someone has been counting off numbers in groups of five, and the marks cover a small section of the wall. Counting them first in rows and then in columns, I realize there are 46 of the damn things. "What do you think this is all about?" I ask. "What happened forty-six times in this room?"
 
   "Something someone wanted to keep track of, that's for sure," says Bill.
 
   Looking down at the little table by the bed, I see a pencil. I reach down, pick it up and add another check-mark to the end. "There," I say with a smile. "Now it's up to 47."
 
   "Bed's firm," he says, pushing a hand down onto the mattress. "We'll have to test it out later."
 
   "Maybe," I say, smiling as I spot something on the wall by the window. "Jesus, look at this," I say, shining the flashlight onto what turns out to be a small painting. It's an old, fairly crude picture of a woman bending over some washing, while a little devil hides nearby. "Talk about some Freudian shit," I say. "You know, I bet the woman in this painting would have loved it if the devil had jumped her and given her a good session in the sack. I bet all the women of Devil's Briar used to hang up their washing and get all quivery at the thought that some horned beast was eying them up."
 
   "What nice young lady doesn't want to be deflowered by a devil?" Bill asks, coming over to look at the painting. He puts a hand on my waist and leans closer, kissing the side of my neck. "What do you think the good folk of Devil's Briar would say if they could see us now?"
 
   "I think they'd be shocked and appalled," I say, turning to him. We kiss, and - as always - it's passionate but slightly forced. Neither of us wants to admit that we're not really feeling it, so we both go through the motions. We're good at pretending to want one another, and soon we're on the bed. Bill unbuttons my shirt and slips my bra away, exposing my breasts. Putting his hand on the side of my right breast, he strokes the skin. I take a deep breath, reaching down to start unbuttoning his trousers and -
 
   "No!" I say suddenly, pulling away and looking across the room. I pull my shirt closed, to cover myself up.
 
   "What's wrong?" Bill asks.
 
   "Nothing," I say, "I just..." I look around, and see that there's no-one here. Taking the flashlight from the table, I double-check. "I felt like someone was watching us," I say after a moment, feeling my heart racing in my chest. "Like, I really felt like someone was right here, in the room, staring at us."
 
   "There's no-one," Bill replies, looking a little concerned. "Seriously, Paula, come on, you know how the human mind works. A place like this is bound to feel odd, but don't take that perfectly natural reaction and spin it into a load of supernatural bullshit."
 
   "I'm not," I say, still glancing nervously around the room. What I felt was more than just 'supernatural bullshit'. I really thought for a moment that there was someone watching as Bill was caressing my breasts. I didn't see anyone, but I got a really strong impression of a presence. Damn it, I feel so stupid.
 
   "The brain processes signals in irrational ways sometimes," Bill continues. "You sense what you think is a -"
 
   "I know!" I snap at him, still feeling uncomfortable. "You don't have to fucking explain how the brain works. I know, okay?"
 
   "Okay," he replies, sounding a little annoyed. After a pause, he reaches out and slips his hand back under my shirt, cupping my breast.
 
   "Not now," I say, pushing him away. If we were anywhere else, I'd be seriously considering moving rooms just to get away from him. Bill has this habit of patronizing me, and treating me as if no matter how smart I am, I'll never be his intellectual equal. We joke about ghosts and monsters hiding in the shadows, but I know he's waiting for me to get creeped out by this place; he wants me to seem weak, and I just gave him a sneak preview by getting freaked out.
 
   "There's nothing here," he says.
 
   I take a deep breath. "Do we really know that?" I ask. "I mean, sure, this place looks abandoned and empty, but we haven't been door to door, checking every building. I'm not talking about ghosts, Bill. I'm talking about people who might be living here, making this place their home."
 
   "There's no-one," he replies, sighing as if he's talking to a child. "First, the streets clearly haven't been disturbed for years. Second, there's no power, there's no food, there's no water. We have supplies from the truck, but how do you think people would keep themselves alive if they lived here?" He pauses. "Don't get irrational, Paula."
 
   "Don't talk to me like that," I reply firmly. "I'm not being irrational."
 
   "You just thought someone was here in the room with us," he says. "You're letting this place get to you."
 
   "I'm letting you get to me," I say. "Look, I don't like being here. I've agreed to stay for one night, and I'll help you with your work tomorrow, but then we have to get out of here. You can come back with other researchers all you want, but my involvement with Devil's Briar ends after we drive away tomorrow. Is that clear?"
 
   "Sure," he says, reaching up to touch my breasts again.
 
   "Not now," I say, pushing his hand away. "We should probably get some sleep. I'm assuming you want to be up early tomorrow?"
 
   Sighing, he heads over to the door. "I'm going to find the bathroom," he says, clearly a little annoyed with me. "Will you be okay in here by yourself?"
 
   "Of course I will," I say. Once he's gone, though, I realize that I was lying. As much as my rational mind insists that there's nothing to fear about Devil's Briar, and as much as I tell myself that there's no such thing as ghosts, there's a part of me that thinks differently. That feeling of being watched was so intense and so vivid; it's hard to believe it was all in my head. Then again, the human mind is a powerful thing. Taking a series of deep breaths, I finally manage to calm myself down. I button my shirt back up, figuring I'd rather sleep with my clothes on tonight, and then I walk over to the window. Outside, the main square of Devil's Briar is shrouded in the dark of night. It's so strange to see all those empty buildings, and to wonder where the people went. Bill's right about one thing: the entire population of a town doesn't just vanish.
 
   Grabbing Bill's rucksack, I sort through the packs of prepacked sandwiches he's brought for us, and I finally pull one out and set it on the table by the bed. Once Bill is back from the bathroom, I go and use the toilet before coming back to the room and getting back onto the bed. Bill seems to have settled down for the night already, which I guess means he's giving me the cold shoulder. Typical. He can be so childish sometimes; I just want to grab him and shake him, and tell him he needs to grow up and talk to me like I'm an equal. I swear, he's the kind of man who views a wife as a kind of assistant.
 
   Although Bill has got under the bedsheets, I decide to sleep on top, so I settle down. I'm not particularly hungry, so I leave the sandwich for now and try to get some sleep. Something about this bed, though, feels very wrong, and I find myself tossing and turning. Even after Bill starts to snore, I find that I'm wide awake. I stare up at the ceiling for a while, waiting for that feeling of being watched to return. Thankfully, I manage to stay calm and although I remain awake for several hours, I never once feel as if there's someone in the room with us. I guess I really was just letting the situation get on top of me. Damn it, I wish I hadn't let Bill realize I was getting scared.
 
   Eventually checking my watch, I see that it's just after 2am, which means I've been awake in bed for almost three hours. Still not feeling tired, but not fancying the idea of getting up and going for a wander around the hotel alone, I reach out for the sandwich. In the dark, I struggle to find the packet before finally my hand brushes it and I hear it fall onto the floor. With a sigh, I reach down and try to find the damn thing. My fingers move through a half-inch layer of dust, but the sandwich packet remains obstinately out of reach. I lean over the side of the bed, but I can't see anything on the floor, which means it must have somehow slipped under the bed. Sighing again, I reach under, feeling slightly disgusted by all the dust. We probably should have given the room more of a clean before we slept in here; God knows how much dust there must be in the air, and how much is going to get into our lungs.
 
   Still not finding the sandwich packet, I sigh yet again and get up, grabbing the flashlight and crouching by the bed. I switch the light on and shine it across the floor, finally spotting the packet between the bedside table and the bed itself. I reach down and grab it, brushing off the dust that has already accumulated, and then - as I'm about to get back up - I happen to shine the flashlight under the bed. I freeze instantly, my blood running cold as I realize what I'm looking at. Under the bed, looking straight at me with its hollow eyes and its toothy grin, there's an entire human skeleton.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   1925.
 
    
 
   "I trust you have recovered from your ordeal," Thomas Paternoster says as he enters my office. "As I understand things, Lawrence Evans was something of a ruffian and you were lucky to escape unscathed from the encounter."
 
   "Every town has a black sheep," I reply, closing the door and leading him to my desk. "I like to think that God was with me in that room, and ensured that I would face no real danger. On a lighter note, I'm afraid you must excuse my deficient hospitality. Since Adelaide's sudden passing, I have not yet had time to find a suitable replacement. It can be so difficult to find good help these days."
 
   "I understand completely," he says, taking a seat. "If my niece Victoria can be of help, please don't hesitate to ask. She's a good girl, and very reliable. She lacks experience, but I'm sure a man such as yourself could train her up quite quickly." He pauses. "I'm sorry, Mayor Caster. I don't mean to put you in an uncomfortable position. I'm sure you -"
 
   "It's a very kind offer," I say hurriedly, before he has time to change his mind. "I would be extremely grateful to have Victoria help out around here. There is a small stipend that comes with the role, of course."
 
   "Entirely unnecessary," Mr. Paternoster replies. "Please, allow us to contribute to the effective running of your office. Consider it a gesture of goodwill."
 
   "That's very kind of you," I say, "and I would be honored to accept." In truth, I can barely believe my luck. I had hoped to broach the subject of spending time with Victoria, and now Mr. Paternoster has delivered her directly to me. Once she is working here, it should be little trouble to persuade her that a more formal and more lasting arrangement would be better for us both. Perhaps I'll have a wife by the end of the year.
 
   "Alas," Mr. Paternoster continues, "my niece's prospects are not the primary reason for my visit. Obviously I came to ask about your health following the nasty incident with Lawrence Evans, but there is another matter that I wish to discuss. As I told you during our first meeting, I can see the pain and decay that have set root in Devil's Briar. I wish to make this place my home, and I believe that the first step in doing so should be for me to make a meaningful contribution to the health and vitality of the community." He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a piece of paper. "Mayor Caster, am I right in thinking that you, Sir, are a man of faith?"
 
   "I am," I reply proudly.
 
   "I envy you," he says. "Myself, I have to admit that I've struggled. My faith ebbs and flows like the tide. I was raised by God-fearing parents, but in my adult life I'm afraid I have seen things that have shaken my faith to the point where..." He pauses, looking genuinely troubled for a moment. "I am only thirty-five years old, but I have traveled a great deal and I have seen things..." He puts the piece of paper on the table, and I notice that his hand is shaking; he quickly puts the hand under his coat, as if to hide it. "I hope you will not think me a bad man, Mayor Caster, simply because I have been honest with you here today."
 
   "Not at all," I reply. I sense that this man is suffering a great deal, but also that he can yet be saved. God welcomes back to his flock all those who seek his forgiveness, and I'm quite sure that Thomas Paternoster is genuine when she speaks of this struggle he has endured. I can only hope that Victoria's faith is somewhat more robust, otherwise I shall have to fortify her belief before I ask for her hand in marriage. "As the Lord says," I continue, "one must not judge other men, but try to help them."
 
   "Amen," Mr. Paternoster says. "I find myself drawn more and more toward science, Mayor Caster, but let me be clear. I do not see science and God as rivals. Indeed, I believe that it is through science that I shall perhaps find a path back to God. That is my fervent desire." He pauses for a moment. "I note that Devil's Briar has a very modest place of worship. Your church, Mayor Caster, is rundown and in need of considerable restoration."
 
   "We are working slowly to rectify the problem," I reply. "Little by little, we are gathering the necessary funds to -"
 
   "I want to pay for your church to be fully restored," he says, interrupting me. "Whatever it takes, I will provide. Furthermore, as a token of my goodwill, I wish to pay for a beacon to be erected in the heart of town. Something that marks this place out as a God-fearing community that would serve as a model for the whole country." He reaches over and slides the piece of paper across to me. "I wish to pay for the construction and erection of a cross that will stand in the heart of Devil's Briar and serve as a focal point for the kindness, the decency, the honesty and above all the faith of all the people who call this place their home."
 
   Unfolding the piece of paper, I see that Mr. Paternoster has sketched out a representation of the town square, and in the middle he has drawn what appears to be a huge cross, towering many feet into the air. It's a striking feature, the likes of which I have myself never before seen, but it has a certain attraction. "It is a wonderful idea," I say, a little surprised by Mr. Paternoster's determination, "but I do not see how such a thing could possibly be constructed. We do not have the materials, or the tools, or the expertise..."
 
   "All of which I will provide," he says. "A forty-foot cross, made of iron. Cutting-edge technology. The most modern symbol possible of this town's faith in God, and also a sign that science can still be a God-fearing endeavor." He pauses. "I must be honest with you, Mayor Caster. This proposal is not entirely selfless. I wish to create something that unites my faith and my scientific curiosity. This cross will be the most magnificent symbol. People will come from miles around. Devil's Briar will become one of the most celebrated and famous places in the whole world, and this cross will stand for the rest of time as testament to the beliefs that will keep this community strong."
 
   I stare at the piece of paper. Paternoster's plan appears ludicrous, and almost impossible to implement. Then again, perhaps I can use this situation to my own advantage. If the cross is completed, it will galvanize the community and encourage people to see that Devil's Briar has a future. As Mayor, I will naturally be in a position to shape and define this new sense of purpose. On the other hand, if the cross fails, Mr. Paternoster will be the one who takes all the blame, and I can swoop in with a more modest but realistic idea. Given the recent drama involving Lawrence, I feel the town needs to get talking about something else, rather than dwelling on a matter that I would prefer to see forgotten.
 
   "I think this is a wonderful idea," I say finally. "Mr. Paternoster, I have no idea how you plan to construct this wonderful symbol of our town's devotion, but I wish you all the best and I assure you that my office will provide whatever assistance you require. Financial means might be a little beyond our purview, but in all other matters I will be standing right behind you. I think I speak for everyone in Devil's Briar when I welcome you and your niece most whole-heartedly to our little community." I reach across and shake his hand. "Might I ask how long you think it will take to complete construction of the cross?"
 
   "Just a few weeks at most," he replies. "I think you'll be pleasantly surprised. It is not only the cross itself that is intended as a tribute to the Dear Lord, but also the manner in which it shall be raised."
 
   "I look forward to it," I say. The man is certainly ambitious, but it remains my estimation that such an undertaking cannot end in any other way than abject failure, in which case I shall be poised to seize the limelight once again. I fully expect Mr. Thomas Paternoster to be on his way from Devil's Briar within the month, although I certainly intend to have dear Victoria remain behind as my housemaid and, ultimately, as my wife and as the mother to my children.
 
   "I should let you get on with your work," Mr. Paternoster says, standing up. "A man such as yourself must be very busy."
 
   "I do have to manage my time rather carefully," I say, getting to my feet and struggling over to the door. I really must go and collect my walking cane from the hotel. "However, my door is always open to a man such as yourself, Mr. Paternoster. Please, come and see me whenever you are able."
 
   "I shall send Victoria over first thing in the morning," he says.
 
   "That will be excellent."
 
   "Good day," he says as he leaves. Pushing the door shut, I take a deep breath and reflect upon the fact that my prospects are currently looking rather good. The local community sees me as a hero for cutting down the vile Lawrence Evans, and there are but a few loose ends to tie up so that no-one ever learns the truth of my connection with that murderous rogue. Meanwhile, I have a lovely young lady coming to work for me, plus the prospect of her uncle's ridiculous project. I'm quite certain that by the end of the month, I shall be in a much improved position. When Victoria is -
 
   Hearing a sound from the other side of the room, I turn just as a small glass smashes on the floor. Hurrying over, I see that one of the brandy glasses has fallen from its usual place on my cabinet. I'm usually very careful to ensure that these things can't possibly be tipped over, and I don't see how this little accident could possibly have happened. Taking a deep breath, I try to bend down and pick up the pieces, but unfortunately such exertion is beyond me. I shall have to wait until Victoria comes tomorrow, which will at least give me the opportunity to watch as she bends. Walking over to my desk, I sit down and pause to reflect upon my changed circumstances. I'm now quite certain that my legacy will be secured, and that Devil's Briar is entering a bright new age that will become famous across the land.
 
   


 
  

Book 2:
 
    
 
   The Drum
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   No-one can find me in here. It's the perfect hiding place. I'll just sit and wait, and eventually everyone will get tired of looking for me and then I'll be declared the winner. They'll search behind every door, behind every curtain, behind every piece of furniture, and they still won't find me. This time, I'm going to win for sure. All I have to do is stay very, very quiet and make sure no-one hears me.
 
   Hide and seek is the best game ever. When we've played before, I've always struggled to find a good hiding place. My mother always finds me fairly easily, although she usually pretends it was hard. Not this time. Finally, I've found the best hiding place in the whole world. Only a crazy person would look for me in here. Putting a hand over my mouth, I stifle a giggle. I mustn't celebrate too soon. After all, there's still a chance that my mother might come past this way, looking for me. Also, my father is working in the yard outside, so I have to be extra careful. I'd hate to blow such a good hiding place.
 
   After a while, I start to get tired. I should probably get out of here, but I don't want to be found just yet. I fall asleep, dreaming of the days when I used to play in the fields. I had friends back then and, although they're long gone, I still see them when I'm asleep. It's like they're sleeping in my mind during the day, and they wake up when I close my eyes. We used to have such fun, running around in the midday sun. This time, though, the dream starts out normally but then turns sour. My legs start to hurt, and then the pain moves up to my arms. Finally I wake up, and I realize that something is horribly wrong. I try to get up, but the pain is so intense, all I can do is drop back and scream at the top of my voice. It feels as if my skin is falling off, melting away as the heat builds. Reaching up, I bang on the side of the drum, hoping someone will hear me, but the flesh on my arms starts to fall away as boiling chemicals continue to flood the drum. I cry out again, but I can feel the skin from my face dripping down onto my body and finally my neck collapses and, no matter how hard I try, I can't scream any more. I try to bang on the side of the drum again, but the pain takes over and everything goes black.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   1925.
 
    
 
   "My dear," I say, taking a deep breath as I look up from my papers, "I'm afraid I spotted that spider again. Over there in the far corner of the room. Of course, I myself have no issue with our arachnid friends, but I'm afraid they excrete a type of resin that can be extremely harmful to important documents, so I must ask you to take another look and see if perhaps you can catch the little fellow before there's any mischief."
 
   "Of course, Mayor Caster," Victoria says eagerly, hurrying over to the other side of the room to begin her search. It's her first day working as my assistant, and although she still has much to learn and I doubt she'll ever reach the level of efficiency that the late Adelaide attained, Victoria compensates in other, more aesthetic ways. From the vantage point of my desk, I watch as she bends to hunt for the spider, and I marvel at the way her light blue dress clings to her firm, twenty-two-year-old rump.
 
   "Perhaps there is some way to lure the spider out," she says. "I rather fear he is onto me, and is hiding. I certainly cannot see him down here."
 
   "I think maybe I see him," I say, indicating the upper corner of the room. "Up there, right by the light fitting. Will you take a closer look for me? I'd do it myself, but my knee is playing up again today."
 
   "Where is it?" she asks, turning and looking up, her eyes scanning the darker recesses of the room as she continues to search for the spider. Her dress, meanwhile, stretches across her fine, pert bosom.
 
   "My mistake," I say, feeling my heart start to race. "I suppose I shall just have to call you in to catch the creature from time to time during the day, when I need... I mean, when I spot the little man scurrying around. I do hope this won't become too tiring for you."
 
   She smiles. "Of course not, Sir. Shall I return to your mail? There's an awful lot, and I should like to get through it by lunchtime so that I can get onto the job of re-organizing your filing cabinets."
 
   "By all means," I reply. "I shall be busy going over these documents relating to your uncle's proposed construction, but if a visitor should call, I am happy to receive him."
 
   "Of course," she says, but I can see that her eyes are scanning my desk with interest. "Might I ask, Sir, what documents you are referring to? I was not aware that my uncle was filing any kind of paperwork regarding the building work."
 
   "It's nothing too important," I reply. "I'm sure a young lady such as yourself has no idea how the official world of business works, but while your uncle's project is a grand idea, it cannot be completed overnight. I have to go through a mountain of paperwork in order to check the various permits and construction outlines, determine likely community sentiment, issue any executive orders I might see fit, and generally ensure that the project remains on schedule. It might seem like mundane work, but I promise you that any major undertaking requires a great deal of bureaucratic scrutiny if it is to be completed successfully. Without wishing to boast, I must say that your uncle is the one who will be out there getting all the glory once construction starts, but it's here in the Mayoral office that the real hard work is taking place. I'll have you know that -"
 
   "Actually, I believe the job is already complete," Victoria replies, smiling innocently. "Oh, I'm sorry for interrupting you, Sir. I thought you had finished speaking."
 
   I stare at her, confounded by her claim. "Already complete?" I say, smiling at her naivety. "I hardly think you comprehend the magnitude of your uncle's endeavor. Why, the metal alone must be sourced and then fashioned into the proper shape. Then there's the matter of foundations." I can't tell her what I truly feel, of course, which is that there is no way Mr. Paternoster will be able to erect his giant cross, not in weeks, not in months, not even in years.
 
   "Oh, I'm sorry," she says again, stepping over to the window," I just thought... Yes, I was correct, he has completed work. It's quite magnificent!"
 
   Frowning, I get up from my seat, grab my spare walking cane, and hurry to the window. "Completed?" I say. "I wasn't aware he had even started work to -" I freeze as I get to the window and see that, contrary to all possibilities, Mr. Paternoster has not only started work, he has actually finished his construction. Standing tall and proud in the center of the town square, his huge metal cross soars forty feet up into the fresh morning sky. Stunned townsfolk are congregating around the monolith, staring up at its wonder. It's as if, overnight, the face of Devil's Briar has been magically and permanently transformed. I can barely believe that such a thing is possible, and it strikes me that this Mr. Paternoster fellow must be in possession of some rather extreme talents.
 
   "How..." I start to say, "I mean, how... How did he... How... In one night? How could he possibly erect such a thing in a single night? Where were his tools? Where were his materials? Where were his men? Where... How..."
 
   Standing next to me, Victoria smiles her beautiful smile. "My uncle is a man of singular dedication," she says. "When he plans a venture, he likes to have everything in place ready for the start. I'm surprised you didn't see the finished work this morning when you came to your office."
 
   "I don't -" I start to say, but my mind is blank. It's hard to form coherent thoughts right now, since I'm so shocked that this impossible construction has been completed with such seeming ease. "I often enter through the rear entrance," I stammer, "so as to avoid the constant interruption of well-wishers who seek to greet and praise me." I turn to her. "Your uncle is a most remarkable man, Victoria. A most remarkable man indeed."
 
   "He is, isn't he?" she says, smiling as she stares up at the cross. Her eyes are ablaze with wonder, and I realize it will take me some time to elicit a similar response from her with regard to my own person. Looking down, I see her round, firm rump and I have to move away from the window in order to fight the urge to touch her. "I suppose the paperwork will have to be reconsidered," I say, looking at the pile of documents on my desk, most of which have been rendered somewhat irrelevant thanks to Mr. Paternoster's supreme speed.
 
   "Shall we go down and take a closer look?" Victoria asks. "I mean, if you can take time from your busy schedule." She hurries over to the desk. "I'm sure the people of Devil's Briar will want to share their joy with the man who serves as their leader."
 
   "Quite right," I say, heading to the door and grabbing my fur coat.
 
   "Let me," Victoria says, running over and helping me get the coat onto my shoulders. "I do hope I'm performing adequately for you," she continues as she buttons me up. "It's my first time in such a position, but I truly enjoy being here. You must tell me when I do something wrong, so that I can improve. You will only have to inform me of each infraction once, I assure you. I'm a very quick and eager learner."
 
   "You are doing more than adequately," I say. "In fact, you are a positive breath of fresh air."
 
   "Wait one moment," she says, pulling a small comb from her pocket. "Let me attend to your whiskers."
 
   I stand stock still, and rather surprised, as Victoria combs my mustache and facial hair. She seems rather tenderly concerned about my grooming, as if she is genuinely keen to ensure that I look my best. After a moment, she withdraws her comb and smiles as she regards my face.
 
   "There," she says, seeming rather proud. "All done."
 
   Heading downstairs and out the front door, I lead Victoria into the town square, where the huge cross towers over the dozen or so citizens who are gathered to marvel at Mr. Paternoster's achievement. The square has always seemed a little bare, and I have long contemplated the erection of some kind of statue or memorial in the center, but the cross has completely changed the character of the area, perhaps even of the town itself. The structure appears to be made of iron, just as Mr. Paternoster promised, and its black surface glints in the morning sun. I am quite certain that, on this morning, the Lord Himself must have turned to look down on Devil's Briar, and he must be pleased indeed that our little town has displayed its faith in such an open and magnificent manner.
 
   "Mayor Caster!" says a voice to my side. I look down to see that young Gilly Haynes, the seven-year-old daughter of David and Lilith Haynes, has come running over to me.
 
   "Good morning, Gilly," I say, always keen to humor the children of our community. "And what do you make of the new arrival?"
 
   "It's wonderful," she replies, clearly excited by the vision. "Did you make it with your own bare hands, Mayor Caster?"
 
   "Me?" I pause for a moment. "No," I say eventually, amused by the child's assumption that such a grand creation must necessarily be my work. "This was really a collaboration between myself and another gentleman. I handled the vital paperwork, and he handled the basic construction." I glance over at Victoria, and see that she's too busy staring up in awe at the cross to hear what I'm saying to Gilly. "You must be aware," I continue, rather enjoying my conversation with the child, "that a project such as this requires a great deal of planning." I turn away from the cross and point to my office window. "Why, up there in my office, there exists a mountain of paperwork in relation to this endeavor, the likes of which almost dwarf the erection itself!" I look down and see that Gilly is still staring at the cross.
 
   "So you didn't make it, then?" she says, looking a little disappointed.
 
   I pause for a moment. "I handled the paperwork," I remind her. "I examined the plans, stamped the design and agreed to the -"
 
   "Is that the man who built it?" she asks, pointing to Mr. Thomas Paternoster, who has entered the square.
 
   "Well, yes," I say, "that is the man who actually -" Before I can finish the sentence, Gilly runs over toward Mr. Paternoster, leaving me standing with Victoria. Clearly, Gilly doesn't understand the way that civil projects work, and she believes that all the glory should be directed toward Mr. Paternoster.
 
   In fact, all around me, the citizens of our fair town seem almost unable to avert their gaze from this magnificent construction. Even irascible old Henry Porter is standing on the steps of his hotel, while Dr. Collings stands transfixed over by the apothecary. It has been a long time since the people of Devil's Briar came together in such a manner, but Mr. Paternoster's cross is drawing more and more people to the square as the minutes tick by. As the people gather, an uncomfortable feeling creeps into my bones and I start to feel that the town is becoming alien to me. I have lived here all my life, and I have come to understand how these people think and how they live; at this very moment, however, I'm starting to question whether things are subtly changing in Devil's Briar.
 
   "May the Lord be praised," says Victoria, smiling at me and unexpectedly grabbing my hand. "Shall we pray, Mayor Caster?"
 
   Stunned by the feeling of her flesh against mine, it takes me a moment to reply. "Yes, my dear," I say finally. "Let us pray, though I shall remain standing on account of my bad knee."
 
   "Of course," Victoria says, kneeling next to me.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I look up at the cross. I have served as Mayor of Devil's Briar for many years now, and over that time I feel that I have come to understand the way the town works. Now, for the first time, I'm starting to wonder whether the townsfolk are being seduced by the easy, rather blunt talents of Mr. Paternoster. Perhaps I shall have to find some way to remind everyone who is really in charge around here.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Today.
 
    
 
   "Male," Bill says as he examines the skeleton that I found under our bed last night. "No obvious sign of injury. Hard to assess the age, but certainly an adult." He gently removes the lower jawbone. "Teeth look to be in good health, so I'd say this was someone who had money. Dental hygiene wasn't something that most people could afford back then." Glancing along the body, he seems suddenly interested in something on one of the legs. "A damaged knee," he says. "This guy probably had a limp. Apart from that, there's very little I can determine, and I certainly can't say why he ended up under a bed."
 
   Standing over in the corner of the room, I watch with a growing sense of dread. I don't like dead bodies at the best of times, and discovering one beneath my bed at two o'clock in the morning is way, way beyond my comfort zone. I haven't managed to get a moment's sleep since we arrived at Devil's Briar, and I'm feeling simultaneously exhausted and wide awake.
 
   "Don't worry," Bill says, disconnecting the shoulder and removing the skeleton's left arm. "He's armless." He grins, waving the bones at me.
 
   "Ha-ha," I reply, trying not to let him see my discomfort. "Can we just get going now? Please?"
 
   Sighing, he puts the arm on the side and walks over to me. "I guess you're not up for another day of exploring Devil's Briar, are you?"
 
   "Not really," I reply sourly.
 
   "Okay," he says. "I totally understand. I'll drive you into town, and then I'll come back out here by myself."
 
   "Seriously?" I ask. "You actually want to be here alone?"
 
   "I want to look around," he says. "At the same time, I can see it'd be cruel to force you to stay, so I'm willing to lose a day's work in order to get you back to the motel. I'll call Ed and some of the guys from the faculty, and see if they can get up here. Besides, it'd be useful to get online and check some more details about this place, maybe see if I can finally find some records." He leans closer and kisses me on the cheek. "Before we go, do you mind if we quickly pop into that building across the street? I think it might have been the Mayor's office, and I'd like to see if I can get any documents that might have been left around the place. It'll take five minutes, maximum."
 
   "Sure," I say, glancing over at the skeleton. "Can we just get going? Please?"
 
   Once Bill has grabbed his rucksack, we head out of the hotel and into the morning light. The huge cross still dominates the scene, but Devil's Briar doesn't seem quite as intimidating in the daylight. To be honest, I'm feeling kind of torn between wanting to get out of here, and wanting to prove to Bill that I'm not scared. Since I discovered the skeleton during the night, my husband has been going out of his way to show how much he's worried about me. It almost feels as if he's going too far, as if he's enjoying playing the role of the protective, paternal man in our relationship and treating me like a scared little woman. The one thing worse than Bill insisting we stay in Devil's Briar, is Bill insisting we leave because he thinks I'm too scared to stay. If only I hadn't screamed when I saw the skeleton...
 
   "I want to get to the bottom of this thing," Bill says as we pass the cross. He reaches out and bangs it with his fist. "Literally. I want to dig down and find out how the damn thing is held in place. It must have taken weeks, if not months, to get something like this raised. I refuse to believe that there's not some kind of record, somewhere, of how a giant cross ended up in a little town like Devil's Briar."
 
   "I think I'll wait outside while you go in," I say as we reach the building opposite. The thought of stumbling across some more dead bodies is kind of chilling, and I don't feel like going into another old, dusty room.
 
   "I figured you'd say that," he replies, pausing to break the door down. A cloud of dust comes out, and it's pretty clear that this building, like all the others, has not been disturbed for a long time. "I'm gonna be quick," he says, waiting for the worst of the dust to settle. "I just want to see if I can find out some details." With that, he disappears inside, leaving me standing alone in the town square.
 
   Wandering back over to the cross, I glance around at the buildings surrounding the square. Ever since we found the skeleton in the hotel last night, I've been imagining all the dead bodies that might be awaiting us in this place. Even now, there could be skeletons piled up in every house in the damn town, their toothy grins gathering dust. I share Bill's sense of excitement about the idea of exploring Devil's Briar, but I really don't fancy breaking into building after building and discovering a series of dead bodies. Although there's a part of me that wants to stay and prove to Bill that I'm not freaked out, I figure it'd be better for his research if he comes back later with a proper team. They can really -
 
   Suddenly I hear a noise. Somewhere nearby, a single banging sound, as if something struck a piece of metal.
 
   Standing completely still, I wait. It's totally possible that something simply fell over, or maybe there's some wildlife making this place its home. Nevertheless, I can't help feeling a little creeped out, especially since the noise seemed to come from quite far away. I wait to see if it'll happen again, but the town seems to have fallen silent once more. Did I imagine that sound? I've studied enough psychology texts to know that the human mind is more than capable of experiencing hallucinations in times of stress, so did my brain just trick me into thinking I heard something? If that's the case, is there a danger I might start suffering from visual hallucinations as well?
 
   "You okay?" Bill asks.
 
   I turn, surprised that he managed to creep up on me. "Yeah," I say, deciding not to tell him about the bang I heard. After all, it was probably nothing, and I really don't want to fuel his perception of me as some kind of jumpy, nervous idiot. "So did you find anything?" I continue, looking at the pile of dusty papers in his hands.
 
   "I haven't been through any of it yet," he says, "but I'm pretty sure there'll be something useful in here. Even just a name would help me to start looking through records. Devil's Briar can't have existed in complete isolation. People must have come here, and people must have left. Once I know what I'm looking for, I can really expand the search."
 
   "Let me take some of that," I say, grabbing a few of the papers. We start walking away from the town square, heading back to where we left the truck. "So what was it like inside?" I ask.
 
   "Dusty," he replies. "There wasn't much. I found an office. I think it belonged to the Mayor. There was a desk, and there were a load of filing cabinets. Definitely some kind of official space. I just grabbed the papers that were left out. It really looked like the place was abandoned in a hurry." He smiles. "It was pretty creepy, though, so it's probably for the best that you didn't come in with me."
 
   I sigh. This condescending attitude is getting really annoying. "I don't like the dust," I say, although I immediately realize how weak the excuse sounds. "You know I don't believe in ghosts, right?"
 
   "I know," he says. "But the human mind is a strange thing. Even if your conscious intelligence insists that there's no such thing as ghosts or monsters, your brain can still instigate a survival mechanism that's designed to get you out of a situation that might contain threats. It's not something you can really control. Some people are just born like that, and others aren't." As we turn a corner and head along the next street, he seems lost in thought for a moment. "You mustn't feel bad, Paula. It's just the way you're built."
 
   "Okay, thanks!" I reply tersely. "I get it!"
 
   "Sorry," he replies. "Just trying to make you feel better."
 
   We walk on in silence. When we arrived in Devil's Briar yesterday, I kept telling myself that I don't believe in ghosts. Even as we explored the dusty old hotel, I told myself the same thing over and over again. The trouble is, I'm not sure it's entirely true. Deep down, when faced with an abandoned old building and a skeleton under the bed, I think my genuine feelings came to the surface. I want to be the kind of person who can control her primitive superstitions. I'm still tempted to turn around and tell Bill I'm happy to stay for another night, just to prove to him - and to myself - that I can't be scared so easily. At the same time, the thought of getting away from Devil's Briar is too enticing, as is the thought of getting away from Bill. I really need to take some time and decide what I want to do with my life, because now that the 'old' Bill is back I'm starting to remember why I was poised to leave him before he had his accident.
 
   "I'm sorry," he says as we reach the truck and load the papers into the back.
 
   "It's fine," I reply. "You don't have to apologize for anything."
 
   "Yeah, I do," he says. "I've been an ass since we got here. I should have listened to you yesterday." He sighs. "I guess it's been so long since I've got my teeth into some real work, I'm a little over-eager. It doesn't help that this is possibly the most exciting discovery of my career, but I should have taken your needs into consideration." He pauses for a moment. "I love you, Paula. You know that, right?"
 
   I smile. "I love you too," I tell him, even though I'm not sure it's true. I definitely loved Bill when we got married a few years ago, but these days I feel like I'm only with him because I feel too bad to leave. "Maybe we should get going," I say. "Do you mind driving? I haven't slept in over a day."
 
   "Sure," he says, clearly a little disappointed. Once we're in the truck, there's a tense atmosphere, as if we're both aware that something's wrong but neither of us wants to admit it. Looking down at the dashboard, I wait as Bill tries to get the engine started, and then he tries again.
 
   "Is something wrong?" I ask.
 
   "Just give it a moment," he replies, struggling with the ignition.
 
   My heart sinks as I listen to the engine repeatedly spluttering. Something definitely sounds wrong, and I can see from the look on Bill's face that he's not quite sure what to do.
 
   "I'm going to look at the engine," he says finally, getting out of the truck. I sit and watch as he raises the hood. A few feet away, the first houses of Devil's Briar loom ominously, and I find myself wondering if fate is going to conspire to keep us here. Finally I hear Bill banging something under the hood, before he walks around the side of the truck and bends down, looking underneath.
 
   "Anything?" I ask.
 
   "Shit," he replies.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Remember when we ran off the road on the way here?" He stands up. "I didn't realize it at the time, but we must have caused some pretty major damage on the underside. It looks like all the fuel's leaked out."
 
   I stare at him for a moment. "Can we fix it?"
 
   "Patching it up's no problem," he says, "but then we have to find some more gas from somewhere." He looks back over at Devil's Briar. "The odds are that there'll be some in the town, but we'll have to get looking. You want to come, or are you gonna stay in the truck?"
 
   I pause, trying to decide what to do. "Can we call someone to come and pick us up?" I ask.
 
   "We can try," he replies, "but signal's patchy around here. I tried to call the faculty earlier and tell them what we'd found, but I didn't have any luck."
 
   "So we're stuck up here?"
 
   He sighs. "If the worst comes to the worst, we can hike out. It'll take us a couple of days, but we can totally do it. Of course, finding a can of gas would be easier, and I'm sure someone in this damn place must have had some. You coming?"
 
   I get out of the truck. "Before we go looking," I say, unable to shake the feeling that this little hurdle is far too convenient, "I want you to promise me one thing, Bill." I look straight at him, holding his gaze for a moment. "Promise me, hand on heart, that you didn't set this up just to keep us in -"
 
   "Jesus, Paula!" he says, looking shocked. "Do you really think I'd do something like that?"
 
   "Promise me!" I say firmly.
 
   He stares at me. "No," he says finally. "If you don't trust me, that's your choice. You've clearly already decided that I did this on purpose, so why should I bother to try and make you realize you're wrong?" With that, he turns and walks back toward the town. Watching him, I try to decide whether or not I believe him. I want so badly to decide that I trust Bill, but at the same time I know that it would be naive to think he's not capable of pulling some kind of stunt. After a moment, I follow him. Whatever caused the damage to the truck, if there's any gas here, we'll find it faster with two of us looking.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   1925.
 
    
 
   "Praise to the Lord," Thomas Paternoster says, standing by the cross while two dozen of the townsfolk kneel around him. "Let the Lord know that we hold him in our hearts as we go about our daily business. Let the Lord know that his glory is never forgotten. Let the Lord know that we are bound to him, and that we serve him as we toil in our lives. Finally, let him know that we are his humble servants, and that we offer our praise not because we expect his blessing, but because we recognize his virtue and his almighty wisdom. We bow to him. Amen."
 
   "Amen," mutter the people gathered around the town square. Standing at the back of the crowd, I watch as Mr. Paternoster pauses. To my side, dear Victoria is on her knees, her eyes closed as she joins the prayer led by her uncle. She is so faithful, so honest and true. My heart bleeds at the sight of her, although at the same time I find her uncle to be somewhat distasteful. The way he has come to Devil's Briar and immediately sought the attention of the townsfolk is extremely distasteful. The man's ego clearly knows no bounds.
 
   "Now I wish to say a few words about a man who has affected the lives of everyone here in a very different, but no less important, way," Mr. Paternoster continues. "A man who has selflessly put the needs of Devil's Briar above the needs of himself, and a man who only yesterday risked his life in order to end the reign of terror perpetuated by a crazed individual." He smiles at me. "I'm talking, of course, about your Mayor, Mr. Albert Caster."
 
   The gathered congregation turns to me. Some of them get to their feet, while some of them remain kneeling, and I take a deep breath as I realize that these are still my people. My flock. They might be impressed by the efforts of Mr. Paternoster, but he is clearly no threat to me. Everyone understands that I am the true top dog in this town.
 
   "Mayor Caster, won't you over here for a moment?" Mr. Paternoster says.
 
   Struggling across to the center of the town square, leaning heavily on my walking cane as a smattering of applause is heard from the crowd, I eventually turn and see Victoria beaming as she watches. Perhaps I'm fooling myself, but there's a part of me that thinks the young lady is genuinely starting to feel some affection toward me. If that is the case, I feel I am in good stead as I seek to find a moment to raise the subject of marriage with her uncle.
 
   "Mayor Caster," Mr. Paternoster begins, "I have only been in Devil's Briar for a short time, but it is apparent to me that these people hold you in great esteem. I have spoken with many of the townsfolk this morning, and not one of them has failed to mention your name and to tell me of their gratitude for everything you've done here. I merely want to add my voice to this chorus of praise, and to let you know that everyone is very grateful for your actions yesterday when you ended the murderous spree of Lawrence Evans."
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but the crowd erupts into spontaneous applause, which quite takes me aback. Once the noise has died down, I feel momentarily lost for words. "Dear friends," I say finally, "first, let me say that although my bad knee prevented me from kneeling with you in prayer, I can assure you that I felt the magnificence of the moment with all my heart. This mighty construction will ensure that the name of Devil's Briar is soon on the lips of every person in the land. I'm sure I speak for everyone when I say that we owe Mr. Paternoster a debt of enormous gratitude."
 
   The crowd applauds yet again, and it's noticeable that this time they seem even more enthusiastic than when they applauded for me a moment ago. I must admit that I never expected Mr. Paternoster to get his cross in place at all, and certainly not overnight, so I shall have to be careful in order to ensure that he doesn't overtake my own popularity in Devil's Briar. He is young, good-looking and endowed with seemingly great wealth, so it would be easy for the populace to be blinded by such qualities rather than recognizing the value of my own stability and fortitude. Glancing over at the smiling Victoria Paternoster, I see more than ever that I must marry her as soon as possible, in order that I am able to retain the undying adulation of the townspeople.
 
   "I am quite in awe of your bravery yesterday," Mr. Paternoster says as the crowd begins to disperse. "How you were able to stand up to Lawrence Evans and shoot him down, with no thought to your own personal safety, beggars belief. I can only conclude that you are a man of great courage and determination. Your community is forever in your debt."
 
   "It was nothing, really," I say, seeing out of the corner of my eye that Victoria is approaching us. "Lawrence Evans was a rogue. It was my duty to stand up to him, for the sake of Devil's Briar. I felt the strength of God in my heart, and I was most certainly not scared! I would have willingly given my life, if such an action would have saved this town from being further terrorized by that rogue."
 
   "Praise to the Lord," Victoria says, smiling as she stands next to me, "and praise to you, Mayor Caster. The people of Devil's Briar could not be in safer hands."
 
   "Mayor Caster!" calls out a nearby voice. I turn to see David Haynes hurrying over to me, with his wife Lilith and their young daughter Gilly in tow. "Thank you so much for saving us from that miserable Lawrence Evans," he says, shaking my hand. "I can't tell you how much more easily we all slept in our beds last night, knowing that Evans wasn't stalking our streets."
 
   "It was nothing," I say, grinning as I glance at Victoria. "Really, nothing at all!"
 
   "Did you shoot him in the head?" Gilly asks, raising her hand and pointing a finger straight at me. "Like this? Bang!"
 
   "Gilly!" her mother says, pushing her hand down. "Go and play!"
 
   "I'm bored!" Gilly replies.
 
   "We'll play hide and seek," David tells his daughter. "Thank you again, Mayor Caster. And Mr. Paternoster, thank you for this wonderful gift to our community." He looks up at the cross, and the sense of awe in his eyes is unmistakable.
 
   "It's my pleasure," Mr. Paternoster replies. "I hope to make Devil's Briar my home, and I believe very firmly that a man should contribute to his community."
 
   "We welcome you," David says. "It's always good to have a man of faith in our midst."
 
   Once they're gone, I turn to Victoria. "Well, my dear. It's all very well standing around and being praised by everyone who passes, but I feel we have work to do. One must not let the adulation of ordinary citizens lead one to dwell upon one's own achievements."
 
   "Is my niece performing her new role to your satisfaction?" Mr. Paternoster asks as we walk toward my office. Victoria stays a little way behind, as is appropriate for a lady. It is extremely gratifying to see that she understands her role, and to see that she naturally defers to us menfolk.
 
   "She is doing extremely well," I say. "In fact, I should like to speak to you in private at some point, Mr. Paternoster, about a most important matter."
 
   "I would be honored," he replies. "Let me know when would be convenient for you, and I shall be pleased to hear what you have to say. I have been struggling for some time to find an appropriate endeavor for my niece, and I feel that perhaps here in Devil's Briar I have finally succeeded in determining a clear path for her future. Believe me, Mr. Caster; it is difficult indeed for a man to decide where best to place a young lady in his charge."
 
   "Perhaps we could meet this afternoon?" I suggest, sensing that I might have a good chance to secure Victoria's hand in marriage. "At around two o'clock?"
 
   "I'll be here," he says as we reach the door to my building. He turns to his niece. "Victoria, ensure that you attend to Mayor Caster's every need. Try to show some initiative now and then, and learn the honorable gentleman's habits so that you're able to anticipate his every desire."
 
   "I shall," she says politely, almost meekly.
 
   "Good day, Mayor Caster," Mr. Paternoster continues, before turning and heading back across the town square. He seems so confident, so at home already in our small community. In some ways, I envy his easy manner.
 
   "A most agreeable fellow," I say to Victoria as we enter my office building. "Tell me, where were you two living before you came to Devil's Briar?"
 
   "Where?" she asks, sounding a little surprised. "Oh, it was a town somewhere. I'm afraid I can be very forgetful. Somewhere east, I believe. You'll have to ask my uncle for the details."
 
   "Bring me a pot of tea," I say, walking into my office. Victoria helps me remove my fur coat. "I shall spend the afternoon going over some papers," I continue, "until your uncle arrives at two o'clock. You can send him straight in. In the meantime, I trust you'll be able to keep yourself busy with the reorganization of my filing cabinet. Adelaide had many agreeable qualities, but she was somewhat deficient when it came to organizing my paperwork."
 
   "I shall endeavor to do you proud," she says. "And of course, if you see that spider again, please don't hesitate to call for me."
 
   "Oh, I shall," I reply, watching as she hurries away. I feel more certain than ever that I shall acquire young Victoria Paternoster as my wife before the year is out. In fact, I'm even starting to think that the girl genuinely likes me. Then again, perhaps I'm deluding myself. Would a beautiful young thing really be taken with an aging, balding, rather plump man such as myself? I suppose she must be drawn to my masculine temperament, my power, and the bravery I displayed yesterday.
 
   "I should fuck her up the asshole," whispers a voice in my ear.
 
   Turning, I see that there's no-one else in the room. Nevertheless, I heard that voice, and it was terribly familiar. It was the voice of a dead man. Looking around the room, I half expect to see the ghost of Lawrence Evans grinning back at me, but of course there's no sign of anyone. My heart is racing as I hurry to my desk and sit down. The voice sounded so real and so close, yet it's obviously not possible that Lawrence Evans could return. He must surely be burning in the fires of Hell by now. I must have imagined that voice; it came from the back of my mind, and it was but a fleeting moment dredged up by my memory. Lawrence Evans is dead and buried, and all that's left now is to forget that he ever existed and block him from my thoughts.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Today.
 
    
 
   I hear it again. As I'm walking toward an old shed around the back of the hotel, I hear a single banging sound. Standing completely still, I listen to the silence all around. I'm trying really hard not to get unnerved by Devil's Briar, but this occasional, irregular noise is slowly starting to make me suspicious. It sounds like something knocking on metal, and obviously there are a number of perfectly rational explanations for such a sound: it could be a wild animal, or it could be some kind of metal structure expanding in the heat of sunlight. Nevertheless, to hear a noise among the dead silence of Devil's Briar is kind of unnerving, and only adds to the list of reasons why I want to get out of this place.
 
   Heading into the shed, I look around for anything that resembles a gas can. It's hard to believe that, even back in 1925, some of the residents of this town didn't have gas, and we only need a small amount to refill the truck and get out of here. Checking the shelves in this little wooden building, however, all I find are a few old paint pots and some buckets. As I emerge from the shed, coming back out into the bright midday sun, I start to wonder if we might end up hiking out of here after all. The thought of walking through mile after mile of forest doesn't exactly fill me with joy, especially if my companion for the trip is to be my increasingly sullen husband. What's the alternative, though? Hang around Devil's Briar and hope someone finds us? The odds of that happening would seem remote at best.
 
   I wander back around to the front of the hotel, hoping to find Bill. Although I'd dearly love to trust my husband implicitly, I can't shake the feeling that this whole situation is far too convenient. Bill was absolutely determined to stay in Devil's Briar for a few more days and explore. Eventually he agreed to leave, at which point we discovered the problem with the truck. He certainly has plenty of chances to go and sabotage the gas tank, but the question is: would he do something like that? Bill's a good man, most of the time, but he's dedicated to his work and I can't help thinking that maybe he would fake a problem in order to get his way. In that case, there's little point looking for a gas can when Bill's probably already got some squirreled away, and he'll undoubtedly keep it hidden for a couple more days until he's ready to 'find' it while he's poking about somewhere. Damn it, is it mean of me not to trust him? Or am I just being realistic?
 
   "Hey," he says, coming across the town square. "Anything?"
 
   "No," I say, shaking my head. "You?"
 
   "Not so far," he replies, "but don't worry, we'll find some."
 
   "I wish I shared your confidence," I tell him, "but if we're going to start hiking, we need to make the decision fairly soon."
 
   He pauses, looking back across the town square. "Let's not panic just yet. There's still a good-sized part of town to search. I think we should spend the rest of today and tomorrow if necessary looking, and then if we can't find any gas we'll set off the following morning. We've got more than enough food and water, so there's no need to worry."
 
   Sighing, I look up at the front of the hotel.
 
   "I'm sorry for reacting badly earlier," he continues. "I just felt like you were accusing me of doing this on purpose. I can kind of see why you might think that, but I promise you I'm not. I've changed, Paula. Right now, my focus is on finding some gas and getting us out of here. You were right when you said I need to come back here with a proper research team." He pauses, as if he's waiting for me to tell him that everything's okay. "You believe me, right?"
 
   "Yeah," I reply, being deliberately non-committal. I want to tell him that I believe him, and that everything's okay, but there's this feeling gnawing at the back of my mind that insists I can't quite trust what he's saying.
 
   "On another note," Bill says with a grin, "I don't want to scare you, but did you hear a loud bang a few minutes ago?"
 
   "Yeah," I reply, carefully keeping my cool. "It was probably just an animal or something."
 
   "I guess," he says. "I haven't seen any animals around, though. Could you tell where the sound was coming from?"
 
   "No idea," I tell him. "I heard it earlier this morning as well, when I was waiting outside for you. I'm pretty sure it's nothing."
 
   "Totally," he replies. "I'd just like to check it out, that's all." He pauses, as if there's something he wants to say. "So I guess we should keep looking for a gas can, huh?" he says finally.
 
   "Yeah," I say, glad of the chance to get on with things. "I'll go and look on that main street we passed." Turning and walking away, I feel intensely relieved to be away from Bill. It's hard to look him in the eye now that I suspect him of tricking me into staying here. As I walk around the corner and onto the deserted street, I realize that once again I've allowed myself to end up totally powerless. I'm at the mercy of Bill's whims, and all I can do is wait for him to decide it's time for us to leave. How the hell did I let this happen again? Stopping at the door of the first building I come to, which appears to have been a pharmacy, I channel my anger into the process of breaking in. Picking up a rock from the street, I throw it against the window. The sound of smashing glass is strangely satisfying.
 
   Climbing through the broken window, taking care not to get cut, I find myself in a dusty room with a wooden counter running along one side. All around, there are glass-fronted cabinets containing bottles filled with different-colored liquids. I walk slowly around the room, feeling as if I've stepped back in time. I stop in front of one of the cabinets and open the door, before taking out a long, thin bottle containing an amber-colored liquid. There's no label, so I have no idea what's in here; a little unwisely, perhaps, I pull the rubber bung out of the top and take a careful sniff. It smells like ammonia. I replace the bung and put the bottle back on the shelf, before turning and seeing a large, black leather book on the counter. Opening it, I find that it contains what seems to be a list of names along with descriptions of medicines prescribed to them. I leaf through page after page and realize there must be a couple of hundred names in here, which means this book can be used to identify the names of people who lived in Devil's Briar. It's not much, but it's a start and it'll help Bill's work.
 
   At that moment, I hear the metal banging sound again, except this time it seems a lot closer, as if it's actually inside this building. It's almost more insistent: whereas before it was just a single bang, this time it's a series of three short, fast bangs. To be honest, it sounds exactly like someone trying to attract attention, but I know there's no way there could be another person here in Devil's Briar. My first instinct is to go and get Bill, but then I imagine how he'd laugh at me when we finally find whatever caused the noise. The worst thing it could be is maybe a bird trapped somewhere, or an old boiler that's somehow managed to stay in service all these years. Taking a deep breath, I tell myself the same thing over and over again: there's no such thing as ghosts.
 
   I walk through to the corridor behind the main room. As with everywhere else in Devil's Briar, the place is filled with dust. It's dark, but not too dark, and my eyes soon get accustomed to the low level of light as I walk slowly past a series of closed and locked doors. It's completely irrational of me to be scared, of course, but I still can't shake the feeling that something about this place isn't right. Then again, I guess that's just how the human mind works, filling in the gaps in our knowledge and fostering superstitions. Just because we haven't seen any wild animals in Devil's Briar, there still might be some, and I'm pretty certain that I'm going to find a bird that's managed to get itself trapped in some kind of small space.
 
   As I reach the end of the corridor, I hear the banging sound again. It seems to be coming from the back of the building, and I walk cautiously toward a door that opens out into the yard. On the wall, there's a large photograph of a family: a man and a woman stare out at me, and there's a little girl standing next to them. A small plaque at the bottom of the frame identifies the people in the image as D. Haynes, L. Haynes and G. Haynes. As I look into their eyes, I find myself wondering what could have happened to them. Did they leave Devil's Briar and build a new life far away, or did they stay here and... Looking over at the stairs that lead up to the next level, I can't help but imagine the bodies of these three people up there in one of the rooms. For a moment, I feel absolutely certain that if I went upstairs, I'd find human remains.
 
   Stepping out into the small yard, I see that there's an outhouse with an open door. Just as I'm about to walk over to it, I hear the banging sound again: three sharp thumps, as if something is hitting metal, and this time there can be no doubt: the sound is coming from inside the outhouse. Again, my first instinct is to go and get Bill, but I calm my nerves and remind myself that I'm not some scared little girl who has to go running off to find her husband. It would be so much more satisfying to find the cause of the noise, and then go triumphantly back to Bill and tell him what I discovered.
 
   With my pulse racing, I walk toward the outhouse and step through the dark door.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   1925.
 
    
 
   "All your files are now in alphabetical order," Victoria says, pushing the cabinet closed before turning to me with a smile. She seems rather pleased with herself, as well she might: in her ten years working as my assistant, Adelaide was never able to get things so well organized. As well as being extremely beautiful and exceedingly pleasant, Victoria is clearly a very bright and capable young lady; she will make a good wife indeed. Glancing at my watch, I see that it'll soon be two o'clock. When Mr. Paternoster arrives, I shall broach the subject of a possible engagement. I fail to see how he can refuse. After all, I am an upstanding member of the local community and it would be a great honor for Victoria to become my wife.
 
   "You've done very well," I say. "In fact, you've done so well, I'm struggling to think of another task to occupy your time this afternoon."
 
   "Is there any sign of that spider?" she asks.
 
   "No," I reply, "but perhaps it would be prudent of you to check. Just in case."
 
   Smiling pleasantly, she hurries over to the other side of the room. I should get on with my paperwork, but I can't take my eyes off her stunning form. The way her dress clings to her body is absolutely wonderful, and forces me to consider the prospect of our wedding night. I can honestly say that although I have been an admirer of the female form all my life, I have never before been so stirred.
 
   "If you want to fuck her," Lawrence Evans' voice says suddenly, "then go over there and fuck her."
 
   I turn, half expecting to find Evans himself standing behind me, but there's no-one there. My heart starts to race. The man is dead, so it's simply not possible that he could be speaking to me, yet that cursed voice sounds as clear as if he were standing right next to my desk. Perhaps I'm feeling a sense of guilt over his death, yet there is no reason why this should be the case; the man was a scoundrel, and I was fully justified in killing him.
 
   "I bet she'd love it," Evans continues. "Just go over, life up her skirt, pull down her panties, gently part her legs and dip your -"
 
   "Stop it!" I say firmly.
 
   Victoria turns, shocked by my outburst. "I'm sorry," she says after a moment. "I thought..." She pauses, clearly confused. While Evans' voice is loud and clear in my ear, she cannot hear him.
 
   "Not you," I reply. "I..." I look down at my papers. Sweat is pouring from my brow. "I'm so terribly sorry," I tell her. "I'm afraid I was reading a letter from a man of the town, and his stupidity is so great that I exclaimed aloud my frustration at his..." I take a deep breath. "My words were not aimed at you."
 
   "Nice cover story," Evans says, laughing. "You're not as dumb as you look, old man. Then again, no-one could be as dumb as you look."
 
   "I see," Victoria replies. "You clearly get very involved in your work."
 
   "I went to her room last night," Evans says. "I saw her slipping off her clothes. I saw her pert little nipples and her hairy bush. And then I watched her sit on the bed with her legs apart, and she started to -"
 
   "Perhaps you had better leave," I say to Victoria, feeling a rising sense of panic. "I mean, you've already done so much, and I don't want to tire you out on your first day." I pause, seeing that she's puzzled by the sudden change in my behavior. "You've done exceptionally well," I reassure her, "and I very much look forward to seeing you bright and early tomorrow morning. I'm sure I'll be able to find lots for you to do."
 
   "Fill her asshole with razor blades," Evans sneers.
 
   "Should I not wait for my uncle to arrive?" she asks. "I'm sure you'll need me here, if only to make tea, and..." She smiles nervously. "Well, I feel my uncle would find it rather strange if he were to arrive and find that I have already left."
 
   I open my mouth to tell her to leave, but the words won't come. In little more than twenty-four hours, I've gone from meeting Victoria for the first time to finding it almost impossible to contemplate life without her. "Perhaps you should busy yourself in the waiting room," I say finally, deciding it would be prudent to at least get her out of the room for a while. "Let me know when your uncle arrives."
 
   "Of course," she says, smiling as she leaves the room.
 
   "What an obedient young lady," Lawrence Evans says. "For a twenty-two-year-old, she certainly has a businesslike manner. I wonder if she's as obedient in the bedroom. Does it surprise you that I watched her masturbate last night? Does it surprise you that such a delicate young lady would feel the need to pleasure herself?"
 
   "Where are you?" I say quietly, keen to ensure that Victoria can't hear me talking from the next room.
 
   "That's a good question, isn't it?" He laughs. "Maybe I'm everywhere at once, like God. Maybe I'm really here. Maybe, after you blew my fucking head apart, my spirit wasn't ready to leave Devil's Briar. Maybe I've gone back to where I came from. Or maybe I'm just a part of your fevered imagination. Either way, fat man, you're screwed. How do you get rid of someone if there's no body to push away and no face to blow off with a gun?"
 
   I take a deep breath. "What do you want?"
 
   "I want my cock in Victoria's pussy, but I figure that'll be tricky now I'm dead. Or am I just an expression of your own darker fantasies? There's only one way to find out. Go through right now and fuck her. If you're lucky, that'll get rid of me. You'll never hear my voice again, because your own demons will be vanquished." He pauses. "What are you waiting for? You're the fucking Mayor. No-one's going to believe that you'd force yourself on such a lovely young lady. You have power. Go and fuck her right now."
 
   I stare straight ahead, determined to resist the taunts of this jester. Lawrence Evans is dead and I'm not a man who believes in ghosts, so this voice must be in my head, in which case I should be able to force him into silence. I'm hardly the kind of man to succumb to personal demons in this manner. Then again, perhaps he's right and I should just go and take Victoria right now. If it would make the voice go away, it might be worth the pain. However, she's such a beautiful and innocent young lady, I dread to think of her being treated in such a rough way. Though I want to bed her, I aim to do so with her consent, on our wedding night, rather than by force. I couldn't bear to make her cry, or to cause her harm.
 
   "Bite her nipples off," Evans says.
 
   I say nothing, preferring to wait in dignified silence until the voice departs.
 
   "What are you waiting for?" Evans asks. "Are you scared she'll laugh when she sees that little walnut of a cock you've got tucked between your legs?"
 
   "I shall ignore you," I say firmly. "You're just a figment of my imagination, and as such I shall pay you no attention and you will cease to torment me."
 
   "Nice try," he replies. "Maybe I should've tried ignoring you when you blew my head off. Do you think that would have worked? Do you think -" He pauses. "Something's about to happen," he says suddenly. "You're going to be needed, fat man. There's an emergency bubbling up."
 
   "What do you mean?" I ask. At that moment, I hear a piercing scream from outside. Grabbing my walking cane, I struggle over to the window and see a handful of people running across the town square, heading toward a nearby street. Seconds later, the scream rings out again, and I hear the door to my office open behind me.
 
   "Sir?" Victoria says, looking shocked. "I think... I think something's happening outside."
 
   "Come with me," I say, hurrying as fast as I can. Once we're out in the square, it becomes apparent that the source of the commotion is a little further away, in one of the nearby yards. Although my knee is bad, I'm able to hobble along until I find a small crowd gathered outside the pharmacy. "What's going on?" I ask, as the crowd parts to let me reach the door. "Someone tell me what in the world is happening here!"
 
   "Thank God you're here, Sir," says a voice next to me. "It's little Gilly!"
 
   I turn to Victoria. "My dear, you had perhaps better wait out here." Opening the door, I shuffle into the pharmacy and find it to be empty, though I can hear people talking and sobbing through in the back room. I hurry along the corridor, past the family portrait, and into the small yard at the rear of the building, where I am confronted with the most horrible scene of human suffering.
 
   "Mayor Caster!" shouts Lilith Haynes, running toward me with tears rolling down her cheeks. She throws her arms around me and buries her face in my chest, while I - uncertain as to what has happened - stand and wait for someone to explain the situation. Over in the corner of the yard, David Haynes is sitting with his head in his hands. It is as if some great tragedy has struck the household, and young Gilly is conspicuous by her absence.
 
   "Where is the child?" I ask.
 
   No-one says anything. Lilith continues to weep, and David doesn't look over at me.
 
   "You must tell me what has happened!" I insist. Pulling Lilith away from my shoulder, I hold her tight by the arms and give her a gentle shake. "Lilith, you must gather your senses, woman! Tell me what has happened!"
 
   "I killed her," David says, looking over at me.
 
   Pushing Lilith aside, I hurry over to where David is sitting. His face is pale and his gaze is blank.
 
   "What do you mean?" I ask. "Who did you kill? Gilly? Is it Gilly? Speak, man. I must know what has transpired."
 
   "She's... Gilly..." He seems to be in a state of shock.
 
   "What..." I pause. "Where is she?"
 
   He looks toward the little outhouse. "I was preparing a new formula," he says, his voice frail. "Lilith had taken Gilly to play hide and seek, to get her out of my way. They were supposed to be playing in the house. I never thought Gilly would come out here. The new formula required a concentrated batch of boiling oil, so I cooked everything up and decided to mix it in one of the old drums." He stares at me. "I poured the mixture in, and..." He pauses. "Her screams were like... I never knew that Gilly had come back to the yard, you see? She must have been hiding in the drum. She screamed, and banged on the side, but it was too late. There was nothing I could do. I couldn't stop the oil in time."
 
   I turn back to see Lilith collapsed on the floor, weeping violently and gulping back air. It's typical of a woman to fall apart at a time like this. "Where is the girl now?" I ask, realizing that the life of one of our youngest residents has been snuffed out.
 
   "She's still in there," David says. "I couldn't bring myself to... I couldn't..." A tear rolls down his cheek. "She was our only child, Albert. She's all we had. What are we..." He pauses, clearly in shock. "The way she banged on the side of the drum, screaming to be let out as the oil..." His voice falters, and it's clear that the man is suffering a great deal of anguish.
 
   "It's not your fault," I say firmly. "The child's mother should have educated her better on the dangers of playing in such a dangerous working environment, but do not be too harsh on her. It was simply a foolish mistake." Turning, I walk over to the outhouse and step inside. It's dark, and the room is filled with a noxious smell. As the pharmacist in Devil's Briar, David Haynes is continually mixing up new concoctions to ease the ailments of our citizens. Facing me, on the other side of the room, I see the large metal drum that he was using today. Bolted halfway up the wall, it has a thick pipe leading directly into the top. A set of steps sits next to the drum, to allow an operator to access the equipment. It's a highly technical device, but it must have looked like the perfect hiding place for a little girl playing an innocent game.
 
   "Look inside," Lawrence Evans whispers in my ear.
 
   I stare at the drum. The thought of that poor child, and her screams as the boiling oil engulfed her.
 
   "What's wrong with you?" Evans continues. "I'll cut you a deal, fat man. I'll hold back on the comments about Victoria Paternoster if you go and take a look in that drum."
 
   I shake my head. The thought of seeing the horror inside the drum is too much for me to contemplate.
 
   "Look inside," Evans insists. "Isn't it worth it? For the sake of Victoria's honor, surely you want me to stop saying such nasty things about her. Look in the drum, old man, and I won't tell you how I saw her slip her finger inside herself when she was alone in her room last night, and how she -"
 
   "Alright," I say. "Enough."
 
   Taking a deep breath, I tell myself that this voice is all in my head, that Lawrence Evans has by no means returned from the dead to taunt me. Nevertheless, I would do anything to shut these words away. I'm terribly pained every time Evans' voice - real or imagined - utters some foul word with respect to Victoria. Stepping slowly toward the drum, I tell myself that I must look and see if there is any hope for the child, even though I know she must surely be dead.
 
   "Dear Lord," I say quietly under my breath as I climb the steps to the top of the drum. With my bad knee, the ascent is troublesome and not without its dangers. Eventually I get to the top and, reaching out, I start to loosen the lid. I take a moment to prepare myself for what I might be about to see, and then I remove the lid and look down into the nightmare.
 
   My heart skips a beat as I see the terrible mess that has become of poor Gilly. It is worse than I could ever have imagined. The boiling oil has not only killed her, it has also putrefied her flesh to the point that much of it appears to have slopped off to form a pale, sickly mess that floats on the surface of the yellow liquid. The parts of her body that were not completely covered in oil have retained most of their flesh, save for a few spots where dull gray bones are showing like parts of some kind of chicken broth. The boiling oil has become a kind of fleshy soup, and yet miraculously Gilly's face appears to have mostly been spared. From looking at her closed eyes alone, one could almost think the poor little angel is asleep. Carefully closing the lid, I pause to consider the horror I have just witnessed, but at the same time I feel a startling sense of relief because - for the first time in many hours - my head is clear and I do not hear Lawrence Evans' voice in my ears.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Today.
 
    
 
   As my eyes get accustomed to the dark, I find that the inside of the outhouse is mostly bare. The only exceptions are a dilapidated old table and - at the far end - some kind of metal drum attached to the wall. The drum is the only thing in here that could have caused the banging noise, and it's certainly possible that some type of animal could become trapped inside. I can feel my pulse racing, but at the same time I know that I need to ignore my basic physiological reaction and focus on an intellectual approach. There's no such thing as ghosts, so the cause of the banging sound must be either something mechanical or an animal; these are the only two logical possibilities, and there's no reason to be scared of either.
 
   Getting closer to the drum, I notice that there are significant signs of corrosion. It's clear that this outhouse was used by the owners of the pharmacy to mix together some of their chemicals, and I suppose the drum must have served some purpose in this process. There's a long pipe running in from the yard, its end hanging loose; I assume that chemicals were pumped through the pipe and into the drum, which has a large lid on the top. Reaching a set of steps along the side, I look up at the drum and listen out for any sign of life in there. There's nothing, though, which means the noise probably wasn't caused by an animal. Perhaps the metal sides of the drum have been contracting and expanding due to some kind of temperature change, although I'm not sure why -
 
   Suddenly there's a loud bang from inside the drum. I pause, fighting the urge to turn and run. Seconds later, there's another bang, and this time the noise is more insistent. It sounds as if someone is inside, trying to get my attention. I stand, frozen in place, as the banging continues, getting more and more desperate. Staring at the metal side of the drum, I try to calm my nerves by remembering that there's clearly an animal in there. It's a fox, or maybe a bird. Every inch of my soul is telling me to turn and get out of here, to go and get Bill, but I'm determined to face this alone. The last thing I want is to have Bill come and open the lid and show me that there's an injured crow or something inside. I have to face this fear.
 
   Carefully, I start climbing up the steps by the drum. Soon I'm at the top, staring at the lid. The banging sound is intermittent, but it's definitely still in there. I reach down and open the clasps that are keeping the lid down. Half expecting some kind of creature to suddenly burst the lid open, I wait for a moment, taking a series of deep breaths as I prepare to open the drum and see what's inside. I steady myself, to make sure I won't fall if something rushes out, and finally I grip the sides of the lid. The banging is getting more and more intense, and I can feel my heart thumping in my chest. Finally, I move the lid aside.
 
   The banging stops immediately.
 
   The drum is empty.
 
   I stay exactly where I am. I don't understand what just happened, and I feel like suddenly I'm going to realize that I've missed something. That banging noise was so incessant, so loud, that I can't possibly have imagined it. Besides, Bill heard it as well, back in the town square. Nevertheless, I'm now staring down into an empty drum, and there's absolutely nothing to explain the noise. Nothing... except air pressure. Maybe I'm just desperate to come up with an explanation, but it occurs to me that maybe the pressure inside the drum had become unstable and was causing the lid to vibrate slightly, or maybe a loose part of the drum was banging against the brackets that hold it in position. Just because I can't see any kind of loose or moving part, that doesn't mean it couldn't have happened. In fact, it's the only logical explanation, which means it must be what happened.
 
   I climb back down the steps and lean the lid against the wall. My hands are shaking, and I can't help looking back up at the drum and wondering what really caused the banging sound I've been hearing during the day. No matter how hard I try to tell myself that there must have been a rational explanation, in the back of my mind there's a feeling that I'm wrong.
 
   When I get back to the main square, Bill's nowhere to be found. I call out for him, but there's no reply. Walking to the hotel, I head inside and check the downstairs rooms. It's clear that he's off somewhere, looking for gas and probably having a great time. I guess I was wrong to doubt him. Just as it's easy to get carried away with the idea that there might be ghosts, it's also easy to get carried away with the idea that someone would deliberately sabotage a truck just to keep us in Devil's Briar for a few more days. In both cases, I took a smattering of information and jumped to a decidedly illogical conclusion. The old Bill might have done something to damage the truck, but the new Bill seems truly honest. I guess the accident changed the way he sees the world, and now I have to change the way I see him. It's not going to be easy, though; after all, he still stares at me with that same face, the same face that used to lie to me all the time. The same face that tries not to look too disappointed by our constant failure to conceive a child. Maybe this marriage can survive if I just let go of the past.
 
   "Any luck?" Bill calls out, entering the square from behind one of the buildings.
 
   "Nothing," I reply. "You?"
 
   He shakes his head. "Don't worry," he continues. "I'm still convinced we'll find something. A place like this has to have had a few gas cans knocking about."
 
   "Unless they took them all with them when they left," I point out.
 
   "It's still worth looking," he insists.
 
   "I know," I tell him. I pause, not sure whether to tell him about my little encounter with the drum. "Actually," I say, deciding that it's best to be honest, "I kind of got involved in a little hunt of my own. You know that banging sound we heard? I found out where it was coming from."
 
   "Where?" he asks, lighting up a cigarette.
 
   "There's an old pharmacy in one of the other streets," I tell him. "Out the back, there's some kind of workhouse with an old metal drum. I don't quite get what happened, but it seems like the lid got stuck and created a vacuum, and the sides of the drum kept expanding and contracting. That's what caused the bangs." As I say the words, I realize how ridiculous the whole thing sounds. That banging noise wasn't the sound of metal expanding and contracting; it was a deliberate knocking sound.
 
   "Figures," Bill replies, taking a drag on his cigarette. "I told you the human mind can play tricks. A place like this might as well have been designed to fuck with our heads. I even..." He pauses, before smiling and shrugging. "It's totally understandable."
 
   "Did something happen?" I ask, suddenly realizing that maybe Bill has had his own strange experience while we were separated.
 
   He shakes his head.
 
   "You didn't get spooked out by something, did you?" I ask.
 
   "Not a chance," he replies. There's a brief pause, and eventually he looks over and sees that I'm staring at him. "I just took a look around, like you," he says, somewhat unconvincingly. It's pretty clear that something got his attention, but it's not likely that he'll admit to it. To Bill, something like that is a kind of weakness, and he's not the kind of guy who'll admit to being - in his own eyes - weak.
 
   "Did you find any..." I pause, not sure whether I want to know the answer. "Did you find any more bodies?"
 
   "No," he replies. "You?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "At some point," he continues, "we're going to have to take a look inside some of the residences." He pauses. "I'm not sure I'm too keen on doing that. I've got a feeling people might have died here."
 
   "Give me that," I say, indicating his cigarette. Taking it in my hands, I enjoy a quick drag before passing it back to him. I don't usually smoke, but under stress I tend to relapse a little. "I can handle one more night here," I say eventually, figuring that I need to be pragmatic, "but after that we have to start thinking about alternative plans. If we haven't found any gas, I want to get moving tomorrow. Deal?"
 
   "Deal," he replies, and I can see from the look in his eyes that he means it. Something's changed since I last saw Bill a couple of hours ago. My experience with the drum was creepy enough, but I get the feeling that Bill might have had his own strange encounter.
 
   "I guess it's sandwiches for dinner, then," I say, sighing as I turn to look at the hotel. The thought of sleeping in there for a second night is kind of horrifying. Then again, I didn't actually get any sleep last night, so I figure I shouldn't have too much trouble this time. It's only for one night, and I'm damn well going to make sure I check every inch of the room before I even try to sleep. "I'm sorry about earlier," I add, turning back to Bill. "I should never have doubted you."
 
   He smiles. "Are we friends again?"
 
   "Friends," I reply, as we walk up the steps that lead to the hotel's main door.
 
   "I guess we should probably remember to check under the bed tonight," he says, stubbing out his cigarette and throwing the butt to the ground. "Just in case... Well, you know, just in case there's anything there that shouldn't be?"
 
   We head inside. In a strange way, I feel a lot better. Having opened the lid of the drum and seen that there was nothing inside, I feel as if I confronted my fear. Sure, I don't know what caused the banging sound, but I can at least accept that it wasn't a ghost. Devil's Briar is a spooky place and, like Bill said, the human mind is capable of joining the dots between seemingly random events in such a way as to create the impression of supernatural activity. It's easy to get freaked out, and to start believing that strange forces are all around; after that, it's not much effort for the brain to start hallucinating. But Devil's Briar is a ghost town in name only. It's an empty, eerie place, and it's a place filled with mystery. While Bill can be a jerk, I envy him the ability to block out all this crap and just focus on what's right in front of him. I wish I could do the same, and ignore the fact that the banging on the drum sounded like someone trying to get out.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   1925.
 
    
 
   "She was a good girl," says David Haynes, standing before Gilly's coffin. It's late in the afternoon, and the entire town has gathered in the square to mourn the passing of the poor child. Many people have tears in their eyes, for Gilly was well known around Devil's Briar as a pleasant, happy girl who loved nothing more than to play in the streets. Her passing has come as a terrible shock to the community, particularly as word has spread of the manner in which she was killed. The only consolation can be that her death, although horrific, was hopefully at least quick.
 
   "I'm sure everyone will join me in commending poor Gilly's soul to God," I say, stepping forward when I realize that David is in no fit state to speak to the assembled crowd. As Mayor of Devil's Briar, I have had to speak at memorial events before, and it is never more difficult than when the deceased is a child. "At a time like this," I continue, "it is difficult to find the right words to express our sorrow. We must mark the passing of a beautiful and happy young girl who undoubtedly had a wonderful future ahead of her, and it is inevitable that we find ourselves wondering why God would let such a terrible thing happen." I pause, trying to think of the right thing to say. Glancing up at the huge cross that towers over us, I realize that I have no answers. Why did the Lord allow Gilly Haynes to die such an early and horrible death? "We..." I pause, the words drying on my lips. "We..."
 
   A few feet away, Gilly's mother Lilith breaks down crying. As I watch her husband comfort her, I try to think of words that will ease the grief of the town.
 
   "Such a shame about old Lilith," Lawrence Evans whispers in my ear suddenly. "I fucked her a few times when her husband wasn't around. Not bad in the sack."
 
   I pause, staring out at the crowd. How am I supposed to go on speaking, when I have such a coarse and vulgar distraction ringing in my ears? Glancing over to the side, I see Victoria and her uncle watching me. Victoria's face is filled with sorrow at the fate that has befallen young Gilly; her uncle's expression is harder to read, and he looks a little stern, as if he does not entirely approve of how events are unfolding.
 
   "I'll fuck Victoria up the ass, you know," Evans says. "I'll part her cheeks and stick my -"
 
   "Stop it!" I say firmly, turning around. "Stop it at once!" There's no-one behind me, of course. After a moment, I hear Evans start to laugh, before I turn back to face the crowd. Sweat is pouring down my face and I feel as if I have quite lost my place. "I do apologize," I say. "Please, give me a moment to gather my thoughts."
 
   "Allow me," says a voice to one side, and I turn to find Mr. Paternoster has come over to assist. Astonished, I step aside.
 
   "That poor woman's grief is unbearable," Victoria whispers as I join her. Suddenly, she links her arm with mine. I have no idea why she does this, or what it means, but it feels rather wonderful.
 
   "Ladies and gentlemen," Mr. Paternoster says as he starts to address the crowd. "The sound you hear is the sound of a woman who has lost her child. It is the pure, unfiltered grief of a woman who has been dealt life's cruelest blow. No words can express such sorrow. Perhaps, for many of us, it seems wrong to express grief in such a way, but I would ask all of you to take pause for a moment, and to listen to this woman's true, honest humanity, and her almost primal cries of anguish for her dear child."
 
   No-one speaks. The only sound is coming from Lilith Haynes; kneeling in the dirt, she wails and moans, her sobbing cries filling the town square.
 
   "Lilith," Mr. Paternoster says after a moment. "Is there anything you'd like to say?"
 
   There's no way, of course, that a woman could possibly be expected to address such a crowd. Mr. Paternoster clearly doesn't know how to handle the situation. Why, asking a woman to talk sensibly about grief is like asking a duck to give a lecture on mathematics. It's simply not possible. Women have their place, and that place does not involve oration. Taking a deep breath, I step forward to address the crowd once again.
 
   "Thank you," Lilith says suddenly, looking out over the crowd.
 
   I pause, and Mr. Paternoster puts a hand on my shoulder, as if to hold me back and ensure that Lilith can speak. Were we not in public, I would admonish him for such presumption.
 
   "My daughter was a wonderful little girl," Lilith continues, her voice frail and weak. "She was only seven years old, but she lived a good and happy life. I don't know why God chose to take her, and I suppose I'll never understand. But one thing I do know is that God has taken her into His heart, and we shall all be reunited one day in His love." She starts to weep again, and her husband takes her in his arms.
 
   "Fucking whore," Evans says.
 
   I turn, still expecting to find him standing behind me.
 
   "Are you okay, Mayor Caster?" Mr. Paternoster asks.
 
   "Yes," I say, feeling a little flustered. "Yes, I'm quite fine." I watch as the crowd starts to disperse. I'd planned to address them once again, but they seem to have decided that the memorial service is over. "That was a very touching moment," I continue as Mr. Paternoster and I watch David and Lilith Haynes tending to their daughter's coffin. "I must admit, I was quite surprised by the way in which Mrs. Haynes was able to address the crowd. One does not automatically think that a woman is capable of such eloquence."
 
   Mr. Paternoster smiles. "In my experience," he says, "there is far less difference between men and women than is often supposed. In fact, because they are so seldom allowed to speak in public, I find women have often spent longer contemplating their thoughts in private, which makes them particularly powerful speakers when they get the opportunity."
 
   "Perhaps," I reply, a little confused. I still find it hard to believe that a woman could speak to a crowd in such a way. Women have certain skills and abilities, but in many other ways they are generally inferior to men.
 
   "The poor woman," Victoria says as she joins us. It's clear from the look in her eyes that she grieves for the dead child, and that she is deeply affected by the pain she has witnessed today.
 
   "You know what I want?" Lawrence Evans sneers. "I want to see Lilith Haynes fuck Victoria. I want to see them bang titties as they writhe naked on the sheets. I want to see Lilith reach her tongue into -"
 
   "That's enough!" I say loudly, determined to drown out Evans' voice. After a moment, I realize that both Mr. Paternoster and Victoria are looking at me with concern in their eyes. They must think I've quite lost my mind. "I'm sorry," I say. "I'm afraid this has been a very trying day, and I'm not entirely sure that..." I pause, taking a deep breath in an attempt to compose myself. How can I possibly explain my behavior? "You must accept my apologies," I continue. "I'm sure you can't quite understand, being strangers here, but the death of that little girl has had a profound impact upon the whole community, and as the head of that community I feel the loss all the more strongly. I remember... I remember when little Gilly was born, and I watched her grow up. It will take quite some time for the people of Devil's Briar to come to terms with the grief we feel at this deeply troubling time."
 
   "The death of a child is always shocking," Mr. Paternoster replies. "One does not necessarily have to be a long-standing member of a community to feel such sorrow."
 
   "Come on, old man," Evans says. "Victoria's standing right next to you. Twenty-two years old and ready for her first fucking. Touch her. You're a man. You want her. Take what you want. Squeeze her firm tits. Reach under her dress and slip her panties down. She'll act shocked, but I bet you she'll like it. She'll get all wet down below."
 
   "Thank you!" says Lilith Haynes rushing over to Mr. Paternoster. Shaking him by the hand, she smiles through her tears. "What you said just now was so beautiful, and so true. Thank you for giving me the opportunity to speak about my poor dear daughter."
 
   "Think nothing of it," Mr. Paternoster replies. "Once again, you have my deepest condolences, and of course those of my niece."
 
   Lilith smiles at Victoria and myself, before hurrying back to the coffin. It's quite extraordinary, but in her fevered state of mind she quite forgot to thank me for my own contribution this afternoon. Does the woman, in her grief, forget my position in this town? I am the Mayor of Devil's Briar, and as such I demand respect. Now is not the time to make an issue of her rudeness, but I will be sure to speak to David Haynes in the next couple of days and voice my concerns about his wife's behavior.
 
   "Forget that bitch," Evans whispers. "Her pussy stinks of fish anyway."
 
   "I feel I must return to my office," I say, finding it harder and harder to push the voice out of my mind. "There is a lot of work to get done. A town such as Devil's Briar cannot simply run itself. I can assure you that the role of Mayor is about more than just standing up and making speeches. I must attend to a great many vital functions."
 
   "Allow me to walk with you," Mr. Paternoster says. We turn and walk past the coffin, with Victoria following a little way behind. "I believe," Mr. Paternoster continues, "that we were to have had a meeting earlier today, Mayor Caster. Obviously it can wait, but was there anything of any urgency that you wished to discuss?"
 
   I glance back at Victoria. I had intended to ask Mr. Paternoster whether he would consent to the prospect of Victoria becoming my wife; I had hoped to explain to him all that I have to offer, and I had genuinely believed that by this evening I would be engaged to be married to this wonderful, enthralling young lady. Now, however, such thoughts seem far from possible. This is certainly not the appropriate time to have such a conversation.
 
   "Ask him," Evans says. "The sooner you marry the bitch, the sooner you can break her in. Show her what a real man can do in the bedroom. Once she's your wife, she can't deny you the things you want. She'll have to bend over and take anything you give her."
 
   "I think it can wait," I say as we reach the door to my building. I smile at Victoria. She is truly the most wonderful and delicate creature, but I fail to see how I can marry her while I have the voice of Lawrence Evans in my head. The things he says about her are truly horrific, and I feel I can't possibly expose her to such crude and violent words. Until I understand the nature of this voice, and its origin and purpose, I feel I must keep away from Victoria. Not only can she not possibly be my wife while this voice persists, but even having her in my office would be a mistake. I cannot be absolutely certain that I would not make some kind of inappropriate advance.
 
   "I trust that you are happy with Victoria's performance today?" Mr. Paternoster asks. "I know she was very keen to do a good job."
 
   "She has done very well," I say, feeling a little flustered. "Unfortunately, however, I feel that perhaps the arrangement should not continue." I turn to her and see the look of disappointment in her eyes. "I'm sorry, my dear. It's nothing to do with you. I just think that..." I pause as I see that she's close to tears. "Oh, now don't be upset," I tell her, "it's simply that I feel I can run my office myself, and I must consider the needs of the town above the needs of myself. I would be very happy to have you around, but it would be far too disruptive. I hope you understand, and I will gladly provide a glowing reference should you require one for another employer."
 
   Victoria nods politely, but her eyes are glistening with tears. After a moment, she turns and walks quickly away.
 
   "I do hope she's not too upset," I say, feeling a desperate sadness in my chest at the thought that I caused tears to roll down her cheeks.
 
   "I'm sure she will recover," Mr. Paternoster says, "but I must say, Mayor Caster, that I'm surprised by your decision. I thought you were extremely happy with Victoria's work?"
 
   "I was," I say, still watching as the poor dear girl walks into the hotel. My heart aches at the thought that I have sent her away, but I know I have done the right thing. "Unfortunately, my circumstances have changed and I feel I can no longer have her in my employ. I do hope you'll accept my decision and will see fit not to question too closely how I run my office."
 
   "Of course," Mr. Paternoster replies. "I'm sure you know better than anyone how to organize your own duties. I merely..." He pauses. "Well, you might laugh, but I feel I should be honest with you. I had a fancy that perhaps your interest in Victoria might extend beyond simply having her as your assistant. I felt that you and she had a certain rapport, and I allowed myself to believe that the pair of you made a rather good team." He laughs. "It seems rather foolish of me now, but I was actually going to suggest that perhaps you could consider taking her as your..."
 
   I wait for him to finish. "As my what?" I ask, even though I know what he's going to say.
 
   "Well, as your wife," he replies.
 
   I swallow hard, feeling the ache in my chest become deeper and harder. "You were?" I say, realizing with sorrow how close I was to having that delightful young lady in my arms and in my home.
 
   "Never mind," he says. "Perhaps she is a little young and insubstantial for a man such as yourself. For all her better qualities, she still has some way to go before she could be considered worthy of your affections. Please, put the whole idea out of your mind." He sighs. "Well, I feel I should let you get on with your work, and I must continue my search for a plot of land upon which I can build a home for my niece and myself. I'm sure I shall be in need of your assistance and advice soon, so I hope you don't mind if I trouble you for a moment of your time in the next couple of weeks?"
 
   "It will be my pleasure," I say, before turning and heading into my building. Once I'm inside, I hurry up to my office and push the door closed. Finally I'm alone, but there's a curious scent in the air. It takes me a moment, but finally I realize what it is: Victoria's perfume, a gentle and subtle fragrance that I barely even noticed when she was here, but which now seems to fill the room and remind me of what I have lost. My only hope is that perhaps I can get her back one day, once I have dealt with the problems that currently afflict me.
 
   "Well well well," Lawrence Evans sneers, his voice sounding cold and urgent. "Looks like it's just you and me now, you fat, pathetic old bastard." He sounds so close, it's almost as if he's standing right next to me. "I think it's time for us to have a long chat," he continues. "A very long, very important chat about our future together and what you're going to do for me."
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Today.
 
    
 
   Standing in the doorway, I watch as Paula checks and double-checks the room. Although she's trying to make light of what she's doing, I can tell that she's genuinely nervous about sleeping here again. I guess that's understandable, considering she found a skeleton under our bed last night. Still, I've shown her over and over again that the room is completely safe; I've even gone so far as to tell her that I've checked all the other rooms in the hotel to make sure they're also empty, although that's not entirely true. I checked some of the rooms, or at least I glanced through the doors, but I figure I'll take a proper look tomorrow. Really, though, Paula is being irrational, and I don't have time to run around trying to resolve all her stupid fears.
 
   "All good?" I ask eventually.
 
   "I guess," she replies, clearly a little nervous. "I'd say we should sleep somewhere else, but this is the only room where the dust isn't so bad. I guess it'll be fine."
 
   "It's just one more night," I tell her, "and then we're out of here. I'm sure we'll find a can of gas if we keep looking." What I don't tell her, of course, is that I know we'll find a can of gas, since I've put one in the shed behind the hotel. It's the spare can from the truck, and I carry it for precisely this type of emergency. Sometime tomorrow afternoon, I'll pretend to suddenly find it, and then we'll fill the truck's repaired tank and leave. I just need a few more hours to look around Devil's Briar first. I'm sure Paula would understand my reasoning if she thought about things more rationally. Unfortunately, she's allowed the undoubted strangeness of the town to impact upon her thought process. I wish she hadn't done that; I wish she hadn't made it so that I had no choice other than to sabotage the truck on purpose just to keep up here a little longer.
 
   "Sandwich?" I say, grabbing the rucksack. Sorting through the packets we have left, I find myself wishing I'd been a little more adventurous and maybe brought some different food. "We have ham, or we have beef," I say, tossing a packet onto the bed for her.
 
   With a hesitant smile, she takes the packet and opens it.
 
   "Are you okay?" I ask. "I mean, apart from the obvious."
 
   "I'm fine," she replies. "I just..." She pauses for a moment, and there's clearly something on her mind. "That banging sound on the drum -"
 
   "Was caused by the metal expanding and contracting," I remind her, "which in turn was caused by changes in the temperature or the atmospheric pressure."
 
   She nods, but I can tell she's not convinced.
 
   "I took a look at some of those documents we found," I say, hoping to distract her by changing the subject. "There wasn't much in there, but I found a few names. When we get back to Boston, we can start digging into the records. There have to be references to Devil's Briar somewhere, so..." I pause, seeing the distracted expression on Paula's face. "I mean, that's if you want to be involved in the project," I continue. "Sorry, I just assumed that you'd be staying on-board for the duration."
 
   She looks over at me and I can see a brief flicker of doubt in her eyes. "Yeah," she says finally, and not very convincingly. "I'm totally on-board."
 
   "I've found a good starting point," I tell her. "Thanks to those documents, I now know the name of the man who was the final Mayor of Devil's Briar; the guy who was in charge when the place died. His name was Thomas Paternoster."
 
   She pauses for a moment. "I swear I've heard that name before."
 
   "Where?"
 
   "Not sure," she continues, "but it definitely rings a bell. It must have been in some other research I did. It's a pretty unusual name, so I doubt there'd be two of them. I'll go through my old papers when we get back to Boston and see what I can find out."
 
   "See?" I say, smiling. "We make a good team."
 
   She nods, but she doesn't say anything. I know there's something on her mind, and I know she's unlikely to talk to me about it. One of the things that's always driven me crazy about Paula is this way she internalizes everything. She gets some idea stuck in her head, and she just chews it over; she becomes vague and distant while she's deciding what to do, and then suddenly she'll make some surprising announcement that seems to come out of the blue. I just wish she'd talk to me a little more, but I know from experience that there's no point in pushing the subject. It's best just to let her get on with it, and to not take the silences too personally.
 
   "I'm going to go and have a cigarette," I say, heading to the door. "You want to come?"
 
   She shakes her head. "I'll stay here and maybe get rid of some more dust from the bed."
 
   Walking downstairs, I pull out my cigarettes and, once I'm outside in the town square, I light up. It's getting late, and the declining sun is casting long shadows.
 
   After a moment, I see something moving over on the other side of the square. At first, I refuse to look, because I refuse to submit to the irrationality of my own mind. Just as Paula has been struggling, and convincing herself that a few bangs on a drum are something more sinister, I too have started to notice strange things happening in Devil's Briar. The difference, though, is that whereas Paula succumbs to her irrationalities, I fight back against mine. I know that this is just my brain's way of interpreting the strangeness of the place. Auditory and visual hallucinations are common in such circumstances, but I have to ignore what I'm seeing and remind myself that it's just a product of my own mind. It's not easy to be strong like this, but it's really the only solution.
 
   Finally, taking another drag on my cigarette before stubbing it out on the cross and dropping the butt to the ground, I turn and walk back over toward the hotel. Ahead of me, there's a little girl. She's wearing an off-white dress and her skin seems yellow and faded, and she's staring straight at me with cold, yellowing eyes. She looks so real, as if she's actually standing there, but I know I'm imagining her.
 
   "Do you want to play hide and seek?" she asks, a faint smile spreading across her lips.
 
   Rather than react to the image, I fortify my mind and walk straight past the little girl and up the steps, into the hotel. I don't look back, and I resolve to not mention what I saw to Paula. The little girl has appeared to me three or four times during the day, but she's a product of my imagination. There's no point giving oxygen to such fevered hallucinations. Turning and pushing the door shut, I glance at the girl and see that she's still looking at me. I tell myself once again that she's not real, that she exists only in my head, before I turn and head up to the bedroom.
 
   


 
  

Book 3:
 
    
 
   Cloth Man
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   It takes them a few hours to dig me out of the snow. They keep talking about the need to be careful, to make sure they don't hurt me. It's cute, but they needn't bother. I'm so far beyond the point of pain, I couldn't care less if they snapped my arms off and dropped my body until it shattered into a million pieces. The ice isn't just on my skin; it's deep within me, forming tiny crystals in my blood. My eyes are frozen open, and tiny ice particles refract the morning light so that everything I see is filled with dazzling colors; my mouth is also frozen open in a perpetual scream, although I am not screaming. Not now. So, you see, they can be as rough as they want, because it's only a body and I don't need it any more. I just wish I could die immediately, instead of clinging to life in this frozen shell. Surely the final moment will come at any moment? Surely, as they load me onto the back of a cart, my brain will shut down and I'll sink into the darkness of death? How can my heart ever beat again? Dear God, all I want is death. Sweet, perfect, warm, light-splintered death. I'm ready. This life is over.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   1925.
 
    
 
   "Catherine!" I shout as I push the door shut. "Catherine! My coat!"
 
   Standing and waiting, I realize that not only is there no sign of my daughter, but the house is freezing cold and the stove sits empty. By this point in the afternoon, Catherine should have started making dinner, she should have got a fire burning, and she should be here to take my coat and help me prepare for my bath. There should also be a glass of whiskey waiting for me in the study. In the past year, ever since her mother died, Catherine has faithfully and attentively fulfilled her duties as the woman of our house, yet in recent weeks she has begun to falter. It is as if something has distracted her, and I am starting to suspect that she will require a gentle reminder of her responsibilities.
 
   "Catherine!" I call out one final time, not with any real hope that she will come running, but because I feel I should give her one more chance. Perhaps the girl is deaf, rather than delinquent. Sighing, I am forced to remove my own coat and hang it up, brushing off the snow that has landed on my shoulders as I walked home. Stepping through to the kitchen, I put my hand on the stove and feel that it is cold, and there appears to have been no food preparation whatsoever. It is as if Catherine has simply vanished, leaving me with no apparent means of being fed. It's quite unfathomable that the girl would have so little regard for her father's well-being, so little concern, that she would neglect to prepare a hearty dinner. If I didn't know better, I'd start to suspect that she means me to cook my own meal.
 
   "Intolerable girl," I mutter, heading back through to the hallway. It seems I have no other option than to go and eat at the hotel, where there will at least be a hot stove with some concoction bubbling away. Of course, I shall have to come up with an excuse to explain why I have resorted to such desperate measures. I can't very well admit to Henry Porter, the hotel's proprietor, that my own daughter has neglected my needs so thoughtlessly. I should be ashamed to have anyone else in town know that I command such a distinct lack of respect in my own home. As for Catherine, the girl will face my anger when she eventually returns home.
 
   Once my coat is on, I open the door and face the icy chill of the evening's stormy weather. All day, a cold wind has been blowing through Devil's Briar, bringing with it a deluge of snow that threatens to make the streets almost impassable. I very much regret having to go back out in such weather, but I certainly can't sit alone in a cold house and starve. One would think that, on a day such as this, Catherine would take extra care to provide me with comfort upon my return from work, but sadly the girl lacks even this basic courtesy. I have tried to discipline her before, of course, but I am starting to think that I must take a firmer hand. She clearly will not learn until I have let her understand the full force of my displeasure. I shall have to employ the whip again.
 
   "Father!" calls out a voice, just as I am stepping outside into the cold street. "Father! Wait!"
 
   Turning, I see Catherine running toward me with a look of panic in her eyes. I quickly glance about, and I'm glad to see that at least no-one else is in the vicinity to witness the ungainly spectacle of my daughter racing through the snow. It is a most un-ladylike thing for her to do, and I'm quite sure no man would want to marry her if he had seen her in such a state. If she is ever to attract a good husband, she must learn to exhibit a little more class.
 
   "Father, I'm so sorry I was out," she says breathlessly as she reaches the door. "I had errands to run, and I'm afraid the bad weather slowed me down terribly." Barely looking me in the eye, she goes inside. "I shall have dinner ready for you within the hour," she calls back as she hurries into the kitchen.
 
   "Do not bother," I say firmly. "I have already decided to go to the hotel. Attend to the hearth instead, and ensure that the house is warm for my return." I pause for a moment. "We shall talk about your behavior later, Catherine," I add, at which point she turns to me with a look of fear in her eyes.
 
   "Father, I am truly sorry -" she starts to say.
 
   "I have no doubt that you are," I reply, "but I'm afraid that an apology is insufficient. We shall talk about the matter later, when I return." Without wishing to engage in further discussion at this point in time, I turn and walk away, shuffling through the heavy snow as I head to the town square. The streets are mercifully empty, since few people would be keen to come out in such awful weather. I daresay some souls will look out their windows and wonder why I, Dr. Marshall Collings, am out in such terrible conditions; hopefully, they will assume that I am on my way to pay a kindness to some poor unfortunate who has fallen ill. It will not occur to any of them that my own daughter could have disrespected me so gravely that I should have returned to an empty, cold house.
 
   Since the snow is nearly two feet thick, it takes me much longer than usual to reach the town square. Mr. Paternoster's huge metal cross stands tall as ever, towering over the scene and looking particularly imposing as the snow swirls down to the ground. It is good to have a little more religious piety in the town, even if I am somewhat taken aback by the scale of Mr. Paternoster's design. It is as if he is a little too eager to prove his religiosity to the people of Devil's Briar, but I suppose our soulless Mayor was more than happy to accept such a grand gesture. For my part, I prefer to do away with ostentatious displays of faith and to focus instead on nurturing the flickering flame within my own heart. I believe God will look more kindly upon a good, strong man, than he will upon some large structure applauded by the crowds.
 
   Battling against the snow and wind, I finally make my way to the hotel. The steps are icy and I have to tread carefully, but soon I'm in the warmth of the hotel's lobby, where Henry Porter is sitting behind his desk.
 
   "Dr. Collings," he says, looking a little puzzled as he checks his watch. "It's almost six o'clock in the evening. To what do we owe the pleasure of your company?" He hurries over and helps me remove my coat. "I hope none of my guests have reported an injury?"
 
   "Not at all," I reply, feeling rather embarrassed by the situation. "I'm afraid..." I pause, before lowering my voice. "I have decided to dine at your establishment tonight. Catherine had, of course, prepared a meal for me tonight, but I told her in no uncertain terms that I should prefer to come and patronize your fine kitchen. In truth, she is still learning to master the culinary arts, and her meal was no good. No good at all.."
 
   "Of course," Mr. Porter says, "we would be honored to have you eat with us. Rest assured, there will be no cost for your evening's entertainment, and we shall maintain the highest standards of discretion."
 
   "Thank you, Mr. Porter," I say, nodding appreciatively, "Tell me, are there any guests in your dining room at this particular moment?"
 
   "Not at all," he replies, leading me over to the doors that lead into the saloon. "Mr. Paternoster and his niece have indicated that they will be dining at eight o'clock this evening."
 
   "Excellent," I say. "I shall ensure I am gone by that time. Tell your chef that I am happy to eat anything he cares to serve. I trust that he will deliver a satisfying meal. Also, please bring me a quart of red wine and a cigar. I feel that after making my way here in such dramatic weather, I must relax."
 
   "Of course," Mr. Porter says, showing the level of deference and respect that a man of my stature deserves. Porter can be a disagreeable man at times, but at least he knows his place and he respects his superiors. "Please," he continues with due deference, "take a seat and everything will be provided."
 
   "Very good," I say, walking into the saloon and choosing to sit at a table over by the window. Looking out at the town square, I'm quite shocked by the ferocity of the storm. Snow is swirling through the air, and the darkening sky shows no sign of respite. It seems that we are in for some more bad weather during the night, which undoubtedly will mean that there will be more sick people in the morning. The cold tends to bring out aches and pains in even the healthiest of individuals. I shall have to add a little extra charge to my usual fee, to cover the added inconvenience that I face when making my way about in such appalling weather. After all, I am not a charity.
 
   "Children these days are too easily distracted," Mr. Porter says as he brings my wine through. "They neglect their duties."
 
   "She'll learn," I reply firmly.
 
   "I'm sure she will," Mr. Porter replies. "I hope, though, that you won't be too harsh on the poor girl. She's still young, after all, and it takes time to become a good cook."
 
   "Her age does not come into this," I say. "She must be disciplined."
 
   "But not too strongly," he insists. "I mean, I would hate to..." He pauses awkwardly, as if he is afraid to speak his mind.
 
   "What is it, man?" I ask, trying to hide my annoyance. "If you have something to say, let's hear it."
 
   He pauses for a moment. "It's just that I recall that day, last summer, when she had so many bruises on her face and neck. I would hope... I would hope she doesn't require quite such strenuous discipline on this occasion."
 
   I stare at him for a moment. "How I discipline my daughter is my own business," I tell him eventually, determined not to become angered by his impertinence. "I would hope that everyone in this town understands that I must make my own decisions in this matter. It's all for her own good in the long run."
 
   "Of course," Mr. Porter says, backing away. "I shall go and check to see how the chef's work is going."
 
   Taking a heavy gulp of wine from my glass, I feel the anger building in my gut. I'm quite aware that last summer, when I disciplined Catherine for her rudeness toward me, there were some people in the town who believed that I had gone too far. Even today, there are those in Devil's Briar who believe physical punishment is to be avoided. They do not understand that young girls require strict discipline if they are to remain obedient. Nevertheless, perhaps this time I shall instruct Catherine to stay indoors for a few days after I have punished her. The last thing I want is for ignorant souls to feel sympathy for her, merely because she has a few cuts and bruises about her person.
 
   Henry Porter's chef delivers a fine meal, and I drink three quarts of wine before realizing that I must begin the journey home. The storm is getting worse and worse, and I feel I should get to my house before the streets become impassable. I should hate to end up stranded in the hotel for the night, but the weather is so bad that I fear any man who ventures out is risking his life. If I were a lesser man, I would certainly book a room, but as the town doctor I feel I must make an extra effort to get home, rest, and be ready for the morning. Besides, people know to reach me at my house; if I am here at the hotel, there might be a delay in obtaining my services, and the cost could be someone's life.
 
   Once I have thanked Mr. Porter for his hospitality, I venture back out into the town square. The wind almost blows me off my feet as I struggle down the icy steps and back across the square. With snow howling around, I push on and trudge along the streets. The walk back to my house should usually take just a few minutes, but in these conditions it is almost a full half hour before I reach my door.
 
   "Catherine!" I call out, and I immediately hear her scurrying through from the kitchen. She takes my coat, but she doesn't say anything. It is as if she believes that, by performing her duties and keeping quiet, I will somehow forget the mistake she made earlier. If anything, however, this meekness makes me want to add a few extra lashes to her misery.
 
   "Fetch me a glass of whiskey," I tell her, feeling the need to build up my strength before I get to the business of discipline.
 
   "Yes, father," she says, hurrying to the liquor cabinet while I head through to the study. A fire is roaring in the hearth, and she has cleaned the room thoroughly. In ordinary circumstances, I would be very satisfied with her work, but I simply cannot overlook her staggering oversight from earlier. As she comes through with my whiskey and sets it next to my chair, I feel the rage burning in my soul.
 
   "Is there anything else?" she asks timidly.
 
   "Yes," I say, before striking her across the face. Having clearly not expected me to hit her yet, she loses her balance and falls heavily to the ground. "You will go to the pantry," I tell her, staring down at her pitiful form. "Wait for me there. I shall take some whiskey before I come and give you the beating you deserve. Do you understand?"
 
   "Yes, father," she replies, getting up from the floor and hurrying to the door.
 
   "And lay out my best belts," I remind her. "I will be using them on you."
 
   "Yes, father," she says, before leaving the room.
 
   Taking a seat by the roaring fire, I pick up the whiskey glass and start drinking. I had hoped to be in bed by nine o'clock this evening, but it is already seven and I clearly have a long night ahead of me. First, I must enjoy my whiskey, and then I must go through and discipline my daughter. I'll be lucky to be in bed before midnight.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Today.
 
    
 
   "You okay?" Paula asks, standing in the doorway of the little shed. "Bill?"
 
   "What?" I ask, turning to her. I guess I was so consumed by my work, I didn't hear her walking across the yard. I've spent all morning in this room, which I think must have been some kind of operating theater. There's a crude medical table fitted with manacles, and a nearby bench has various noxious-looking substances festering in old, dusty jars; on the wall, there's an array of rusty surgical instruments, such as a set of scalpels and a bone-saw. Whoever worked in this place, he obviously didn't care much about hygiene; I can't imagine what it must have been like to have come here for help.
 
   "Did anyone ever tell you that you're cute when you're obsessed?" Paula says, smiling. It's the first time I've seen a genuine smile on her face since we arrived in Devil's Briar two days ago. I guess that's my fault; after all, she wanted to turn right around and get out of here, but I insisted we should stay. She thinks our truck got damaged and that all the gas ran out, when in fact I cut a hole in the fuel tank, and I've got the truck's spare gas can stored safely in an out-house behind the hotel. Some time after lunch today, I'm going to claim to have 'found' some gas, and finally we'll head back to Boston. Paula's put up with a lot, but I simply had to take a proper look around this dusty old town. "So what've you got?" she asks, wandering over to the bench and picking up a rusty old syringe.
 
   "A doctor's surgery," I say. "Basic even by the standards of the 1920s. I mean, there's no way a place like this could have been kept sterile."
 
   "I guess you had to take what you could get back then," she replies. "If this guy was the only doctor in town, he was better than nothing."
 
   "His name," I say, picking up a framed medical certificate and handing it to her, "was Marshall Collings. Seems he had proper medical training, at least. God knows how he ended up here, practicing in a tin hut in the middle of nowhere."
 
   "Maybe he was running from something," she says. "I can see how a place like Devil's Briar might be useful for people who wanted to start over and forget their old lives. Speaking of which, don't we need to start thinking about getting out of here?" She pauses for a moment, waiting for me to say something. "Bill, you said we could leave today. Unless you've magically found some gas, we need to start getting ready for a hell of a walk."
 
   "I know," I say. "We'll go in a couple of hours."
 
   She sighs. "The sooner we get back to Boston, the sooner you can get a proper team together and come look over this place. Besides, don't you want to start doing some background research? Don't you want to find out who this Dr. Marshall Collings guy was?"
 
   "Sure," I tell her. I've strung her along for a while now; I guess it's time to go pretend to find the gas can. "There's just one more place I want to look for gas," I say, heading to the door. "I think I spotted an old workshop behind the hotel. I figure it's -" I pause, looking out at the yard. "When did it start snowing?" I ask.
 
   Paula joins me at the door and we both look up at the sky. Snow is falling down, already blanketing the ground with a thin white layer. It's weird, but just an hour ago it seemed like a pretty decent day.
 
   "Well this is new," she says.
 
   "We can't hike in this weather," I point out.
 
   "We don't have enough food and water to stay here," she says, sounding annoyed. There's an awkward pause. "Bill, I'm not kidding. You have to be practical. We packed enough provisions for a two-day trip, and we've been here twice that long. We have to get out of here or we'll get dehydrated."
 
   "We can always drink the snow," I say, holding my hand out and letting some flakes land on my palm. "Relax," I add as she scowls at me, "I've got a good feeling about that workshop. I mean, who doesn't have gas in a workshop, right?"
 
   "Let's go look," she says. "No more fucking about, okay?"
 
   We walk in silence out of the yard, along the ramshackle little street and into the town square. It's hard to believe how heavy the snow has become so quickly, and it's settling on every surface. I guess Paula's right: we can't just hang around this place and keep poking into the nooks and crannies; we need to get back to Boston and plan a proper second trip. The only problem with that idea is that I'm not sure Paula will agree to come to Devil's Briar again. I can't shake the feeling that she's become disinterested in the place, perhaps even in me. I've known for years that she's not entirely happy in our marriage, but she seemed to have accepted our life together; lately, however, she seems to have become more fidgety, as if she's eying an exit strategy.
 
   "Do you think there's a storm coming?" she asks as we walk down the side of the hotel.
 
   "Possibly," I reply. "You know, if there is, we might be safer waiting it out in one of these buildings."
 
   "Nice try," she says, glancing over at me.
 
   "In here," I tell her, leading her over to the workshop entrance. This is the place where, a couple of days ago, I hid the spare can of gas, pouring it into an old container on one of the shelves. All I have to do now is feign surprise at finding the gas, and we can be on our way. I'd been planning to come up with a more elaborate and believable story to explain how I suddenly came across the can, but I figure there's no time for any of that at the moment. Paula's right: there seems to be a snowstorm coming.
 
   "This place stinks," Paula says as we enter the workshop.
 
   "Don't breathe too deep," I remind her. "You don't know what kind of crap they kept in here." I scan the shelves, looking for the can full of gas. For a brief moment, I'm worried that it's somehow disappeared, but finally I spot it in the shadows. "Well, look at this," I say, trying to sound convincingly surprised as I reach up to grab the can, "looks like maybe we've -" I pick up the can and realize, with shock, that it feels empty.
 
   "Is there anything in there?" Paula asks.
 
   I quickly unscrew the lid and look inside, finding that there's nothing in the can. "What the fuck?" I mutter.
 
   "Bang goes that idea," Paula says. "I guess we're going to be hiking."
 
   Starting to panic a little, I double-check that I've got the right can. Turning it over, I check for a hole, but there's nothing. I run my hand over the shelf, but I can't find any evidence that the gas leaked out. It's as if, somehow, the contents of the can simply vanished while it was sitting in here. Taking a deep breath, and with my mind racing, I turn to Paula. No matter how shocked I might be, I can't let on that the gas has gone missing. As far as she's concerned, there was never any gas in here in the first place.
 
   "We can't hike in this weather," I say, starting to wonder what we're going to do. All this time, I've been certain that we have gas for when we need it; suddenly, I find that we really are stranded in Devil's Briar. "We'll die out there," I add. "It'd be insane."
 
   "Don't be so melodramatic," she replies. "It won't be pleasant, but we can make it."
 
   "No!" I say, hurrying over to the door and looking out at the increasingly heavy snowfall. "It's getting worse and worse, Paula. It'd be suicide to go hiking back to the nearest town while the weather's like this. We're not remotely equipped for this kind of thing."
 
   "Then what are we going to do?" she asks bluntly.
 
   I pause, my heart racing. "We have to wait for the storm to pass," I say, running through a mental list of all the supplies we have. There's not much: a couple of sandwiches, a few small bottles of water, and some wafers. It'll get us through tonight, and at a squeeze it might even keep us going for two more days, but suddenly our situation is looking pretty perilous. After all, we've got no cellphone signal up here, no-one knows exactly where we are, and as far as I can tell there's no food or water to be found in the entire town.
 
   "Perfect," Paula says, clearly not impressed. "You promised we'd get out of here today!"
 
   "I didn't know there was going to be a storm!" I reply, trying to hide the fact that I'm irritated by her attitude. "I thought..." I sigh, realizing I can't tell her the truth about the gas can.
 
   "You thought what?" she asks.
 
   "I thought..." I turn to look at the shelf again. "I was convinced we'd find some gas," I say eventually. "I never really thought we'd actually end up hiking."
 
   "I guess we've got no choice," she says. "We wait out the storm, and then we get moving. Deal?"
 
   I turn to her.
 
   "Bill?" she says. "You agree, right? That's the best thing to do?"
 
   I nod, not really paying much attention to what she's saying. Something's seriously wrong here. Gas doesn't just vanish from a can, and there's no-one else in the whole of Devil's Briar apart from Paula and myself. Paula didn't even know about the can, which means I have no idea where the gas went. I guess there must be a leak that I haven't found yet, but there doesn't seem to be any sign of a spillage in here.
 
   "You wanna head back to the hotel?" Paula asks. "At least we know the place. I figure we need to hunker down and wait for this weather to pass." As she says those words, a chill wind roars through the doorway. It's pretty clear that the storm is building rapidly. Knowing the weather patterns in this part of the country, we could be in for anything ranging from a light flurry to an avalanche, so Paula's right: we need to pick somewhere, and stay there.
 
   "Sure," I reply, still trying to work out what happened to the gas can. "Back to the hotel."
 
   "It won't be so bad," she says. "I've always loved storms. We just have to get ourselves nice and warm under lots of blankets, and listen to Mother Nature take her best shot at the town. I know it's a run-down old place, but I don't think we've got too much to worry about. It's obviously been standing for a while. Anyway, how many people get the chance to experience a huge storm while they're in a ghost town?"
 
   "It's not a ghost town," I say firmly, heading to the doorway. "A ghost town implies ghosts, and there's no such thing as ghosts. Don't let your imagination run away with you."
 
   "I was joking," she says.
 
   "It's not funny," I insist, hurrying out into the snow and walking quickly around to the hotel's front entrance. It's crazy to see how quickly this storm is picking up, but above us the light gray sky looks to be churning rapidly and threatening to deposit more and more snow all over this town. Thunder rumbles in the distance. It's pretty clear that there's a hell of a lot more snow on the way, and we need to get into the hotel and make sure we're safe. Then we have to come up with a plan to get out of here, because right now it seems like we're trapped in Devil's Briar.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   1925.
 
    
 
   "Catherine!" I shout as I get up from my chair. Swaying slightly, I knock the little table over, sending the empty whiskey bottle smashing to the ground. One more thing for the dirty little bitch to clean up after I'm finished reminding her of her duties. "Catherine!" I roar, and moments later I hear her scurrying back through from the rear of the house. It has been several hours since I started drinking, and now that it's close to midnight I feel I'm ready to mete out my daughter's punishment.
 
   "Yes, father?" she says as she enters the room.
 
   "Do you see what I have done?" I ask, looking down at the broken whiskey bottle. "Do you see what you have made me do?"
 
   "I shall clean it up, father," she says, grabbing a dustpan from the kitchen and hurrying to the hearth. She kneels and starts sweeping the broken glass up.
 
   "Use your hands," I say, leaning against the wall in order to steady myself. I have only drunk a third of a bottle of whiskey, but I already feel quite light-headed.
 
   "Yes, father," she says, gathering up the pieces of glass in her hands.
 
   "Stand up," I tell her once she's finished.
 
   Timidly, she stands and faces me, keeping her head bowed. I reach out and take her hands in mine. She has the pieces of broken glass clasped in her palms, so I slowly start to squeeze her hands together.
 
   "Father..." she says, clearly in pain, but she realizes that it would be futile to argue with me. Instead, she manages to remain quiet as I tightly push her hands together. Pieces of broken glass cut into her skin, and blood dribbles down onto the floor.
 
   "This is the judgment that has been passed on you," I whisper. "Do you know who has passed this judgment?"
 
   "God?" she asks, her voice wracked with pain.
 
   "Not God," I sneer. "Me."
 
   "Yes, father," she whimpers.
 
   "You must clean up the blood later," I say calmly, maintaining the pressure on her hands.
 
   "Yes, father," she says, as tears fill her eyes. She has always been a weak and pathetic creature. Finally, I let go and she stands before me, her hands bleeding, not daring to let go of the glass.
 
   "We shall go to the pantry," I say. "Throw the glass into the trash in the kitchen."
 
   Turning, she leads me through to the next room. It's hard to walk straight, and I have to hold tightly to the door as we pass into the kitchen. Thanks to the surfeit of whiskey in my belly, the whole room seems to be spinning a little. Catherine drops the glass into a bucket, although some of the pieces of stuck in her palms and she has to carefully pick them out. There is a lot of blood, more perhaps than I had expected.
 
   "Enough," I say, grabbing her arm and dragging her toward the pantry. "I hope you don't feel too sorry for yourself," I add as I lead her into the small room and push the door shut. "I am doing nothing to you that I did not already do to your dear, late mother on the rare occasions when she required punishment." I look over at the table and see that, as ordered, Catherine has set out three of my finest leather belts. "In the early years, shortly after we were married, your mother made quite a number of mistakes," I continue, my speech slurring a little. "By the time you were born, though, she had learned her lesson. God rest her soul."
 
   "Yes, father," Catherine says quietly.
 
   "You esteemed your mother, did you not?" I ask.
 
   Catherine nods eagerly.
 
   "She was not a great woman when I married her," I explain. "I molded her. I gave her that greatness."
 
   "Yes, father."
 
   "Your mother would be ashamed of you," I continue, picking up my thickest belt. "She thought you were a good girl. She told me, on her death-bed, that you would take care of me. How wrong she was. Tell me, where were you this afternoon? Why were you out of the house, when you should have been preparing my dinner?"
 
   "I was running errands," Catherine says, but I can tell she is lying.
 
   "Tell me the truth," I say, "and while you are at it, turn around and hitch down your dress."
 
   She pauses for a moment, before turning and starting to unbutton the top of her clothing. "I was visiting the Parkinson family," she says, lowering her dress to reveal her bare back. There are still a few faint scars from the last time I had to discipline her in this way. She's a slow healer.
 
   "And why were you doing that?" I ask. "What business do you have with Mr. and Mrs. Parkinson?" I take a deep breath. "Or did you merely wish to spend time with their son, Thomas?" I wait for her to answer, but she says nothing. "I suppose you think that one day you might marry that dirty little bastard," I continue. "I suppose you think I would agree to such a union, and you might get away from me. Well the truth, my dear, is that while Thomas Parkinson is a lowly, worthless piece of scum, he still has better prospects than you. He will marry a maid, or a scullion. He will not marry a slut. No-one will marry you. You will spend your days looking after me, and then when I am gone, do you know what you will become?"
 
   "What will I become, father?" she asks.
 
   "A whore," I snarl, before snapping the belt across her back. She lets out a whelp of pain and almost falls to the floor, but she manages to steady herself against the table. The strike, though, was a good one, and I have split open a line of flesh running diagonally across her back. Blood begins to ooze down her soft, pink flesh, dribbling down to her waist. "But what man would pay for a whore who has a scarred back?" I ask, before striking her again. This time, the belt cuts a line straight down from the base of her neck to the small of her back, and more blood dribbles out. She steadies herself again, still refusing to drop to the floor.
 
   "Yes, father," she says, her voice faltering. She is close to tears, which is only to be expected from such a weak and feeble child. Even for a woman, she is a pitiful specimen of humanity.
 
   "I've always known you'll end up as a whore," I tell her. "It's in your eyes. It's all you're good for." Pausing for a moment, I finally use the belt to whip her for a third time, and now a thick wound opens up across the base of her neck. Not only is blood dribbling down, but I can see the meat under her skin.
 
   "Please, father!" she sobs. "Please have mercy!"
 
   "You forget," I say, "I'm a doctor. I'll make sure you have no infections. This punishment is entirely necessary if I am to ensure that you never, ever disrespect me again. Do you understand?"
 
   "Yes, father!" she weeps, almost breaking down as she shudders with pain. Blood continues to drip down her back from the three large cuts I have inflicted.
 
   "Tell me what you will become once I am dead!" I demand.
 
   "A whore," she says.
 
   "A what?" I shout.
 
   "A whore!" she says again, raising her voice.
 
   "And until then, what will you do?" I ask.
 
   "I shall serve you," she cries.
 
   "And if you neglect your duties again, what will I do to you?"
 
   "You will..." She pauses, as if she can't speak through the tears. "You will punish me," she says.
 
   "Oh, you must be in no doubt about that," I say. I pause for a moment, feeling as if perhaps she has learned her lesson. "Turn to face me," I tell her.
 
   Slowly, she turns and looks at me. Tears are streaming down her face, and her eyes are puffy and red. She looks so pitiful, I am compelled to spit upon her face.
 
   "Please, father," she whispers, barely flinching as my saliva drips down her cheek. Her voice is wavering as her bottom lip quivers, "I'll never do it again."
 
   "I know you won't," I say, before raising the belt and thrashing her across the face. She screams and falls to the floor, clutching her cheek as blood drips flows the wound. She looks so pitiful and weak, and there is a part of me that feels it would be wise to keep punishing her. After all, I don't want to have to do this again, but if she keeps provoking me.
 
   "There," I say, as she weeps quietly. "Now no man will touch you."
 
   Finding it hard to stand up straight, I turn and stumble through to the kitchen. Unfortunately, the liquor cabinet is empty and there's not a drop left to drink in the house. Just as I'm contemplating this regrettable turn of events, I hear Catherine weeping and sobbing in the pantry. Disgusted by her weakness, I storm back through, grab her arms and haul her up.
 
   "Stop making that noise!" I shout into her bloodied, torn face. "Stop it immediately!"
 
   "Please!" she shouts back. "Please, father! Please, stop!"
 
   "Damn you!" I say, horrified by her display of self-pity. Dragging her through to the hallway, I open the door and push her out into the snow, before grabbing my coat and picking up a chain that I usually use to secure my side gate. "This way," I say, pulling her by the arm through the dark, snowy streets. Fortunately, there is no-one about at this late hour to witness the disgusting, degrading state to which my pitiful daughter has sunk, but I feel I must make a spectacle of her. She sobs and weeps as I pull her to the town square, where finally I throw her against the base of Mr. Paternoster's cross. "Perhaps this will cure you of these histrionics," I say, tying the chain around her neck and securing her to the cross.
 
   "Please, father!" she whimpers, shivering in the snow. "I'm so cold!"
 
   "Of course you're cold," I reply, finding it hard to keep focused on her. "It's snowing!" I take a step back, almost stumbling over my own feet. "Damn it," I mutter, realizing I should have brought my belt with me. "Wait here," I say, "and don't make a sound. I shall fetch my belt!" With that, I turn and stagger away, heading back toward my house. It's well past midnight and the town is sleeping, but I am determined to teach my pathetic daughter a lesson that she'll never forget. Before this night is over, she will understand the importance of her responsibilities to me. After all, I'm a respected member of the community and I demand to be treated as such! If I have to beat that girl half to death, she will learn her lesson!
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Today.
 
    
 
   Standing in the lobby of the abandoned hotel and smoking one of my last cigarettes, I look out at the town square and see the storm battering Devil's Briar. Snow is howling through the air, as a strong wind shakes the buildings and causes the large metal cross to sway with a worrying groan. The scene is so desolate, it almost feels as if the end of the world has arrived, and it's hard to imagine quite how we're going to get out of here even after the storm is over. There's going to be at least a couple of feet of snow all over the place, and the air is getting colder and colder. I can't help wondering whether, in my haste to stay in this place and keep exploring, I might have doomed Paula and myself. Are we stuck here forever?
 
   Paula doesn't seem too concerned. It's strange, but having been pushing and pushing for us to leave, she seems remarkably sanguine about our current predicament. She keeps making jokes about us being stuck in Devil's Briar for the rest of our lives, and she doesn't even seem mad about the fact that we have no gas. I have no idea what has caused her change of heart, but at least we aren't fighting. Right now, I need her on my side. Things would be far worse if we were fighting all the time, like we used to do in the old days.
 
   "Keeping warm?" Paula asks.
 
   I turn, having not heard her make her way down the stairs from the first floor. "Not very successfully," I reply.
 
   "It's getting worse, isn't it?" she says, coming over to join me at the door.
 
   "By the second," I tell her. "I've never been in a storm like this. It's like the elements are throwing everything they've got at us. I swear, if I was a superstitious man, I'd say the weather's trying to scrub Devil's Briar off the land." Above us, there's an ominous creak as a particularly strong gust of wind catches the building; moments later, there's another rumble of thunder. "I think it'll hold," I continue, as much to convince myself as to reassure Paula. "For all its faults, the place seems to be pretty well built."
 
   "Did you get the batteries?" she asks.
 
   "Yeah," I say, pointing to the bag of batteries I fetched from the van. It was hard battling through the snow, but I figure we might as well try to get some heat and light running in the hotel.
 
   "Come with me," Paula says, taking my hand. "I think I've found something that might make you feel a little better."
 
   Sighing, I follow her across the dusty lobby and into the little bar, where she hurries around to the cabinets and pulls out some old bottles.
 
   "What the hell have you got there?" I ask.
 
   "Whiskey, vodka and a little cognac," she replies with a smile, before pulling out a dark bottle, "and what appears to be a bottle of wine. I've got no idea whether it's kept well over the years, but it's worth a try. At least it'll keep us distracted."
 
   I walk over and pick up the bottle of whiskey. "You want to deal with being stranded in a remote town, in the middle of a snowstorm, by getting drunk on hundred-year-old booze?"
 
   "It's an option," she says, "but before you turn your nose up at the idea, I've got something else to show you." She hurries through a side door, into a small room behind the bar, and returns a moment later with a cardboard box full of what appear to be small metal cans. "Voila!" she says proudly. "Meat! Tinned meat! It's nearly a century old, but I opened one earlier and it's still surprisingly good. This kind of stuff lasts forever. Hell, I reckon it'd survive a nuclear holocaust." She grabs a can-opener from the side and carefully opens one of the cans. "Doesn't even smell too bad, does it?"
 
   I smile as I sniff the can. The meat smells... acceptable. It reminds me of dog food, but it's certainly no worse than the kind of stuff my grandmother used to serve up for lunch when I was a child. I guess this processed meat can last forever, more or less. Still, I'm not exactly enthused about the prospect of being stuck in Devil's Briar and living off ancient canned meat until we can find a way out. I need to work out what happened to the gas I left in the workshop, because right now it's a mystery. It didn't evaporate, and it doesn't seem to have leaked out. It just seems to have vanished, and that troubles me for two reasons: not only does it mean that we're stuck in Devil's Briar, but it also makes me wonder what happened to the gas. I'm not the kind of person who believes in ghosts or monsters in the shadows, and I'm sure there's a rational explanation; however, I won't be able to rest until I've come up with an answer. Someone took that gas.
 
   "So," Paula says, scooping out some of the meat onto a little metal plate. "Meat and wine?"
 
   "I'm not really hungry," I tell her, "but you can go ahead."
 
   She pauses for a moment. "Actually," she says finally, "there's something else I want to show you." She walks around the bar and crouches down by the door. "Look at this," she continues, pointing at a little dark patch on the floor. "Tell me that's not a very old, dried blood stain."
 
   I walk over and take a look, and I see that she's right. Although it could be something else, it appears to be a dark and quite large patch of blood: someone was hurt in this spot, and apparently no-one thought to clean the mess up before the blood had managed to seep into the wood and leave a stain. It seems Devil's Briar was perhaps a dangerous place to live. There was a whole community here once, and we've barely begun to scratch the surface in terms of understanding what kind of lives these people led, or what happened to them.
 
   "It's one thing to poke about and see what you can find," Paula says, staring at me, "but you're working with one hand tied behind your back. You need to get a proper team together, get some equipment, and come out here on an organized expedition to -"
 
   "I know," I reply, standing up and walking back over to the bar. "You're right."
 
   "You'll learn far more if you do things properly."
 
   I nod, opening the bottle of whiskey and taking a sniff. To be fair, it doesn't smell too bad and it might just keep us going through the rest of the storm.
 
   "So?" Paula says, standing behind me as I pour us each a whiskey.
 
   "So what?" I reply.
 
   "Anything on your mind?"
 
   I pause for a moment. "Not really."
 
   "But do you admit you were wrong?"
 
   I smile. "Did I say that?"
 
   "Admit it," she continues, coming over to the bar and picking up her glass. "When I said we should leave on the first day and go get proper help to explore Devil's Briar, I was right. And when you insisted we stay, you were wrong."
 
   "Cheers," I say, clinking our glasses together.
 
   "You still won't admit you made a mistake, will you?"
 
   "It's not as simple as that," I reply. "Besides, it was kinda taken out of our hands when the truck had its problems. If you'll recall, I actually agreed for us to get out of here."
 
   "Whatever," she says. "In all the years I've known you, Bill Mitchell, I don't think I've ever heard you admit you were wrong about something and apologize. Not once." She takes a sip of her whiskey. "You know what? This doesn't taste too bad." With a smile, she wanders over to the window and looks out at the storm. "Doesn't it make you feel kind of small and humble to realize how powerful the natural world can be? I mean, look at it. The whole damn town could just blow away."
 
   "I'm pretty sure things won't get that bad," I reply, tasting the whiskey. Paula's right. Considering its age and uncertain provenance, it tastes pretty good.
 
   "But isn't it weird?" she continues. "We're out here, in the middle of nowhere, in a little wooden building built more than a century ago, and -" She suddenly stops talking.
 
   "The world's a weird place," I point out.
 
   "Bill," Paula says, a note of caution in her voice, "when you went to the truck and got the batteries, which way did you walk?"
 
   I turn to her. "The usual way," I say. "Why?"
 
   "Did you walk past the cross?" she continues.
 
   "I guess," I reply.
 
   She pauses. "Did you walk around the cross in a kind of circle?"
 
   I stare at her for a moment. "No," I say, walking over to join her at the window. "Why?"
 
   "Look out into the snow," she says. "Around the cross." She turns to me, a look of genuine concern on her face. "If those aren't your footprints in the snow, then whose are they?"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   1925.
 
    
 
   Opening my eyes slowly, I see that the bright light of morning is flooding through my bedroom window. My head is pounding with a dull, heavy ache, and my stomach burns with a growling sickness. It takes a moment before I remember the third of a bottle of whiskey that I drank last night, which came on top of three quarters of a bottle of red wine. Sitting up, I recognize the pain and nausea of a hangover, and I worry for a moment that I might actually vomit. I stay perfectly still for a few minutes, allowing my body to settle, before I get to my feet and walk over to the window. Snow is still falling, and is piled up in the street. It's a cold morning, and I can only hope that Catherine has got a fire burning in the hearth.
 
   "Catherine!" I call out as I leave my bedroom, stumbling to the study. Truth be told, I'm not quite certain that I am sober yet, as I feel that some of the alcohol from last night might still be in my system. Glancing at the clock on the wall, I see that it is almost seven o'clock in the morning, so I must get myself washed and ready for the day ahead. "Catherine!" I call out again, finding that the hearth is cold.
 
   "Damn that girl," I mutter, realizing that she must have overslept. With my head aching and my body almost dragged down by tiredness, I hurry to her room and push the door open, but I'm greeted by an empty bed. It's as if the girl has ignored everything I said to her yesterday, and has instead chosen once again to neglect her duties. What can possibly be going through her mind? Storming through to the kitchen, I find that there's no sign of any food having been prepared. Is it truly the case that, despite everything that happened last night, she has not learned her lesson?
 
   Just as I'm about to turn and go back through to get dressed, I notice that my belts are still set out on the table. I remember coming back to the house last night to fetch one of them, so that I could go and whip Catherine in the town square; I distinctly recall coming back through the front door, but then I went instead to my bedroom and... I pause for a moment, as a cold shiver runs through my body. I came back to the house to fetch my belt, and then... I turn and look over at my bedroom door. It's not possible that I... I couldn't have simply fallen asleep on my bed, could I? If I did, then Catherine must still be out in the town square, awaiting my return.
 
   "Dear God!" I shout, hurrying to the hallway and quickly putting on my coat over the clothes in which I slept. Rushing out into the snow, which is now so thick that one can hardly walk along the street, I hurry as fast as I can to the town square. It's a terrible morning, with snow still falling thickly and an icy wind howling through the streets, so fortunately there will probably not have been too many people leaving their homes yet. Nevertheless, it is still possible that someone might have found Catherine, in which case I might have to endure yet more idle gossip about the methods I use when disciplining my child. I must get to her and bring her home immediately, so that no-one sees the injuries on her back and face. I simply can't have people trying to interfere in our private lives.
 
   As soon as I reach the town square, I see that the whole area is covered in a thick layer of snow. There seem to be no footprints anywhere, which suggests that at this early hour no-one has ventured out into the heavy storm. That, at least, is a blessing, but as I hurry toward the cross at the center, I realize that there's no sign of Catherine. The snow is almost up to my waist as I look around frantically, wondering where she could have gone. Just as I'm about to run over to the hotel and ask if anyone has seen her, however, I spot something sticking up out of the snow, just by the base of the cross. I step closer, and with horror I see that there is a single, frozen hand protruding from the blanket of whiteness. With its skin covered in ice crystals, the hand is instantly recognizable as that of my dear daughter, and for a moment it feels as if my heart stops beating as I stare at the tragic scene.
 
   "Dear God," I mutter under my breath.
 
   For a moment, I'm unable to move, transfixed by the sight of Catherine's hand. Finally, I manage to shake myself out of the stupor. Glancing around to check that I'm still alone, I lean forward and dig out some of the snow, only to be confronted by the sight of Catherine's frozen face, staring up at the sky with her mouth open wide. When I have dug out a little more snow, I find that she died with her arms on the cross, as if she was clinging to it for warmth. Soon I have her completely uncovered, and I realize that she has turned almost pale blue with cold; the only color, apart from her hair, are the slashes of dark red blood from the wounds I made last night with the whip. Reaching out, I touch her icy shoulder and feel that it has become rock hard. There is absolutely no doubt that she is dead, and has been so for many hours, frozen solid while I was teaching her a lesson. How long, I wonder, did she wait for me to return before she realized she was going to die out here in the freezing storm? Did she long for me to come back, to whip her, and then to take her home? Or did she hope that I would drunkenly fall asleep on my bed, only to awaken early in the morning and realize what I had done? Did she and the Devil conspire to torture me in such a heinous manner?
 
   When I try to pull her away from the cross, I find that she is frozen in place. Unsure of what to do, I turn and hurry over to the small office nearby where Mayor Albert Caster lives and works. The bumbling old fool has not been seen in town for a few days, leading many to gossip about his whereabouts, but I'm quite certain he must be inside at this early hour. Finding the front entrance to be unlocked, I head straight into the building and run up the stairs until I am at the door to his office. The place seems strangely undisturbed, as if no-one has been here for a while. I know that people in town have begun to speculate about Mayor Caster, wondering what has happened to him over the past week. He simply fired his assistant, the young Ms. Paternoster, and disappeared into his office, not to be seen again. There is talk of a delegation coming to demand answers, and to see if he intends to resume his duties as our Mayor. Right now, however, I do not have time to wait. I need the man's help in order to clean up this appalling tragedy with my daughter, and I need to do so with the minimum of fuss and scandal.
 
   "Mayor Caster!" I call out, banging on the door of his office. "It's me, Dr. Collings! I need your help immediately! It's a matter of great importance!"
 
   There is no reply from the office. I try the door handle, but it seems to be locked. Sighing, I'm about to turn and walk away when I hear a sound from inside. It's just a brief, shuffling noise, but it's definitely an indication that someone is alive in there. Pausing, I wait to see if I might finally get an answer, but the noise abates and I'm left standing in silence.
 
   "Open this door!" I shout out, annoyed at his childish game. "Albert, is that you? Open this door immediately!"
 
   "Go away!" a voice hisses from the other side of the door. It's a low, hushed sound, but it's definitely Mayor Caster.
 
   "Open the door!" I insist, banging again. "This is important!"
 
   "Go away!" he replies.
 
   "I need your help!" I say. "What's wrong with you, man?"
 
   "Go away!" he says firmly.
 
   "What are you -" I start to say, before pausing as I realize that his voice is coming from low down, almost by the floor. Crouching slowly, I peer through the crack between the door and the jamb, and I see a hint of movement. "Are you on your hands and knees?" I ask incredulously. "What is wrong with you?"
 
   "Nothing," he replies, keeping his voice low. "I just -" There's a pause. "Yes," he whispers, as if he's talking to someone else, "I know. I'm telling him!"
 
   "I need your help," I say, realizing that my hands are trembling. "Albert, we have known each other all our lives, and I have given you medical assistance on many occasions. It is time for you to repay those favors. Something awful has happened, and I need to keep it quiet."
 
   "He needs my help," Mayor Caster mutters.
 
   "Who's in there with you?" I ask. "Open this door immediately."
 
   "Have you seen her?" he says suddenly.
 
   "Seen who?" I say.
 
   "Victoria," he replies. "Is she well?"
 
   "If you mean Ms. Paternoster," I say, "I must admit that I have not seen her for a few days. But something has happened to my dear Catherine, she..." I pause, wondering how on Earth I am to explain the events of last night. Although I am perfectly sure in my own mind of why I did what I did, and although I am certain that God had his reasons for taking her at such a young age, I feel that the impressionable, hysterical people of Devil's Briar might blanch at the details of my behavior. In particular, I am keen to ensure that my drunkenness does not become public knowledge. Should people learn that I, a respected member of the community, drunkenly left my daughter out in the snow to die, I would be seen in a bad light and it might take quite some time for my reputation to recover.
 
   "Go away," Mayor Caster says. "I can't help you. I'm busy. Come back tomorrow."
 
   Sighing, I realize that I'm to get no help from this fool. Getting to my feet, I turn and walk out of the room, down the stairs and back out into the town square. To my shock, I find that a small crowd of half a dozen people has gathered around Catherine's body, and one of them - Andreas Dixon, the butcher - has ventured forward to check for a pulse.
 
   "She's dead," I say, feeling a strange sense of calmness descend upon my body.
 
   "Frozen to death," Dixon replies, turning to me with tears in his eyes. "Dr. Collings, I'm so sorry. We just found her here like this, she..." He pauses, evidently too emotional to continue. "What was she doing out here? Why was she out in the storm?"
 
   I step forward, forcing myself to look once more upon Catherine's blue, frozen face. "Of late," I say, forcing myself to remain strong, "she has been seeking a dalliance with Thomas Parkinson. I forbade her from seeing him, but I'm sad to say that she was resisting my warnings and I believed she had been sneaking out to..." I pause, not because I am emotional but because I want it to appear that I'm overcome with sorrow. "In my mind," I continue after a moment, "there can be only one reason why my daughter was out so late at night. She probably chained herself out here in amorous despair. You know how silly young girls can get when they think they're in love."
 
   "I'm so sorry for your loss," says Dixon. "If there is anything I can do to help..."
 
   "There is nothing," I say. "Perhaps someone could help to pry her frozen hands from the cross and bring her to my home, and I'll speak to the undertaker about arranging a simple funeral."
 
   "I'll do it," Dixon says. The poor man is probably just hoping that he can gain free medical care in return for performing this kindness, but I shall grant him no such favor. Still, I will be glad of his help.
 
   "Thank you," I reply, turning and walking away across the town square. I must go home and remove the evidence of my drunkenness. There is glass to be cleared up, and I should purchase some more whiskey so that my liquor cabinet does not appear shamefully empty. I will undoubtedly be receiving visitors throughout the day, keen to offer their condolences for Catherine's death, and I must seem convincingly mournful. I cannot tell the truth: I cannot tell them that it was I who chained Catherine to the cross, nor that I believe she deserved to die. Catherine was doomed by her own impetuosity and by her stubborn streak, and her death - though unintended on my part - was probably a necessary evil. Things are better this way, and I can only hope that she will understand her own sins now that she is burning in Hell.
 
   But then why are my hands still shaking?
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Today.
 
    
 
   By early evening, the storm has started to die down and the snowfall has become just a light flurry. The sky above, though still dark and threatening, seems to be clearing just a little, and the wind has dropped away. Stepping out of the hotel, Paula and I find ourselves looking out at a vast snowy landscape, with two or three feet of snow having fallen across the town square. Suddenly Devil's Briar has been transformed from a dusty little town to something out of a Christmas card, and the place looks almost idyllic.
 
   "You coming?" Paula asks, walking down the steps and starting to push through the snow.
 
   "Where?" I reply.
 
   "To look at those footprints," she says.
 
   "Why?" I say. "It must have been me, when I went to get the batteries."
 
   "But you said you didn't walk around the cross," she points out.
 
   "I must have done," I say. "It's the only explanation. I don't really remember, but I guess I must have maybe gone around it." I pause, realizing that my words don't exactly ring true. I remember walking across the town square on my way to the truck, and I remember walking back, and on both occasions I walked to the near side of the cross. I'm damn certain I didn't walk around the base, and yet the footprints would seem to indicate that someone took such a path. "Besides," I call after her, "maybe there aren't any footprints. Maybe it's just a freak of nature."
 
   "Then let's go and take a look," she says. "One way or the other, I want to know." She turns and starts trudging through the snow, battling to push it aside as she makes her way to the center of the square.
 
   "There's a perfectly rational explanation!" I call after her.
 
   "Then why are you so reluctant to come with me?" she replies.
 
   Sighing, I decide to follow her. Since we arrived at Devil's Briar, Paula has exhibited worrying signs of superstition. I know this place is kind of creepy, but I get the feeling that Paula's allowing it to get to her; when we hear the old wooden buildings creak in the night, I recognize that the wood is merely settling and contracting, but I think Paula allows her imagination to run away with her. She lets herself believe that maybe there are ghosts, when what she should be doing is maintaining a rational perspective.
 
   "See?" she says as we reach the base of the cross in the center of the town square. "Footprints, going all the way around. If you didn't make them, who did?"
 
   She's right. There definitely seem to be footprints going around the cross, and I can also see my own footprints from where I walked past to get the battery. It simply doesn't make sense that I could have taken a little detour around the cross without remembering it, but at the same time the alternative doesn't make sense either: there simply can't be anyone else in Devil's Briar.
 
   "Explain it," Paula says defiantly. "Explain these footprints."
 
   I pause, and slowly a sense of suspicion creeps into my thoughts. If Paula wanted to trick me, to fool me into acknowledging the validity of her superstitions, then this would be the perfect way to do it. There's no reason why, while I was getting the batteries, she couldn't have come out here and made the extra footprints, in order to force me to accept the possibility of some kind of supernatural presence. It's sad to think that she has fallen to such a low point, setting up stunts to get my attention, but it's the only logical explanation. I know I didn't make these footprints, so it must have been her.
 
   "You can't explain it, can you?" she continues. "You know there aren't your footprints, but you still won't admit that there might be something going on here that you don't understand."
 
   "Like what?" I say. "Ghosts? Seriously, Paula?" I pause for a moment, starting to feel a little annoyed that she could be so foolish. "A good scientist looks for gaps in current knowledge and tries to fill those gaps with rational explanations. Sure, there are things we can't explain here right now, but that doesn't mean you just start running around and claiming there are ghosts in the mix." I look down at the footprints, which have been partially covered by snow and now look like a series of faint depressions. "Maybe I did walk around the cross earlier," I continue, "or maybe you did."
 
   "And neither of us remembers doing it?" she says.
 
   "Or one of us doesn't want to admit it," I reply.
 
   She stares at me. "Is that your best answer?" she says after a moment. "Why would I do that? Do you think I'm trying to set something up on purpose?"
 
   "To piss me off? Maybe." I sigh. "I hope that's not the case, Paula, but it's far more likely than the alternative, which is -" Suddenly I spot something moving in the corner of my eye. Turning, I think - just for a moment - that I see a human figure walking behind the hotel on the far side of the town square. My heart is racing as I stare and wait to see if there'll be anything else.
 
   "What are you looking at?" Paula asks, having apparently not seen anything.
 
   "Nothing," I say, turning back to her. I guess all this talk of ghosts has started to make me feel a little edgy, but this is exactly how such things happen. An impressionable mind can be easily fooled, and in this case I probably just saw a piece of trash blowing through the wind, and my brain filled in a few gaps and presented the image to me as a person in the distance. The human brain is a complex thing, and it can play little tricks at times of heightened sensitivity. There's quite clearly no-one else in Devil's Briar, but I must keep reminding myself of that fact rather than weakening and falling prey to the same superstitious nonsense that seems to be filling Paula's head.
 
   "Why won't you just open up your mind to the possibility that there's something unusual going on here?" she says. "I'm not saying you have to believe it, but as a scientist you have to be aware of the different explanations, rather than being pig-headed and blocking ideas off just because they don't fit with your own personal philosophy."
 
   "Ghosts don't exist," I say firmly. "Everything that happens in the world can be explained rationally. It's too tempting to just start believing in ghosts and fairies and magic and all that garbage. We're scientists, Paula. We look for proper explanations, not fantasies that make us feel all warm and tingly. These footprints are here because someone walked here in the snow. There are only two people in Devil's Briar, so there are only two people who could have done this. It's simple."
 
   "And you think I'm lying to you?" she asks.
 
   I shrug. "I'm just stating the obvious."
 
   She pauses for a moment. "And how do you explain the hands?" she says suddenly, looking down at the snow that covers the base of the cross.
 
   "What hands?" I ask, getting tired of her games.
 
   "Take a look for yourself."
 
   Sighing, I step closer and look down at the black metal base. I quickly see what Paula means: there are two perfect hand-prints on the metal, frozen into place as if someone had their hands pressed against the cross while the frost developed. It's absolutely undeniable that human hands have been touching this cross, and at the same time I'm not sure that there's any way Paula could have done all this behind my back.
 
   "Explain all of this, Bill," Paula says, fixing me with a determined stare. "It wasn't me, and you insist it wasn't you. So who was it?"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   1925.
 
    
 
   As is tradition, I have Catherine's body laid out in a coffin in our home. It's not that I want her here, or that I feel any need to 'make peace' with her before she's buried tomorrow; it's merely that the people of Devil's Briar expect me to act properly, and I would prefer not to draw attention to my actions at this time. After all, it's currently believed by the general population that Catherine died after slipping out of the house in order to go and meet Thomas Parkinson, whose vociferous denials are falling on deaf ears. No-one has yet mentioned the cuts on her back and face, probably because the locals would prefer not to raise the specter of another scandal in the town. With Lawrence Evans so recently dead, there seems to be a general desire to have peace return to our community.
 
   "I will not apologize," I mutter, standing alone in the house and staring at the coffin. If anyone is to judge my actions, it will be God, and I am quite certain that he will not only understand what I did, but will quietly applaud my choices. Catherine has no-one to blame for her death but herself. If she had not dallied with Thomas Parkinson, none of this would have happened.
 
   "Won't you at least look at me?" Catherine says, her voice coming from deep inside the sealed coffin.
 
   I take a deep breath. Having suspected that her spirit would reach out to me, I have prepared for this moment and I am ready. There is nothing she can say that will burden my soul.
 
   "Your hands made me," she continues. "Would a painter finish his masterpiece and then not dare to look upon the canvas? Why won't you marvel at what you have created? A frozen, broken girl."
 
   I refuse to answer. Whatever she has to say, it is irrelevant to me. I know my own mind, and I know that I have no cause to be ashamed or rueful.
 
   "It's okay," she says. "Would you like to know a secret? I wasn't your true daughter. Not by blood. Mother was in the bed of Michael Emerson, the printer, many years ago. Did you really think your seed could produce a child? You're a barren old man, and you're nobody's father."
 
   "Don't talk about your mother in such a way," I reply. "She was a good woman, and you must not -"
 
   "It's true," she says, interrupting me. "You know it, in your heart. She slept with Mr. Emerson many times, and on one of those occasions a child was created. Perhaps if Emerson hadn't left town, mother would have left you and she would have been happy with him. Unfortunately, I had to be raised by you, Dr. Collings; a man who believed himself to be my father, but who could no more raise a happy child than he could train a pig to fly."
 
   At that moment, there's a knock at the door and I hurry over, pulling it open to find Mr. Thomas Paternoster and his niece Victoria standing outside, knee-deep in snow. In my haste to greet my visitors and to silence Catherine's voice, I had little time to prepare for the arrival of these two fine people; I find, now, that I'm quite at a loss as to what I should do.
 
   "Good evening, Dr. Collings," Mr. Paternoster says. "I hope this isn't a bad time. Victoria and I merely wanted to come and pay our respects."
 
   "Of course," I reply, stepping aside so that they can enter. "I very much appreciate your visit."
 
   "Such a tragedy," Mr. Paternoster says as he enters the kitchen and walks toward the coffin. His niece hangs back a little; it's good to see a girl who knows her place. "I heard that she was out courting a young gentleman when it happened," Mr. Paternoster continues. "Is that right?"
 
   "Regrettably, it is," I reply, pushing the door shut. "I had expressly banned her from going to see Thomas Parkinson, but she set out in the dead of night for some secret rendezvous and unfortunately she was overcome by the cold weather."
 
   "I see," Mr. Paternoster says, turning to me. "But what about the cuts on her back? What about the injury on her face. And the chains. I hope you don't find me impertinent, Dr. Collings, but I would venture to say that the marks look almost like the poor girl was struck with some kind of strap. Perhaps a whip?"
 
   I stare at him for a moment. "What do you mean?" I ask, desperately trying to work out what to say. As far as I know, Mr. Paternoster has been nowhere near Catherine's body, but perhaps word is spreading through the town. Perhaps I was a fool to think people wouldn't spread rumors. "Have you seen my daughter's body?"
 
   "In a way," he says. "I just hope her death was quick and painless, although I somehow doubt that was the case. I'm sure freezing to death is a rather drawn-out process, and it's certainly one that I never want to experience myself."
 
   "Amen," I say. "The Lord God chose to punish my daughter for her transgressions, and in so doing he took her up into his fold and he -"
 
   "Yes," Mr. Paternoster says, "I've heard such sentiments before. They rarely ring true, but I suspect that in this case you are a true man of God and your daughter was simply ungovernable. You must not blame yourself for her mistakes." He turns to his niece. "I'm very lucky, Dr. Collings, that my own dear Victoria has such a strong soul. I remind myself every day that I am truly blessed in this regard."
 
   I turn to the young lady, and she curtsies immediately. Mr. Paternoster is correct: his niece is a most pleasing specimen of womanhood, and any man would be pleased to have her in his household. I can't help but wonder whether her pleasant disposition is caused by nature, or nurture, or a little of both. I suppose the spirit of God must move with her soul.
 
   "There is something I wish to discuss with you, Dr. Collings," Mr. Paternoster says. "Shall we go through to your office?"
 
   "Of course," I reply.
 
   "Victoria, wait here," Mr. Paternoster tells his niece as I lead him to the study, closing the door behind us.
 
   "She is a most delightful girl," I say again, "and very obedient. I must say, I'm a little surprised that she is not married."
 
   "There will be time for that in the future," he replies, sitting on the small sofa over by the window. "I'm keen to ensure that I find the right man for her. As you can imagine, there have been plenty of rogues who have come sniffing around at the hem of her skirt."
 
   "Quite," I say, sitting in my armchair. "I'm afraid that until recently we had our own rogue in Devil's Briar. Lawrence Evans. You might have heard tales of his atrocities."
 
   "Not in any detail," Mr. Paternoster says. "Perhaps you can fill me in, some other time." He pauses for a moment, as if he has a matter of great delicacy to discuss with me. "I wish to talk to you about Mayor Caster," he says finally. "I don't wish to be presumptuous, but since I arrived in Devil's Briar I have observed one or two peculiar things about the way the town is run. In particular, I'm starting to wonder whether Mr. Caster is able to fulfill his duties."
 
   I nod, relieved that finally someone has raised the matter. There has been much gossip about Mayor Caster in recent days, but precious little by way of calls to action. "The man seems to be suffering from some kind of disorder," I say. "I had hoped he might recover, but it's looking more and more likely that the downward spiral is permanent."
 
   Mr. Paternoster smiles weakly. "Regardless of the reason for these developments," he says, "I fear something must be done in order to ensure continuity in the town. If Mr. Caster, for whatever cause, cannot continue as Mayor of Devil's Briar, someone must take his place. In normal circumstances, I would of course hasten to find a man of local repute to take on the role, but I have observed that all the eligible candidates in town are already far too busy in important positions. A man such as yourself, for example, cannot very well abandon his patients in order to take on the role of Mayor."
 
   "I have never given the idea a moment's thought," I say, rather pleased that Mr. Paternoster has recognized my suitability for the position.
 
   "Besides," he continues, "there's the matter of your dear, departed daughter Catherine." He smiles, fixing me with a dark stare that causes me a little discomfort. "I'm not sure people would accept you as Mayor," he continues, "if they knew what really happened to Catherine last night."
 
   I take a deep breath. "And what is that?" I ask.
 
   "You whipped her half to death," he says, "and then you chained her to the cross and, in a drunken stupor, left her outside until she froze and died."
 
   "How dare you!" I say, standing up. There's a sickening, knotted feeling in my belly as I realize that somehow this damnable man must have observed my actions last night. Still, no-one would believe him. The people of this town have too much respect for my position.
 
   "It's the truth," he replies, remaining seated. "Three lashes on her back, then another across her face. And when you came home after tying her to the cross, you drank the rest of your last bottle of whiskey. This morning, you woke up and realized with horror what you had done, but by the time you got to the town square it was too late to do anything. The poor girl is dead and blue in her coffin, slowly thawing out as she awaits her funeral. And, to top it all off, she has begun to speak to you when you are alone with her."
 
   "That's not true," I splutter.
 
   "It's absolutely true," he says calmly. "Fortunately, there is no need for the truth to become common knowledge around the town. I hear that young Thomas Parkinson is being widely blamed for encouraging Catherine to sneak out of your house in the dead of night. I rather fancy that the whole experience will strengthen the young man's character and ensure that he grows up to be a very decent member of our society." He pauses for a moment. "Then there's the matter of your late wife, Dr. Collings. How did she die, again?"
 
   I take a deep breath. "She required an emergency operation," I say, trying to stay calm. "Unfortunately, she developed an infection and died."
 
   He smiles. "Given the state of your operating theater, that's hardly surprising. But do the good people of Devil's Briar know the truth? Do they know how you cut her open and then left her to bleed to death? Do they know how you sat and watched as she begged you for help? Or do they merely know the version you spread, in which you valiantly tried to save her life?"
 
   I close my eyes. This man seems to know everything, although I have no idea how he has come by his information.
 
   "It's okay," Mr. Paternoster continues. "I understand. Your wife had been cavorting with Lawrence Evans. She was threatening to embarrass you. As for your daughter... Well, I suppose we're living in an age when a man has every right to consider himself the master of his home. While I don't agree with your actions, I'm not here to judge you. I merely think that these factors rule you out of running for Mayor. We can agree on that, surely?"
 
   Opening my eyes, I stare at this infernal man. "Quite," I say eventually. "And who -"
 
   "I suppose I shall have to step forward myself," he says suddenly. "I do not seek power or glory, Dr. Collings, but I believe I would be an adequate choice to take the position if Mayor Caster is unable to perform his duties. I trust I would have your public support, were I to undertake such an endeavor?"
 
   "Of course," I say, realizing that I have been somewhat backed into a corner.
 
   "And Mr. Caster will need to be medically examined and declared unfit to continue in his current role," Mr. Paternoster continues. "Since Devil's Briar seems to lack a psychiatrist, that job will fall to you. I trust there will be no problems in ascertaining your opinion?"
 
   "The man has lost his mind," I say. "That, at least, is quite clear to everyone."
 
   "Excellent," Mr. Paternoster says, getting to his feet. "I shall detain you no longer on this difficult day, Dr. Collings. You must be experiencing the most intense grief over the death of your daughter, even though you seem to be holding yourself together remarkably well." He smiles. "That's what I like to see. A strong man who can put on a good face for the public, even when he is hurting inside."
 
   "I pride myself on my strength," I say, determined to salvage some dignity in this unsettling conversation. "I am not a man who changes course easily. Once I have made a decision, I stick to it. I am not some kind of cloth man, who blows easily in the breeze."
 
   "Good," he replies. "I hope I can rely upon your support over the next few weeks, and I hope equally that I will be able to repay that support in any way you see fit once I am in office."
 
   I pause for a moment, realizing that perhaps I can gain something of value from this arrangement after all. "There is the small matter of my household," I say. "My wife and daughter are both dead, and I need a good woman to run my house. She must be able to cook and clean, and she must be reliable and of a pleasant disposition. Given the circumstances, she must also be open to the possibility of eventually becoming my wife."
 
   "Say no more," Mr. Paternoster says, heading to the door. "My dear Victoria would be honored to look after your household, and I have certainly been on the lookout for an opportunity to find her a husband. Perhaps this situation will work out very well for all of us."
 
   "Perhaps so," I say. "Let me show you out."
 
   When we emerge from the study and head through to the kitchen, I am surprised to find that Victoria is leaning over Catherine's closed coffin, and seems to be whispering something to the wood. As soon as she hears us approach, Victoria looks up and smiles, and the whispering stops. Still, it is rather disconcerting to find the young lady apparently engaged in an animated conversation with my dead daughter, and for a moment I wonder whether Victoria Paternoster is a good choice for my new housekeeper and potential future wife. Once I am reminded of her beauty, though, all my doubts dissipate. I look forward to getting my hands on the young lady's naked body and siring some new children.
 
   "Good day to you," Mr. Paternoster says, leading the still-smiling Victoria to the door. "My niece will be along tomorrow morning to begin her duties with you."
 
   "I very much look forward to it," Victoria says politely, although there seems to be a hint of fear in her eyes.
 
   "Good day," I say. Once they have left, I turn to Catherine's coffin. Where I should feel grief, I feel only excitement at the thought of gaining a new and very beautiful young wife. Catherine was a poor daughter in every respect, and she caused me nothing but trouble. I look forward to welcoming Victoria Paternoster into my home, taking her into my bed, and making her a part of my life in every conceivable way. Things are starting to work out rather well.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Today.
 
    
 
   "You can't do it, can you?" Paula says as we stand in the little bedroom where we've been sleeping for the past few nights. "You can't admit that you're wrong. You can't admit that maybe there's something going on here that doesn't fit with your beliefs."
 
   Sitting on the bed, trying to work out how we're going to get out of this place, I sigh. "I'm happy to admit that I can't explain everything," I say after a moment. "The difference, Paula, is that whereas you rush to fill the gaps in our knowledge with superstitious talk about ghosts, I'm happy to leave the questions open while we investigate more closely. I'm pretty damn sure we'll be able to come up with a rational explanation that doesn't involve ghosts wandering around the place."
 
   "Wait here," she says, turning and walking out of the room.
 
   "Where are you going?" I call after her, but she doesn't reply. I'm left sitting in the room, trying to work out what I'm going to do. The bad weather means hiking out of Devil's Briar would be risky, but the sudden disappearance of the gas can from the workshop means the truck isn't an option either. With the small plow attached to the front, the truck wouldn't have any trouble getting through the snow, but the whole business is academic if we don't have the gas. The only possibility, right now, seems to be to wait for the snow to melt and then hike out of here, in which case we'll have to sit around eating the canned meat Paula found, and drinking melted snow.
 
   "You want to see something cool?" Paula says, returning to the room with something hidden behind her back.
 
   "Shoot," I reply.
 
   She pauses for a moment, before holding a small metal tin out toward me. "You like?" she asks.
 
   "What is it?" I say, peering closer.
 
   "It's a can of gas," she replies.
 
   I stand up. "Where did you get it?"
 
   "I found it yesterday, in the workshop behind the hotel." She stares at me with a cold, knowing expression, and I realize that she knows what I did. "It's the same gas you hid there, Bill, when you pretended we didn't have any. I decanted it into a different container and waited for you to realize it was missing." She pauses for a moment. "At first, I wanted to believe that there was some kind of mistake, but finally I realized it was true. You lied to me. You pretended there was no gas, so you could force me to stay with you for a couple of extra days and look around the town."
 
   "I don't know what you're talking about," I say, but in my heart I know that the game is up.
 
   "Don't bullshit me," she says, a new edge of hardness in her voice. "After all these years, Bill, don't keep on lying. Not right at the end."
 
   I stare at her. "The end?"
 
   She turns and walks to the door. "I'm going to go and dig out the truck," she says, glancing back at me. "Then I'm going to fix the gash you made in the fuel tank. Then I'm going to fix the plow to the front. Then I'm going to drive out of here. Today. I assume you'll be coming with me, but once we get to the motel I'll be going my own way without you. I'd appreciate it if you'd give me a day's head-start to Boston, so I can get all my stuff out of our apartment before you get back."
 
   "Do what you want," I say, determined not to give her the satisfaction of begging her to stay with me. "I'm not going to stop you."
 
   "Thanks," she says. "I'll be at the truck. It shouldn't take more than an hour or so." With that, she turns and walks out of the room. I stand and listen to her going down the stairs, and then I go over to the window and look out over the snow-covered town square. Moments later, I see Paula emerge from the hotel and make her way across the square as she heads to the truck. She seems so certain that she's going to walk away from me, but I know she won't. She's come close to this moment before, and she's always backed down. While she undoubtedly finds our life together frustrating, at the end of the day she loves me, and love is all that matters. This is just her way of showing a little defiance.
 
   Figuring I have a little time to kill before I go to the truck, I wander down to the hotel foyer. I guess it's time to start planning the next phase of our exploration of Devil's Briar. Once I'm back in Boston, I need to get a team together and bring them back up here with all the equipment we'll need. Paula and I have barely scratched the surface in terms of exploring this place. So far, only one dead body has been found, but I'm quite certain that we'll find more once we go into the other buildings. Maybe Paula was right when she said we should carry out the exploration of Devil's Briar properly. I got carried away with the romanticism of a two-man job, but this place is far too big.
 
   After a while, I grab our stuff from the bedroom and head out into the town square, pausing to make sure the doors of the hotel are properly closed. We've only been in Devil's Briar for a few days, but it feels strange to be leaving. Trudging through the snow, I decide to get the team together as quickly as possible; with any luck, we can be back here inside of a week, and hopefully I can pull up enough emergency funding to give us at least a month's window to fully explore and document the site. Meanwhile, it'll be good to get back to Boston and try to unearth a little more information about Devil's Briar.
 
   When I reach the truck, I see that not only has Paula managed to clear away the snow, she's also crawled under the vehicle to patch up the gas tank. Maybe I'm a little old-fashioned, but I'm always kind of surprised and impressed when I'm reminded of Paula's ability to get a job done. I pause for a moment, watching as she crawls out from under the truck.
 
   "All done?" I ask.
 
   "All done," she replies, grabbing the gas can and carefully filling the tank.
 
   "I was thinking about getting a team back up here next week," I say, hoping to get a conversation going. "I thought maybe Ed and a few of the others. I'd like you to come as well."
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   "Paula, this is a huge opportunity," I continue. "Don't be stubborn -"
 
   "I'm not stubborn," she says as she finishes pouring the gas. "I just don't want to come back here."
 
   "You don't want to come back here at all?" I ask. "Or you don't want to come back here with me?"
 
   She walks around to the driver's side. "I'll read your report with interest when it's eventually published," she says, wiping some more snow off the windscreen. "I'm sure it'll create quite a stir."
 
   "You could help write that report," I say.
 
   She shakes her head again. "You ready?" she says, finally making eye contact with me. "We've got a long drive ahead of us."
 
   I pause, thinking about how awkward and uncomfortable it'll be to be cooped up in the truck with her for such a long journey. This isn't the first time Paula has said she wants to leave me, but she seems to be taking it to an extreme level this time. Frankly, I'm starting to get sick of the way she uses the threat of divorce to get concessions out of me. It's as if she thinks she knows how to press all my buttons.
 
   "Bill?" she says. "We need to get going."
 
   I take a deep breath. Getting into the truck with her would seem like an admission of defeat. I've always prided myself on being strong, and sticking to my guns. If I go with her now, she'll think she's won. The last thing I want to do is to be some kind of cloth man, changing direction as soon as the wind shifts. "No," I say. "I'm going to stay."
 
   She stares at me. "Are you serious?"
 
   I nod. "Think about it, Paula. If we go back to Boston, it'll take us weeks to get funding in place for a proper expedition, maybe even months. They won't believe us when we tell them about this place. Even the photos won't do it justice. But if I'm here, someone'll have to come up and take a look, and they might as well bring the right equipment. If I stay, we'll force the board of trustees' hands and make them take action." I shrug at the simplicity of the whole idea. "Tell Ed to get his butt in gear and get up here. Tell him to bring every bit of kit he can fit into his truck. Tell him I'll be waiting." I step over to the truck and put the backpack into the passenger seat. "Tell him to do some research into the names in those documents, and tell him to bring some equipment that'll let us get online while we're here. And tell him to hurry."
 
   "You're insane," Paula says.
 
   "I'm not giving this place up," I reply. "I'm not having someone else decide when and how it gets explored. This is my discovery. I mean... it's our discovery, Paula. Ours, together. We're the ones who get to be in charge. We're the ones who get to uncover the truth about Devil's Briar, and we're the ones who get to find all the answers."
 
   "Stop acting like I'm part of this," she says. "I'm out, and you're mad to think you can stay here. You don't have any equipment. You don't even have any food!"
 
   "I have the canned meat you found, and I don't think water's going to be a problem." I smile. "Tell Ed to get up here as fast as he can. I'm going to go through each of the buildings, one by one, documenting what I find. Good old-fashioned dirty work, like they used to do before everyone got obsessed with machines and computers. You can't change my mind, Paula. I'm staying."
 
   She sighs. "Fine," she says, getting into the truck and pulling the doors shut. She turns the key in the ignition, and the engine stutters for a moment before finally starting up. "You're a fucking idiot," she says, barely even looking at me, "and if you think I'll be waiting for you when you get back to Boston, you're wrong. Good luck with everything." She pauses for a moment. "Goodbye, Bill."
 
   "Tell Ed to hurry," I reply. Stepping back, I watch as she turns the truck around and drives away, the plow doing a good job of clearing the snow in her way. She's set for a long, lonely drive back to the motel, and then the journey on to Boston, but it's important that she gets word back to Ed and the others about what we've found. It shouldn't be more than a week before support arrives in Devil's Briar, and until then I can really get on with some good work. Turning and walking back into the town itself, I realize that I'm quite looking forward to having this time alone. I've always preferred working by myself, getting lost in my work and spending hours and hours exploring a project. Over the next week, I should be able to operate on just five or six hours' sleep a night, which gives me at least a hundred hours of pure, solid, uninterrupted work. Damn it, this actually feels pretty good.
 
   Just as I'm about to reach the town square, I see something standing in the street. Stopping, I realize it's a woman. She's wearing old-fashioned, 1920s clothing, and she's staring straight at me with a sorrowful look in her eyes. Feeling my heart pounding in my chest, I stare straight back at her and I realize that she seems to have some kind of injury on her face, like a gash that has cut through the skin. Taking a deep breath, I remind myself that she's just a hallucination. It's natural that the human brain, when faced with a mystery, will try to fill in the gaps. In this case, my brain has obviously paid too much attention to Paula's superstitious talk of ghosts, and the result is that I'm imagining this woman standing in front of me. Most people would be fooled, and would run screaming, but I know better and - thankfully - I'm able to quash any panic. Reminding myself once again that the woman is just the product of my mind, I walk straight past her and head toward the hotel. I don't look back to see if she's still looking at me; if I looked back, I'd be allowing myself to consider the possibility that she's real. There's no such thing as ghosts, and I have enough will-power to ensure that I don't 'crack' and start believing in such stupid things. I'm alone here in Devil's Briar, and that's just how I like it.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   1925.
 
    
 
   "Gentlemen," says Mr. Paternoster, standing next to the door to Mayor Caster's office and addressing the small crowd of a dozen or so dignitaries who have gathered at his request, "it gives me no pleasure to have to call you here today, but I'm sure you all recognize that an untenable situation has developed. Unfortunately, for reasons that have yet to be ascertained, it would seem that Albert Caster is no longer able to function as Mayor of Devil's Briar. We have waited for him to emerge from his delirium, but for the good of the community I feel we must act. To this end, I have asked you all here to witness Dr. Collings' assessment of Mr. Caster, so that we can decide upon our next step together." He turns to me. "Dr. Collings, I'd like to thank you for agreeing to this course of action, especially at such a difficult time."
 
   "Of course," I say, glancing over at Victoria Paternoster. Tomorrow morning, the delightful young lady will begin working for me in my household, and it's hard to keep my mind off the thought that soon I shall be in a position to ask her uncle for her hand in marriage.
 
   "I will now force open the door to Mayor Caster's office," Mr. Paternoster announces. "It seems to have been locked and barricaded from the inside. I should warn you all that Mayor Caster himself might be in a state of some disrepair. Anyone of a sensitive disposition should perhaps excuse themselves." He turns to Victoria. "My dear, I do not think a lady should witness such an event."
 
   Nodding politely, Victoria leaves the room.
 
   It takes Mr. Paternoster a few moments to pick the lock on the office door, although he completes the task with suspicious ease. I can't help wondering where he learned to perform such an action, but that is a question for another day.
 
   "Don't come in!" shouts a voice from inside the office.
 
   "We're here to help you!" Mr. Paternoster replies firmly. "Remove the barricade immediately!"
 
   "You can't come in here!" Mayor Caster shouts. "I've told you before! You can't come in!"
 
   "Don't talk nonsense, man," Mr. Paternoster says, trying to force the door. "This situation simply cannot be allowed to continue. For your sake, as well as the sake of the town in general, we must get these doors open."
 
   "No!" Mayor Caster shouts. "I've told him!" he mutters, as if he's talking to someone else.
 
   "Does he have someone in there with him?" asks Andreas Dixon, standing next to me.
 
   "No," I reply. "The man has clearly descended into a type of madness in which he imagines companions. It's a very sad situation, and I can't imagine what has caused him to become so troubled."
 
   "He was once such a strong man," adds David Haynes.
 
   "Can someone help me?" Mr. Paternoster says, turning to us. "I'm afraid this door is proving rather more difficult to get open than I had imagined."
 
   Stepping back, I let some of the younger men move forward and add their weight to the struggle. After a few attempts, they finally manage to get the door pushed open, at which point we are all greeted by the most horrific odor. It's quite plain that Mayor Caster, in his madness, has taken to defecating in his office, and the smell reminds me of the time I visited a patient who lived on a pig farm. It's hard to believe that a man such as Albert Caster could have allowed himself to deteriorate to the point where he acts like a common animal, but there is no escaping the conclusion that he has spent the past few days living in absolute squalor.
 
   "Get him out of here!" Mr. Paternoster calls out, holding a handkerchief to his nose. Moments later, a couple of the men drag Albert Caster out of the office. The old fool is weeping and wailing, and his physical condition is shocking: he is completely naked and covered in his own revolting filth, and he has open sores on several parts of his body. As the men deposit Caster on the floor in front of me, I take a step back, barely able to take in the awful smell.
 
   "Let me back in there!" Caster screams, trying to get to his feet before Andreas Dixon pushes him back down with his foot.
 
   "I can't watch this," says Henry Porter, turning and walking out of the room.
 
   "Dr. Collings," says Mr. Paternoster, "I'm not sure that I really need to ask this question, but for the sake of formality I suppose that I must. Can you give us a pronouncement on the subject of Mayor Caster's physical and mental health. Is he fit to continue his duties as Mayor of Devil's Briar?"
 
   "He most certainly is not," I say firmly. "This man would be best served by being placed in some kind of asylum. Failing that, he must certainly be segregated from the rest of the community for as long as this madness persists."
 
   "Can you give him the treatment he so desperately requires?" Mr. Paternoster asks.
 
   I nod. "I can try to help him, but his condition is so poor that I cannot guarantee that I will have any success."
 
   "All we ask is that you try," Mr. Paternoster says. "Shall I have him taken to your office?"
 
   "Yes," I say, "but first, take him to the edge of town and have him cleaned. I will not tolerate him anywhere near my establishment while he is so utterly filthy."
 
   "Very good," Mr. Paternoster replies. "Mr. Dixon, would you be able to do as Dr. Collings asks?"
 
   "Of course," Dixon says, and he and two other men start dragging Albert Caster out of the room. It's quite appalling to see the state of the man, and to hear his muttering and moaning. He has quite lost his mind, and although I am always keen to embrace a challenge, I feel that his salvation is beyond the means of any man. The most that can be said of Albert Caster at this particular point in time is that he will make a useful subject for some experiments. I have long been fascinated by mental illness, and I fully intend to perform some psychiatric tests on him before - if necessary - cutting into his head in order to test out a few theories that I have developed on the matter.
 
   "Gentlemen," Mr. Paternoster continues, "I shall have this office scoured until it is clean again. In the meantime, although I am a little reluctant to do so, I am proposing that perhaps I should assume Mr. Caster's responsibilities for a short period before a proper election can be held. I am loathe to presume such a position, but I fear that the town would suffer if anyone else were to take the role. Dr. Collings, you would be the best choice, but Devil's Briar cannot afford to lose its only doctor."
 
   "I second the appointment of Mr. Paternoster," I say. "I also propose that elections are held within one month."
 
   "Are there any objections?" Mr. Paternoster asks. He pauses for a moment, and is met by silence. "Then I shall humbly accept this temporary position," he says, "and I shall promise to fulfill the role to the absolute best of my abilities. I can assure you that I do not take these responsibilities lightly, nor do I want anyone to think that I will lack enthusiasm. I have only recently arrived in Devil's Briar, but I intend to call the place my home and I believe that every man should give more to his community than he takes."
 
   "I shall prepare my office for Caster's arrival," I say, turning and walking out of the room. To be truthful, I do not think I can stomach any more of Mr. Paternoster's sanctimonious drivel. The man talks far too much, but he does at least seem to have a sense of propriety. While I pursue his daughter, I shall endeavor to keep on his good side.
 
   Stopping suddenly as I'm about to step outside, I see a figure standing in front of me. My dear, late daughter Catherine stares into my eyes, and I realize I am in the presence of some kind of specter. Taking a deep breath, I remind myself that such things are trifling fancies, and that no man of intelligence would ever believe such visions to be real. Ignoring the spirit's attentions, I turn and walk across the town square, stepping carefully through the snow. Finally, I glance back and see that the image of Catherine has disappeared. Feeling a sense of relief, I realize that the whole thing must have been merely a product of my imagination. The girl is dead, and her soul is burning in Hell. Resuming the journey to my office, I realize that the day has turned out rather well: not only do I have an attractive new housekeeper coming to work for me, but I also have the opportunity to study the mind and body of a man who has become quite insane. Surely, the Lord is smiling upon me today and the future is bright.
 
   


 
  

Book 4:
 
    
 
   Fingernails
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   The man was here again today. I don't know what he's doing, but he seems interested in sifting through all the dirt and dust. What does he hope to find? I stand and watch him, but mostly he ignores me. It's almost as if he doesn't know that I'm here, except... occasionally his eyes dart briefly toward me, and I know I'm in his field of vision. He wants to ignore me, but he can't quite manage to do it. Sometimes I even reach out a hand and touch his shoulder, and I'm quite certain he feels it, but he refuses to look around and acknowledge me. He wants to pretend that I don't exist, or that I exist only in his mind, and he'll go to great lengths to maintain this illusion. I suppose he thinks that, by doing so, he can save himself from going mad. And so he continues with his work, pretending all the while that he is alone in this place, when we all know - and even he knows, in the back of his mind - that he is among the dead.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   "I like my breakfast to be ready for 8am," Dr. Collings says, standing in the doorway as I look around the kitchen. "Eggs are acceptable, with a strong coffee. Lunch should be some kind of sandwich, while dinner should be meat and vegetables. I also like to have a whiskey prepared and waiting for me when I return from my duties at around 5pm every day. There are other rules, but we shall get to those in due course. I hope for now that my requirements are clear."
 
   Smiling, I run my hand along the surface of the table, finding it to be rather coarse. The kitchen, like the whole house, is small and dark, with very little natural light coming in through the window. As I continue to get used to my new surroundings, I'm very aware that the doctor is staring at me.
 
   "Victoria?" Dr. Collings says. "Did you hear what I said?"
 
   "Of course," I reply, turning to him. I must remain focused on my work. "I'm a very quick learner, Dr. Collings, and I'm sure I'll have a good understanding of your schedule within a couple of days."
 
   "That will be fine," he says. "I don't expect immediate perfection, but I would like to see that you're making an effort. After all, your current role is in some ways an audition for any other positions that might arise in my household."
 
   "Other positions?" I ask. "I wasn't aware of any other positions..."
 
   "Never mind," he says, smiling. "For now, please busy yourself with the work of finding your way about. Between meal-times, you can of course get on with cleaning the place, and there will also be a need to go to the shop for supplies. On Mondays, I like to take a bath, but I can explain that procedure soon enough. There is also..." He pauses, as if he has an awkward matter to broach. "For the moment," he continues, "Catherine's body remains in the pantry. I am still making arrangements for her burial in an unmarked plot just outside of town, so she should be gone within a day or two. There is nothing to worry about, though. You can merely leave the coffin alone. It does not require your attention."
 
   "Yes," I say. "I understand completely."
 
   "Good," he says, glancing at the clock on the wall. "If anyone calls for me during the morning, please inform them that I will be at my surgery. I am not to be disturbed unless the situation is particularly urgent. All other cases can come back in the afternoon and receive my attention at the appropriate time. Is that understood?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "I think we shall have a very effective working relationship," he continues. "You strike me as a hard-working young lady, Victoria, and I admire hard work very much. It's the only way to get through life, and it indicates a good character. You'll go far in this position. Why, I'm sure I'll soon be treating you as if you were my own daughter."
 
   I smile meekly. His praise if effusive and a little over-the-top. In truth, I would prefer to merely focus on learning my new role and ensuring that I do not disappoint the doctor. After all, he plays a very important role in the community, and it wouldn't do for him to be distracted. I just hope that he leaves soon, since I find it rather discomforting to have him watching me so intently.
 
   "I shall be heading out now," he says finally, after what feels like an eternity.
 
   I nod, but it takes a moment before I realize that he's waiting for me to assist him with his coat. "I'm so sorry," I say, rushing over and taking the coat from the hook before holding it up for him.
 
   "That's quite alright," he replies. Once he is wearing the coat, he steps to the door and pulls it open. Outside, the snow is starting to melt after the recent bad weather. "I shall be back at around midday," he says with a smile. "I'm very much looking forward to seeing what you have prepared for my lunch."
 
   "I shall endeavor to please you," I say, before realizing that there is something I must ask him. "Dr. Collings," I say cautiously, "I was wondering if I might ask you one question. I'm afraid that it's not related to my duties here, but it's something that has been concerning me greatly."
 
   "What do you want to know?" he asks. "If it's a medical problem -"
 
   "It's about Mayor Caster," I say. "Is he -"
 
   "Albert Caster is no longer the Mayor of Devil's Briar," he replies, interrupting me. "As you well know, that position has been taken on a temporary basis by your uncle."
 
   "I'm aware of that," I say, "but I was wondering if Mr. Caster is okay? I understand that he is in your care, and I would like to know that he is being properly looked after."
 
   Dr. Collings pauses for a moment, as if he's a little uncomfortable with my question. "I am dealing with Mr. Caster to the best of my abilities," he says eventually, choosing his words carefully. "His progress is slow, but I'm confident he will eventually make at least a modest recovery. Whether he will ever be the man he was, only time will tell."
 
   "But have you discovered the cause of his breakdown yet?" I ask.
 
   "No," he replies, "and I'm not sure I shall ever get to that point. My aim is not to explain his problems, but to eradicate them. I do not see that digging into the past is any way to deal with the problems that currently beset him. In my opinion, the man will likely never again be in a position to serve as Mayor of Devil's Briar, but he might yet be able to walk down the street like a normal person. Then again, perhaps the Lord has a miracle in mind."
 
   I smile, pleased to hear that he seems to be improving. "Might I see him?" I ask. "If it's not too much trouble?"
 
   "Out of the question," Dr. Collings says. "The man requires one-on-one sessions with me, and until then he is in a very sensitive and delicate situation. Contact with other people might derail his recovery permanently. I'm sorry, but you'll just have to be patient along with everyone else. The most important thing is that your uncle is taking on the necessary mayoral duties. For that, we should all be very grateful."
 
   "Of course," I say. "Thank you. I shall get to work."
 
   Once he has gone, I go back through to the kitchen and look through the cupboards. Sadly, it seems that Dr. Collings has kept a very tawdry set of supplies, which means I shall have to go out to the store and purchase some items using my employer's line of credit. Deciding to not wait a moment longer, I am about to head through to the hallway when I hear a distant noise somewhere else in the house. I pause, listening for any further sign of movement.
 
   "Victoria," says a light, fragile voice that seems to be coming from the pantry.
 
   I feel my blood start to run cold. The only thing in the pantry, as far as I know, is the coffin of Catherine Collings. She has been dead for a few days now, and the prospect of hearing any words at all coming from her lips is rather unnerving. Then again, it has happened before. Yesterday, when I came with my uncle to visit Dr. Collings, I heard Catherine reciting the Lord's Prayer while she rested in her coffin. I spoke briefly to her, though she did not acknowledge my presence. Perhaps I'm imagining the whole thing, but I find it hard to believe that - yet again - I am concocting such hysterical fantasies in my mind. All my life, I have believed that I hear voices coming from the mouths of the dead, but I had hoped I was cured. Now it seems that I am once again hearing words fall from the lips of those who have recently passed.
 
   "I'm cold," the voice says. "Won't you come and keep me warm?"
 
   I pause, wondering if I should reply. Whether the voice is genuine, or in my head, is a matter for debate; what is not a matter for debate, however, is the fact that the voice seems to require some kind of answer. If, as Dr. Collings says, Catherine is to be buried imminently, it might be better for me to simply go along with the voice's requests and maintain a dialogue for now.
 
   "I need to warn you about my father," she whispers. "I need to tell you about him. If you're not careful, he'll take more from you than you know you possess. He might seem amenable now, but that man has a dark heart and, one day, he will have you laid out in a box. He killed my mother and he killed me. Whatever you do, please get away from his influence as soon as you can."
 
   I open my mouth to reply to the voice, but I don't know what to say. More and more, I have come to the belief that the voices of the dead come not from the spirit world, but from my own rampant imagination. Catherine Collings is not talking to me, but I am clearly extremely impressionable and - as such - I create these fancies with very little provocation. I must simply block off the part of my mind that is coming up with such delusions.
 
   "I know you can hear me, Victoria," she continues.
 
   "I must go to the store," I mutter, pulling my shawl onto my shoulders before hurrying out the front door. At least I am safe from the voice while I am outside, although I worry that I shall inevitably have to return to the house within the hour. If only I could discipline my mind a little better, so that I focused more fully on the world of the living. Walking along the street, I find myself trying to think of additional errands to run, so that I might be out a little longer. In truth, however, I know that I must go back and risk hearing the voice again. I can only pray that Dr. Collings will soon be ready to bury his daughter, and that this will be the end of my torture. I simply cannot let myself be driven insane by such voices. Not again.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   At a rough estimate, there are approximately 270 buildings in Devil's Briar. They can be divided into three different groups: first, there are the large communal sites, such as the hotel or the mayoral office; second, there are the shops, such as a pharmacy, an ironmonger and a grocer's store; and third, there are the private residences, which are the most numerous. It's quite clear that, rather than being a ramshackle little town with no real form, Devil's Briar was a fully-functioning community. It's hard to estimate how many people must have lived here, but if we assume there were two people to every dwelling, we're easily looking at five hundred residents. I can't tell what the main local industries were, and there seems to have been no mining activity in the area, so the economic basis that supported the town remains unknown. Nevertheless, Devil's Briar was clearly a large and thriving community.
 
   So where the hell did everybody go? And why does it sometimes feel like I'm going round and round in endless fucking circles, doing the same thing over and over again?
 
   Wiping the sweat from my brow, I pause to look out the window. I'm in what I believe was the Mayor's office, and I've spent the morning going through a mountain of faded, brown paperwork in the hope of finding answers to at least some of my questions. It has been two, maybe three days since Paula left Devil's Briar, and I've been working eighteen-hour days as I try to get to the bottom of the mystery of this place. Now that I'm alone, I find that I can work much faster and much more efficiently. I've been going from building to building, checking to see what I can find and occasionally discovering a few documents that help me build up a better picture of the town. So far, I have a list of seventeen names, so at least I'm finally starting to understand the people who lived in this place. It's taking a while, but I'm managing to haul Devil's Briar and its citizens out of the past and into the light of the present day. The mystery is being uncovered slowly, but at times Devil's Briar feels like a giant bait and switch: every time I get close to answering a question, I'm presented with a whole new mystery.
 
   Damn it, sometimes I feel like I'm doing the same thing over and over again. Every morning, I get up and start working, and every morning I battle the demons that try to trick me into believing in supernatural events.
 
   Of course, this is an unusual situation and I'm therefore struggling with some unique problems. The biggest problem is that I'm only human, and therefore I'm subject to the foibles and failings of the human brain. When presented with gaps in knowledge, the brain tends to fill in those gaps as best it can. Devil's Briar is a town, and my brain has been trained over the years to expect towns to be populated by people. Faced with an empty, deserted landscape, my brain naturally seeks to find evidence of people, and this leads to certain... problems. For example, when I hear a distant banging sound, my brain immediately assumes that it must be a person or, worse, a ghost. My rational mind insists that the banging is merely some object being battered by a gust of wind, but my irrational mind continues to concoct all sorts of superstitious fantasies. I'm engaged in a constant battle to remind myself that Devil's Briar isn't haunted, and that I am truly alone. I can't afford to let my guard down for a moment, or the madness will creep in.
 
   Still, occasionally, in the corner of my eye, I think I see... Well, anyone would have such fantasies if they were alone in this place. But I remind myself every second that ghosts simply don't exist. Paula allowed herself to be seduced by the romantic possibilities of spirits and hauntings, but I'm not so weak. Sometimes I feel as if the female brain has certain qualities that make it more disposed toward flights of fancy, in which case I guess my male brain gives me certain advantages. I'd hate to be a woman, at the mercy of trivial superstitions. I shouldn't be too harsh on Paula, then; she's just doing what women do best.
 
   The long days are also taking a toll. Having arrived in Devil's Briar with limited supplies, I have had to make do with what I can find. Before she left, Paula discovered a number of cans of meat; despite being the best part of a century old, these cans seem to have survived the years fairly well, and the meat is perfectly edible. As for water, I have managed to find and clean several old metal drums, which I have used to catch the last flurries of snow. It's certainly not a nutritious diet, and I'm looking forward to getting some decent food again when reinforcements arrive from Boston, but for now it's enough to keep me going. Still, I can't help wondering whether the lack of proper nutrition is causing me to suffer from extra fatigue.
 
   "Thomas Paternoster," I say, admiring the large oak desk in the center of the mayoral office. All I really know about this Paternoster guy is that he was the last Mayor of Devil's Briar, and that he had only held the position for a short period of time when he and the other residents disappeared. Beyond that, I've found no records of his existence whatsoever, which makes me wonder if he had only recently arrived in the town. If that's the case, I don't really understand how he could have so quickly risen to such a position of authority, but perhaps there was some crisis that required a man of special abilities. I've decided that the best way to understand what happened here is to start by trying to learn more about Paternoster, but the man seems to have had no roots in Devil's Briar whatsoever. The ledger at the hotel suggests that he and a young woman named Victoria were lodging in separate rooms, so they apparently hadn't managed to acquire a house of their own. It's frustrating to know so little, and I can't help feeling that somewhere in this office there must be a full record of the town. Unless, that is, someone deliberately destroyed as much information as they could. This begs the question: did Devil's Briar vanish from the history books because it was forgotten, or did someone set out to erase the place?
 
   After going through the office's filing cabinets for a few hours, and coming up blank, I decide to take a break and grab some lunch. Wandering out into the town square, I take a deep breath of fresh, cold air. Most of the snow has melted away, leaving the ground rather boggy. I walk across to the hotel, which I have been using as a base for my stay here, and I go in to grab some meat from one of the cans. Bringing my little meal back outside, I sit on the steps and look up at the huge cross that towers over the scene. It's hard not to feel a little lonely when I'm on my breaks, and I try to imagine what Paula is doing. She's probably back in Boston by now, telling the others about the town. I'm sure they're all a little shocked, but they'll be getting ready to come out here and help me with the task of uncovering the truth about Devil's Briar. I'm expecting to see some fresh faces in a few days, and that's when the real work can begin. I'm torn between excitement at having some people to talk to again, and disappointment that my period of isolation will be ending. Then there's the question of Paula. How long will she keep pretending that she's going to leave me? We both know she won't.
 
   Just as I'm about to go back into the hotel, I see something moving over on the other side of the square. Making the mistake of looking over, I see the girl again. She's young, maybe seven or eight years old, and she seems to be just staring at me. I see her a couple of times each day and, even though I know she's just a figment of my imagination, I can't help but find her slightly creepy. How much longer will it be before my brain stops coming up with these things and instead accepts that I'm really alone in Devil's Briar? Turning and going inside, I try not to think about the girl's face. It would be so easy to go crazy here, but I'm strong enough to resist the lure of these hallucinations. There's no doubt that I'm alone in Devil's Briar, and yet... as I go to put the empty meat can away, I notice that the other cans seem to have been disturbed.
 
   I glance around, half-expecting to find that Paula has come back, but there's no sign of anyone.
 
   I pause.
 
   I remember how the cans were arranged a few minutes ago, but now one of them has been moved over to the table by the window. There's simply no way that could have happened unless...
 
   I pause again, listening for any kind of noise.
 
   Silence. Well, almost silence. The only sound I can hear is a gentle hum of tinnitus in my ear.
 
   And yet I'm sure there must be someone else here. Hallucinations can be extremely realistic, but they certainly can't move a can across a room. If I was a woman, I'd probably start to think that a ghost must be responsible, but instead I maintain a rational perspective and soon the truth becomes apparent. Feeling a chill start to rise through my body, I realize that while there certainly are no ghosts in Devil's Briar, there's definitely someone else here. Someone made of flesh and blood. Someone who seems to be dead-set on messing with my mind.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   "I trust that your meal was satisfactory?" I say as I clear the plates from the table.
 
   "Most satisfactory," Dr. Collings says, smiling at me. "I must say, you're a far better cook than Catherine. All her food was rather dry, and often burned, whereas your food is a definite improvement."
 
   "Thank you," I say, although I'm quite sure he's exaggerating. After all, my cooking is fairly rudimentary and I'm certain his daughter must have been better. Still, it's very nice of him to pay me such a compliment, and it bodes well for our working relationship. So far, I have found Dr. Collings to be a most reasonable employer, and I only hope I can repay his kindness by performing my duties to his satisfaction. The only problem, from my point of view, is the way he seems to keep staring at me. "Might I ask if there is any news of Mr. Caster?" I add.
 
   "There is no news," he replies. "And now, I think I shall retire to my study. Please bring me a whiskey."
 
   "Certainly," I say, hurrying through to the kitchen with the dishes. As I search for a whiskey glass, I look through to the pantry and see the coffin still resting on the table. Since I came back from the store earlier today, I have heard no more voices from Catherine, but I live in fear that she will start 'speaking' again at any moment. Finally, I locate a whiskey glass and hurry through to the study, where I find that Dr. Collings has settled with a book.
 
   "Thank you, Victoria," he says as I pour his drink and place it on the table next to his armchair. "Tell me something. How old are you?"
 
   "I'm twenty-two years old," I reply.
 
   "A fine age," he says. "How is it, then, that you have not been courted by a young man?"
 
   I smile politely. "My uncle and I have moved around a great deal," I explain. "I'm afraid we have never settled anywhere long enough for such things to happen."
 
   "I see," he replies with a smile. "I was starting to think that perhaps you prefer older gentlemen. After all, young men can be so insubstantial."
 
   "I'm sure," I say, hoping for this conversation to be over soon.
 
   "But you hope to be married one day?" he asks. "And of course, to have children?"
 
   "Yes," I say, a feeling of dread creeping through my body. I think I know where this conversation is headed.
 
   "Very good," he says, keeping his eyes fixed on me.
 
   "I shall be in the kitchen," I say as I withdraw from the room. I spend the next few minutes scrubbing the plates from dinner, before realizing that Dr. Collings has come to the door and seems to be watching me as I work. It is his house, of course, and he is perfectly entitled to watch me; however, I feel that he has an interest in me that goes beyond the purely professional.
 
   "I hope I'm not doing anything wrong," I say.
 
   "Not at all," he replies, sipping from his whiskey glass. In his other hand, he has the bottle, ready to top himself up. "Please continue," he adds.
 
   I wait for him to walk away, but he remains in the doorway. Realizing that he intends to watch me as I work, I turn back to the dishes and start scrubbing. Although I'm somewhat disconcerted by the knowledge that his eyes are focused on me, I manage to get on with my tasks, even though I occasionally hear him adding a little more whiskey to his glass. I'm starting to believe that perhaps Dr. Collings is a heavy drinker, in which case I must be careful around him. I know from experience that men can act very strangely when they have been imbibing alcohol, and I should not like to fall victim to yet another drunken 'gentleman' and his wandering hands. As I contemplate this unfortunate turn of events, I accidentally nudge a glass from the side of the work-bench; it falls to the floor and smashes.
 
   "I'm so sorry," I say, quickly getting down on my hands and knees so that I can gather up the pieces.
 
   "Why?" he asks. "Why are you sorry?"
 
   "I shall arrange for my uncle to reimburse you for the cost of the glass," I stammer, depositing the pieces of glass in the trash. "Please accept my apologies, and rest assured that I'm not usually so clumsy."
 
   Dr. Collings stares at me.
 
   "It was a mistake," I say, uncertain as to what I should do next.
 
   "I'm sure it was," he replies after a moment. He sighs, before looking over at the clock. "Tell me. Where did you and your uncle live before you came to Devil's Briar?"
 
   I take a deep breath, trying not to panic. "In truth, we have moved so often, I do not think I recall the name of the place," I say.
 
   "What of your parents?" he asks.
 
   "They died," I reply. "In a fire."
 
   "Where?"
 
   I swallow hard. "New York," I say, trying to be as vague as possible.
 
   "And when did this tragedy occur?"
 
   "A few years ago," I say, hoping that nothing I tell him will contradict my uncle's claims.
 
   "I see," he mutters. "And since then, you have been traveling with your uncle?"
 
   "Yes," I say. "I am very lucky that he was able and willing to take me on."
 
   "You and he are extremely close," Dr. Collings continues, clearly trying to get some more information out of me.
 
   "He is my only family," I reply.
 
   "And he is a good man," he says. "I could tell that from the moment he arrived in Devil's Briar."
 
   "He is a wonderful man," I reply.
 
   "Indeed," he says, before pausing. "I suppose the end of your day is fast approaching. Will you be heading off to see your uncle?"
 
   "If there is nothing else for me to do here," I say, hoping desperately that I can get out of here.
 
   He sniffs. "I suppose you might as well go," he says, adding yet more whiskey to his glass. "You've done a good job today, Victoria. You have seemed a little nervous, but that is only to be expected and it is an indication that you take your responsibilities seriously. From what I have seen, you are a very competent worker."
 
   "Thank you," I say, walking to the door. Since Dr. Collings makes no effort to move out of my way, I have to squeeze past him.
 
   "There's just one more thing," he says, breathing his whiskey-stained breath all over my face.
 
   My heart sinks. "Of course," I reply. "How can I be of service?"
 
   "This ring," he continues, pulling a small silver ring from his pocket and thrusting it into my hands. "My late wife left this ring after she died, and Catherine always loved it so much. I would be grateful if you could place it on her finger."
 
   I stare at the ring, and then I look over at the door to the pantry. "On her finger?" I say, filled with dread.
 
   "Just a small courtesy," he says, placing the ring in my hand, "so that she can be buried with something of her mother's. I'm sure she would appreciate it."
 
   "Of course," I say, turning and walking through to the pantry.
 
   "You shall have to remove the lid first," he says, following me.
 
   "Yes," I say. "I understand." I take hold of the coffin's lid and carefully pull it away. It's heavy, but finally I manage to get it propped against the wall. I stare down at Catherine's poor dead body. She looks so beautiful, and so healthy; if I hadn't known of her death, I would be certain that she was merely sleeping, even though perhaps her skin is a little pale.
 
   "Just place it on her index finger," Dr. Collings says.
 
   I step toward the coffin, expecting to hear Catherine's voice in my head at any moment.
 
   "What's wrong?" Dr. Collings asks. "Are you scared?"
 
   "No," I say. "Not at all."
 
   "Have you never seen a dead body before?"
 
   "I have," I say. "Many times." Reaching down, I gently lift Catherine's hand. Her skin is icy to the touch, and her body exhibits the stiffness that is common to the dead. I extend one of her fingers and slip the ring in place, before putting her hands together on her chest. She looks so peaceful and calm.
 
   "Have you done it?" Dr. Collings asks. I hear the clink of his bottle as he refills his glass yet again. The man must have drunk a significant amount of whiskey by now. In my experience, men who drink alone have a tendency to turn either violent or amorous - or both - at the slightest provocation.
 
   "Yes," I say. "She looks absolutely beautiful."
 
   "Close the lid," he says. "You can go home for the night, but I think I shall speak to your uncle about changing our arrangement. It would be more convenient for me if you could become a live-in housekeeper."
 
   "I see," I reply. The thought of working for Dr. Collings is bad enough, but the thought of living with him is intolerable. There is something about the way he looks at me that has begun to put me ill at ease. Still, I am quite certain that my uncle would never agree to such an idea.
 
   "You wouldn't mind living with me, would you Victoria?" Dr. Collings asks, swaying a little.
 
   "I'm sure this is something you should discuss with my uncle," I say, hurrying to the door. "The decision would not be up to me."
 
   "Quite right," he says, stumbling over to join me as I pull the door open and step out into the street. Immediately, I feel a little safer out here, as if Dr. Collings can no longer behave so badly when there is a risk that others can see us.
 
   "Good evening," I say, turning to him and forcing a smile.
 
   "Good evening, Victoria," he replies, narrowing his eyes a little as he grins. I can't help but feel that he's undressing me with his eyes.
 
   Turning, I hurry along the street, desperate to get back to the relative safety of the hotel. I glance over my shoulder and see that the doctor is still in his doorway, watching me as I leave. There is clearly something extremely troubling in his soul, something that perhaps only truly emerges once he has been drinking; whatever the truth, I feel I must speak to my uncle and try to find some way out of this situation. I'm quite certain that I shall not be safe if I'm forced to remain in the doctor's employ. How keenly I wish that I could go back to working for Mayor Caster, but such salvation is simply impossible. All I can do is hope and pray that my uncle heeds my concerns and accepts that I must be removed from the current situation.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Paula!" I call out, walking through to the hotel lobby. "This isn't funny!"
 
   I wait for a reply, but there's nothing. Smiling, I realize she must be determined to trick me. Having failed to persuade me that ghosts might be real, she obviously thinks she can pull off a few dumb stunts in order to make me change my mind. Damn it, I should have guessed that she'd do something like this. When she drove out of here the other day, it all seemed far too easy. I just assumed she'd go through with her plan to leave Devil's Briar and return to Boston, but now I realize that she had another plan in mind. She obviously parked up a couple of miles away and then walked back here, with the aim of hiding out and trying to scare me. Not a bad plan, but the stunt with the cans was a step too far. She should have taken her time and been more subtle.
 
   Dumb, Paula. Really fucking dumb.
 
   "This is stupid!" I shout, figuring she's probably still somewhere in the hotel. I guess she's hiding behind a door, laughing at her own feeble prank.
 
   "Fine," I say, getting sick of being the butt of her joke. "I've got work to do," I say, turning and walking out of the hotel. As soon as I'm in the town square, I see the little girl again; she's still standing over by the cross, and she watches me as I walk toward the small building over on the far side. Normally I wouldn't have any difficulty ignoring her, but this time - thanks to Paula's stupidity - I'm kind of on edge. I glance at the girl, and we make eye contact for a moment; for the first time, I see that her eyes are a pale yellow color, and her skin looks to be slightly red and sore. So this is the kind of fevered vision my imagination comes up with, huh? Good to know, I guess. She looks like a ghost from some tacky horror movie.
 
   When I reach the small building on the corner, I force the door open and step inside. I've decided to go around the square systematically, checking each building, and this is the first stop. I'm still kind of expecting to find dead bodies; after all, unless there was some kind of mass exodus all those years ago, the dead of Devil's Briar have to be somewhere. I've already done a circuit of the perimeter and found no sign of a cemetery, so I figure there must have been some kind of disaster that caused the dead to be left where they fell. Either that, or everyone left and never mentioned the town again.
 
   Glancing back across the square, I see that the girl has vanished. There's no sign of Paula, either, but I'm quite certain she's around. All I want is some peace and quiet to explore this place, and I was kind of happy when Paula left; now I find that she's skulking about in the shadows, setting up dumb little pranks in a vain attempt to make me believe in ghosts. To be honest, I always thought she was a little more mature, but I guess I'm seeing a new side of her. Maybe I don't even want to be married to her anymore, not if she's going to pull stunts like this. Why couldn't she have just done what she said she was going to do? If she's still here, it means there'll be an even longer wait for any help with the exploration of Devil's Briar. This whole situation is rapidly deteriorating into a complete mess.
 
   It takes me just a few minutes to search the building and realize there's nothing here. It seems to have been a shoe repair business, but there are no papers and no remains of any of the occupants. It's strange, but it feels as if someone deliberately removed anything that might help identify the details of life in this town. Finally, I walk out of the house and emerge in the town square again. I glance at the hotel and imagine Paula hiding in there somewhere, probably watching me. I don't particularly feel like being observed, so I turn and walk down one of the side-streets. I don't have a plan right now, but eventually I stop outside a small, dark house that has a large sign hanging over the doorway:
 
    
 
   Dr. Marshall Collings
 
   Licensed physician
 
    
 
   I've come across that name once before while I was looking around Devil's Briar, and it occurs to me that maybe it'd be useful to take a look around a doctor's house and surgery. After all, it's totally possible that he might have some kind of record of his patients, in which case I might get some more information about the locals. I've already discovered the small operating theater that Dr. Collings used, over on the other side of the town, but this building seems to have been his private residence and perhaps his consulting office. Forcing the door open, I step into a dark and dusty room with a low-hanging ceiling. Next to me, there's a coat-rack with a large, black coat hanging from one of the hooks. Stepping forward, I try not to breathe too deep, since the air is thick with dust.
 
   I walk through to the kitchen, where I find an old stove. Of more interest, however, is the mold-covered food on the work-bench. The cold, dry atmosphere in this place must have helped preserve some of the items, but it looks as if the house might have been abandoned in a hurry. There's a pot on the stove, with a burned base, and I wouldn't mind betting that it was left bubbling away when the residents of this place left. If that's the case, it means the people of Devil's Briar had to get out of here in a hurry. Walking through to the next room, I come to a sudden halt as I realize that there's a coffin resting on the table. I feel my chest tighten a little as I stare at the sombre, slightly macabre scene. Why the hell would someone leave a coffin behind in their house?
 
   I step toward the table and look down at the lid of the coffin. Was this one of the doctor's patients, or was it a member of his family? Seeing that the lid doesn't appear to be nailed down, I decide I should try to open the top and see if there's anyone inside. Pausing for a moment, I start to pry the lid away, and I find that it comes off fairly easily. As I move it to one side, I see that there's a body in the coffin. Thanks to the atmospheric conditions, the body still has most of its skin and hair, although the corpse has dried out and seems to have become mummified. It appears from first glances to be the body of a female, but it's hard to judge how old she would have been. Her skin is wrinkled and gray, and has dehydrated so much that it clings to her bones. Her eyes have collapsed, and her mouth is hanging open. As I rest the coffin lid against the wall, I feel a sense of great awe as I stare down at the corpse. This was once a living, breathing member of the community here in Devil's Briar, and she's as close as I've come so far to staring directly into the face of one of the citizens. Leaning a little closer, I see that the skin across one of her cheeks has been disturbed; a closer examination suggests that she suffered some kind of deep gash to her face. I look at her hands and see that, on one of her fingers, there's a small silver ring.
 
   "Who needs ghosts?" I mutter, reasoning that this dried-out body is far more unsettling than any spook. Deciding that it would be better to keep the body as well-preserved as possible, I replace the coffin lid. I'm not a religious man, but I find myself standing in silence for a moment, as if I feel the need to pay my respects to this poor dead woman. Still, from a purely scientific point of view, it'll be good to start analyzing her body. The only problem is that by opening the coffin, I've already damaged the delicate balance that has kept the flesh preserved, so it's important to get her to a proper facility as soon as possible.
 
   I wander through to the next room, which appears to be some kind of study. The walls are lined with bookshelves, and I find myself looking at a huge range of old medical textbooks. Glancing around, I realize that the rest of the room is rather bare, and a quick check of the desk drawers reveals nothing of interest. Sighing, I decide that someone did a damn good job of clearing this whole town of anything useful. Were the people of Devil's Briar really so keen to ensure that no information was left behind about their plight? I head back outside and try to decide where to go next. No matter what I do, I can't shake the nagging feeling that Paula is following me; it's almost as if I can feel her watching my every move. The last thing I want to do is play her stupid game, so I head into the building next to the doctor's house.
 
   This time, I find myself in a fairly nondescript house that seems to have been a simple home. I spend half an hour going through the rooms, but I don't find anything interesting. Giving up, I head back outside, and I'm about to return to the town square when I happen to glance at the sign outside the doctor's house. To my surprise, I see that something has changed: whereas before the lettering was easy to read, now there are a series of deep scratches cutting across the doctor's name. It's as if someone has come along and tried to scratch the name until it's no longer legible. Sighing, I realize that Paula's stubborn determination to cause me problems is unlikely to be easily quashed. I'm going to have to catch her in the act before she admits that she's here.
 
   "Do you think this is funny?" I call out, stepping back into the doctor's house. I'm certain I closed the door when I left, but now it's hanging open so I figure Paula must be hiding in here somewhere. "Can we talk?" I say. "I get the message, but you're starting to damage the site. You have to stop." I glance into the pantry, and see that the coffin lid has been removed again. Damn it, Paula has no idea how sensitive this type of thing can be. Hurrying over, I'm about to replace the lid when I glance into the coffin and realize that something's different. It takes me a moment to work out what's wrong, but finally I look down at the dead girl's hands. Whereas before they were clasped together, holding the silver ring, now they're by her sides and the ring has dropped to one side. I guess it's possible that they simply slipped, but when I look closer I see that there's something under her fingernails. It looks almost as if there are little splinters of wood embedded in the ends of her fingers.
 
   Smiling, I realize that Paula wants me to believe that this corpse climbed out of the coffin and scratched the wooden sign outside the front door. Pathetic. Does she really think I'm so easily duped? I grab the coffin lid and put it back in place. It's time to teach Paula a lesson and show her what's really going on in this town.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   "It's out of the question," my uncle says as we sit in the hotel's dining room later that evening. "Dr. Collings is an important member of the local community, and I need him on my side. While I agree that it would be a little hasty for you to move in to his home, there can be no doubt that you will remain as his house-keeper for the foreseeable future. No doubt at all."
 
   I sigh. "But if he -"
 
   "The discussion is over," my uncle says firmly. "Please, let us not argue."
 
   I smile weakly, glad that I am to be spared the horror of living with the doctor, but worried about the fact that I shall have to return to his home in the morning.
 
   "Don't worry," my uncle continues, reaching over and taking my hand in his. "The situation is not permanent. Collings is useful to me, but there will come a time when that is no longer the case. Give it a month or two, and perhaps Devil's Briar will no longer need his services. After all, I'm quite sure that there is now someone in this town whose medical training is far superior to his own. Either that, or it will be time for us to move on again." He smiles. "Don't worry. You're by far the greatest weapon I have."
 
   I nod. My uncle is right: for all his pompous claims of being a superior man of medicine, Dr. Collings displays some distinctly archaic ideas. Without really paying attention to what he tells me, I have already noted several points upon which he is just plain wrong. It's hard to escape the conclusion that some of his patients must be suffering due to his incompetence. How dearly I would love to sweep the man aside and serve as this town's doctor, but I doubt anyone would accept a woman's help in such a capacity.
 
   "The man is an ass," my uncle says, "and you are fully entitled to defend yourself if he becomes aggressive. Don't be in any doubt that I shall defend you to the hilt if necessary. I'm quite sure you can look after yourself, Victoria. You've dealt with far worse than our dear old Dr. Collings."
 
   "And what of Mr. Caster?" I ask. "I fear for his safety. The doctor is very secretive whenever I ask how the treatment is going."
 
   My uncle pauses for a moment, clearly feeling a little uncomfortable. "I'm quite sure that Mr. Caster is being adequately cared for," he says finally. "Although I have great sympathy for my predecessor's fate, he is hardly my focus. You know I must work fast, Victoria. I do not have time enough in the day to add yet more concerns to my schedule."
 
   "I know," I reply, looking down at my food. I still can't shake the feeling that poor Mr. Caster is being horribly mistreated by Dr. Collings. I have no evidence of this, of course, but I sense that the doctor has an extremely strong malevolent streak, and I worry that he will be taking out his anger on his latest patient. I'm minded to try to locate the room where Mr. Caster is being held, and see if I can determine whether he is being cared for adequately. Still, I must be careful not to arouse the doctor's suspicions, and I'm quite sure that my uncle would take a dim view of such activities.
 
   "Would it really be so awful to acquiesce to some of the doctor's demands?" my uncle asks.
 
   "Such as?" I reply, knowing full well what he means but determined to make him say the words.
 
   He sighs. "If the old man wishes to have a little pleasure of the flesh, couldn't you see your way to -"
 
   "No," I say firmly. "Those days are over."
 
   "But if it would satisfy him -"
 
   "No!" I say again, annoyed that my uncle would even raise the possibility. He knows how much I have suffered at the hands of other men; how can he possibly suggest that I might allow the same thing to happen again? I'm about to reprimand him for his insensitivity, when the proprietor of the hotel enters the room and approaches our table. I compose myself, determined to ensure that there is no hint of an argument. I will not open my legs merely to advance my uncle's business interests.
 
   "Is everything okay?" asks Mr. Porter, standing stiffly next to our table.
 
   "Perfect, thank you," my uncle says.
 
   "Absolutely," I add, making sure to put on my most innocent voice.
 
   "Let me know if you want dessert," Mr. Porter says as he gathers up our plates.
 
   "We'll be sure to consider the matter," my uncle replies. There's an unfortunate silence as we wait for Mr. Porter to leave the room. "You must stay strong," my uncle reiterates once we're alone again. "I've achieved so much since we arrived in Devil's Briar. It would be tragic if all this work were to be for nothing. Please, Victoria, just remain firm in the face of the doctor's stupidity. I promise you, within a few weeks you'll have ample opportunity to make him suffer."
 
   "I don't want to make him suffer," I say quietly. "I just want him to leave me alone. And I want to know what has become of Mr. Caster."
 
   "Caster was an old fool," my uncle replies, standing up. "The man deserves none of your sympathy, Victoria, so please don't waste another moment on him. Did you see the state of the office after he was turfed out? He was living like a pig. God only knows what got into that man's mind over the past few days, but he had degenerated to the point where he was barely human. If anyone can help him, it's Dr. Collings. Other than that, we must let God decide what to do with Caster's soul. Personally, I suspect he would be better off dead."
 
   "Don't say that," I reply.
 
   "Why do you care?" my uncle asks. "Caster's just a fat old idiot."
 
   I take a deep breath. With every inch of my body, I want to remonstrate with my uncle and defend Mr. Caster, but I know that such a course of action would be fruitless. To my uncle, Mayor Caster is just a bumbling fool who had to be removed from his position. I, however, got to know the man rather well during the day I worked for him, and I'm certain that he deserves better than to become the victim of one of the doctor's experiments. It seems as if poor Mr. Caster has been abandoned by everyone, yet I still think fondly of him. Wherever he is, I pray that God is watching over him.
 
   "I shall retire for the night," my uncle continues. "I would suggest that you do the same. After all, you have a long morning ahead of you. I'm sure Dr. Collings will appreciate it if you are rested and attentive."
 
   "Yes," I say, standing up and following my uncle to the door. "I shall go to my room."
 
   Although I walk upstairs and go to my room, just as my uncle wishes, I have no intention of sleeping just yet. Instead, I wait a few minutes before slipping back out and leaving the hotel. Night has fallen across Devil's Briar and I feel rather vulnerable, since it's not common for a virtuous young lady to be out alone at such an hour. Nevertheless, I recognize that this is my only chance. Hurrying through the shadows, I hasten to the building that I know Dr. Collings uses as his operating theater. It takes just a moment for me to slip through the gate, after which I find myself in a small yard. There are various little buildings dotted about, illuminated only by the moonlight. Nearby, there's a large doghouse with a sign warning intruders to beware of its occupant; however, it would seem that there is no dog, since I am entirely unmolested as I make my way to the door that leads into the operating theater. Glancing about one final time, to check that no-one has seen me make my way here, I step inside.
 
   The room is dark, and it takes me a moment to adjust my eyes. Finally, I start to make out an operating table and some work-benches, but of Albert Caster there is sadly no sign. I walk around the room, hoping to find some kind of clue, but there is nothing. Although the operating theater is filthy, and certainly no place for medical procedures to take place, I see no indication that there has been any kind of activity in here recently. Perhaps I was foolish to imagine that Dr. Collings was some kind of cruel torturer. Still, it's rather strange that there is no sign of Mr. Caster, since I was absolutely certain that I would find him here. Where does Dr. Collings keep his patients?
 
   Turning and hurrying out of the building, I'm about to leave the yard when I spot something hidden in the shadows, just inside the doghouse. At first, I assume that it must be some kind of guard dog, but as I stare I realize that the face is entirely human. I pause, and it takes a few seconds before I recognize the fact staring back at me. My heart almost breaks as I finally see that poor, dear Albert Caster has been left to shiver and starve in a small wooden hut built for a common animal. As he blinks passively at me, I realize that he has barely anything left of his mind, and I start to wonder what Dr. Collings must have been doing to him.
 
   "It's me," I say, stepping closer.
 
   He stares at me, but in his eyes there's the madness of an animal.
 
   "Come out," I continue, crouching near the entrance to the doghouse. "Albert, it's me. I won't hurt you."
 
   He stays where he is, his eyes fixed on me. It's as if something has happened to him, and now he distrusts me. In the space of a week, he has gone from being Mayor of Devil's Briar to being some kind of animal, cowering in a little wooden hut.
 
   "Albert," I say, "I want you to come out immediately, do you understand? I won't hurt you, but you have to come out."
 
   After a moment, he starts to edge toward me. As he emerges from the doghouse, I see that he's naked and covered in mud, and the smell is quite atrocious. He crawls to me on his hands and knees, but the look of fear won't leave his eyes. Finally, I reach out and place my hand on the side of his filth-encrusted face. In the moonlight, he looks more like an animal than a man. I have no idea what, exactly, Dr. Collings has been doing to him, but I'm quite certain of one thing. It cannot continue.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   Sitting in the hotel saloon, I stare out the window at the town square. Night is coming, and the whole town is getting darker. I've already searched the hotel from top to bottom and concluded that Paula definitely isn't in here, which means that she's out there somewhere. She must have made a little base for herself in one of the other buildings, and I don't see that I'll gain much by trying to root her out. Devil's Briar is so big, she could easily stay one step ahead of me, and I'd just be playing into her stupid game. The best option is to stay put and make sure that she's the one who has to make the next move; that way, I should have a much better chance of catching her in the act.
 
   To aid my cause, I have taken certain precautions. Every entrance to the hotel has been firmly boarded up, with the exception of the main doors at the front. Similarly, I've blockaded all the windows and rigged little traps so that I'll be able to tell if she tries to get inside. If she's coming in, it'll have to be via the front door, and that's how I'm going to catch her. Sure, she might wait a while, and she might assume that I'll make a mistake. She's wrong, though. I'm going to sit here until she shows her hand, and then I'm going to teach her who's really in charge here.
 
   The most annoying thing about her game is that she's delaying my work. I should have been exploring the town today, and she should have been in Boston arranging for back-up to come and join me. Instead, I've been preoccupied by her stupidity, and the trip to Boston has been delayed. I'm becoming increasingly pissed off at the way she insists on trying to trick me into believing in ghosts. Why can't she just accept that we have different opinions? At least this whole fuss has distracted me from focusing on the hallucinations I keep experiencing. Until today, I only ever saw one image at a time, but this evening I spotted two in the same street, as if they're becoming more common. I know that it's all in my mind, but the overall experience is still deeply unsettling.
 
   Wandering over to the bar, I pour myself another shot of whiskey from the old bottle we found the other day. I head back over to the table, but I stop as soon as I look down and see that something has been scratched into the wood. A cold chill passes through my body as I realize that someone has delicately carved the number 9 into the top of the table. I swear that wasn't there a moment ago, but at the same time I'm certain that Paula couldn't have got into the room and done it without being seen. I glance around, hoping to find some kind of answer. A lesser man would start to worry that a ghost might be to blame, but I'm not so foolish: I know that there's a rational explanation, and I just have to apply myself to working it out.
 
   Finally, with a smile, I understand everything. Unable to stop laughing, I sit and the table and drink the whiskey, before glancing out the window and seeing a couple of dark shapes in the dusk. It looks like they're a little closer to the hotel than before, which is strange; to date, they've tended to stay quite far back, but perhaps my mind is bringing them closer in an attempt to make me crack. Ultimately, though, they're just more hallucinations. The human brain is so powerful...
 
   I realize, now, that Paula isn't here at all. She did go back to Boston, and I truly am quite alone in Devil's Briar. It's clear that I must have been sabotaging myself; I must have been experiencing bouts of amnesia, preventing me from remembering certain actions. For example, I clearly sat here and scratched the number 9 into the table, then walked over to the bar and completely forgot about what I'd done. This must be my brain's latest attempt to persuade me that the town is haunted. It's quite remarkable how far my mind is willing to go in order to trick me. Instead of falling for such things, however, I merely sit and marvel at the human mind's capacity for invention and mischief. It's as if there's a part of me that desperately wants to believe in ghosts. The human desire to see evidence of the supernatural is extremely strong, even in someone such as myself who has a far more rational mind.
 
   I smile as I think about how I must have moved the hands of the dead girl in the coffin, and about how I must have scratched the sign outside the doctor's house. Hell, I guess I might even have been responsible for those footprints around the base of the cross. I blamed Paula for everything, but in reality it was my subconscious mind trying to trick me. I look down at my fingernails and see that they've grown longer than usual. Perhaps I've been deliberately not cutting them since we arrived in Devil's Briar, so that I'd be able to use them to scratch little messages to myself. One half of my brain is trying to scare the other half. It's really a quite fascinating phenomenon, but it's one that I need to stop if I'm to avoid madness.
 
   I have to stay sane.
 
   Hurrying upstairs, I go to my backpack and pull out a pair of scissors. Carefully, I trim my fingernails so that I'll no longer be able to use them to trick myself. Once I'm done, I head back downstairs and return to my seat at the window, but something is still bothering me. I look down at my fingernails and realize that the best way to prevent myself from playing any more tricks is to just get rid of the nails completely. Using my teeth, I start chewing at the nail on my left thumb; it's not an easy job, and after a while it starts to hurt as blood flows into my mouth, but after nearly ten minutes I finally feel the thumb nail-plate lift away. I pull it off completely and spit it onto the table, before looking at the bloody, fleshy nail bed. The pain is dull and consistent, and certainly bearable. Determined to get the job done, I start on the fingers of my left hand, and after half an hour I have all the nails removed and laid out on the table before me.
 
   I hold my hand up to the window. In the moonlight, I can just about make out the sore, red flesh where my fingernails used to be. The pain is not as bad as I'd expected, and I'm pretty sure I can finish the job, so I start on the other hand. The work goes fine until I reach the thumb, at which point I find that the nail is stubborn and refuses to lift away. I dig and dig with my teeth, finally grinding into the nail bed and gouging out some flesh, but the nail seems somehow wedged in place. By the time I finally manage to get the nail to lift away, I'm sitting in total darkness and even the light of the moon has been dimmed by clouds. I set the last nail on the table and sit back, relieved at having finally finished the job. My fingertips are stinging, and I know I've lost some blood, but I feel a lot more relaxed. There'll be no more scratching, no more stupid numbers carved into the tops of the tables. It's quite astonishing to experience, firsthand, the extent to which the human brain can fool itself, and I count myself lucky that I'm too intelligent to fall for such things.
 
   I must admit, I feel bad for blaming Paula for everything. It was natural to assume that she was the one behind the unusual events, but now I see that my subconscious mind was playing tricks on me. Paula's not so bad, really, and I must make sure that I patch up our relationship when I get back to Boston. I've been promising to take her on holiday for years, and I guess I should finally deliver. Sighing, I figure it's probably time to go and get some sleep so that I'm refreshed and ready to get back to work in the morning.
 
   As I'm about to stand up, I glance at the window and freeze. Standing right outside, just inches from the glass, is the little girl. This is the first time I've been so close to her, and she's staring in at me with those dead, yellowed eyes. I know that she's not a ghost, and that she's actually just part of my imagination, but it's still very disconcerting to come face to face with her at such close quarters. I have to admit, a chill runs through my body as we start at each other for a moment, but finally I turn and walk away, heading upstairs. Now that I've removed my fingernails, I feel as if I've managed to take a stand against my brain's stupid games. I've got a feeling that, when I wake up in the morning, the hallucinations will be gone and I can finally get on with my work.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   "Can you hear me?" I ask, looking into Albert Caster's eyes. It's hard to keep my composure when faced with such a terrible sight, but I must stay strong for his sake. Albert needs my help, and I shall not let him down. "Say something," I continue. "Say anything. Just let me know that you can hear me."
 
   His eyes dart about, as if he's desperate to avoid looking straight at me. Perhaps, somewhere deep in his soul, he feels ashamed of how far he has fallen. Whereas he was once a proud, gregarious man, he now appears to have degenerated to the level of a savage. Stark naked and covered in a mixture of mud and his own filth, he has the general air of a pig, and so far I have been unable to draw out any sign of his former humanity. Is it possible that Dr. Collings has done such unspeakable things to the poor man that he is now broken for all time?
 
   "You must come with me," I say, reaching down and taking his faeces-covered hand in mine. "I shall clean you up, and we shall see what can be done to help you."
 
   He grunts and tries to shuffle back into the doghouse, but I keep hold of his hand and finally he is persuaded to wait a moment.
 
   "I promise you'll be okay," I continue, hoping to get through to him. "I shan't let anyone hurt you ever again. It might take some time, but eventually you'll be back to your old self, ready to resume your old life. Do you understand?" I look into his eyes, but there is no sign of recognition. "Of course you understand," I say, forcing myself to smile. "I know you're in there somewhere, Albert Caster, and I shall have you out again. Come."
 
   This time, when I try to lead him away from the doghouse and across the yard, he reluctantly follows, albeit crouching down as if he believes himself to be an animal. While I would dearly love him to stand up and walk proudly, I feel that it is at least some kind of achievement that I have got him this far. I'm not entirely sure where I shall take him, but I suppose the hotel will have to be our destination for now. Surely my uncle will recognize that this poor dear man must be looked after properly?
 
   "Where are you taking him?" asks a voice from the shadows.
 
   Turning, I see that Dr. Collings has been watching us. He steps forward, a deathly serious look on his face.
 
   "He is a man," I say, trying to maintain my composure. "He deserves to be treated as such."
 
   "He doesn't look much like a man to me," Dr. Collings replies, with no hint of sympathy or compassion in his voice. "He looks more like a filthy animal."
 
   "I'm taking him away from here," I continue. "He is no longer your patient."
 
   "That's not for you to decide," he says.
 
   "My uncle will agree," I insist, trying not to let the doctor see that I'm scared. "No civilized man could possibly countenance such torture."
 
   "I'm not torturing anyone," Dr. Collings replies. "I'm merely following a theory of psychiatric medicine. When a man has become fully undone, as was the case with poor old Mr. Caster, it is necessary to reduce him to his most primitive state and then rebuild him piece by piece. I am in the process of reverting Caster back to the level of a common beast, and then I shall remodel him as a modern gentleman. Surely you can see the logic of that approach?"
 
   I shake my head. "No scientific process can possibly be used to justify such terrible treatment."
 
   "I see," Dr. Collings says with a sigh. "You're taking a very emotional approach to the situation. That's to be expected, even if it's rather regrettable. After all, you're a woman, and women tend to be irrational." He smiles. "I do hope, though, that you're able to look past your own weaknesses and see that it would be best if you trust me to get on with my work. I hardly think that a woman is in any position to disagree with an educated man on such matters."
 
   "I shall be taking him," I say firmly.
 
   "Is that right? And what do you have to say about this whole situation, Albert? Would you rather go with the nice young lady, or will you stay here with me?"
 
   Albert says nothing. In truth, he seems incapable of even comprehending our conversation.
 
   "You are my housekeeper," Dr. Collings says. "That is all. It would behoove you to remember that, and to act accordingly. I do not instruct you on how to make a proper cup of tea, or how to wash the floors, and you should not think it your place to tell me how to look after my patients. I hope we're clear on that point, and that no further explanations will be necessary." He turns to Albert. "Back to your place," he says, as if giving a command to a disobedient pet. "Just as Ms. Paternoster must know her place, so too must you know yours."
 
   Albert turns to go back to the doghouse, but I hold onto his hand.
 
   "Let him go," Dr. Collings says, glaring at me.
 
   "No," I reply. "Albert, you shall come with me!"
 
   Slipping from my grasp, Albert hurries toward the doghouse. I try to follow him, but Dr. Collings steps in the way and pushes me against the wall.
 
   "My uncle will hear of this," I say, outraged that the doctor has laid a hand upon my person.
 
   "I think not," he replies. "Rather, I think you will come to terms with your place in this world. I order you to go back to my house at once and wait for me in the pantry. It's quite clear to me that you are in need of a little discipline. My late daughter learned the hard way that she had a certain status in my household. I trust that you will be much easier to train."
 
   "I shall not be trained at all," I reply.
 
   He leans closer and places a hand on my waist. "Go to my home," he says firmly, "or I shall be forced to discipline you here. Is that what you would prefer?"
 
   "Step away from me," I say. "If you don't, I shall scream."
 
   "You are free to do so," he says, "but I should warn you that I am held in high esteem in this town. Perhaps if you start screaming in the middle of the night, and making up stories about the behavior of certain gentlemen, your uncle will see fit to place you under my psychiatric care." He smiles. "I could put you through the same course of treatment that I have already started on Mr. Caster. I can't say that it would be unpleasant to have you scurrying around naked in my yard while I rebuild your mind. But I would like to think that we can find other ways to resolve this situation." He reaches up and slides the shoulders of my dress down over my arm.
 
   "You will not lay a hand on me," I insist.
 
   Ignoring me, he starts to kiss the side of my neck. I shudder, realizing that I would have a difficult time persuading anyone else of the doctor's true nature. I have learned, to my cost, that good men seldom lose their upstanding reputations, no matter their crimes. Even my uncle, who is usually a man of good judgment, seems to have been utterly fooled by the doctor's charming words, and I can't be certain that I would be able to persuade him of the truth. As Dr. Collings starts kissing my bare shoulder, I feel a shiver of fear and anger run through my body at the thought of yet again being used in this way.
 
   "Get off her!" shouts a voice from the darkness, and suddenly the doctor is pulled backward. He lands in the mud, and a dark shape climbs on top of him. Shocked, it takes me a moment to realize that Albert has emerged from his doghouse to help me.
 
   "Release me at once!" Dr. Collings calls out, struggling to get up.
 
   I quickly rearrange my dress, before stepping carefully around the yard to get a better view of what is happening. Naked and covered in filth, Albert is atop Dr. Collings and staring down into his face with venomous rage. It looks, for all the world, as if Albert is ready to tear the doctor's body apart, limb from limb, but I know that such an action would only bring down dire consequences for both of us.
 
   "Albert, you must let him go," I say, hoping desperately that I can get through to him.
 
   "Get this beast away from me!" Dr. Collings snivels. "He's hurting me!"
 
   "A little pain cannot be avoided," I say, "but he won't kill you. Albert, listen to me. You must get up and leave Dr. Collings alone."
 
   Slowly, Albert starts to climb off the doctor, but not before he places all his weight on the man's arm, causing it to snap. The doctor lets out a brief scream and clutches his broken limb, as Albert shuffles over and stands next to me.
 
   "I shall have the filthy animal destroyed!" Dr. Collings shouts, struggling to get to his feet. His face and clothes are covered in filth. "How am I supposed to perform my duties with a broken arm?"
 
   "You will not be destroying anyone," I reply. "Your experiments with dear Albert are over. I shall be taking him with me, and I shall return him to health. This will take up a great deal of my time, and so I'm sure you'll understand that I'll no longer be able to work in your household. I would strongly advise you to not take on another housekeeper, though. At least, not until you have learned to treat them properly. I assure you, Dr. Collings, that I will be speaking to my uncle about your behavior, and as Mayor of this town he will be in a position to impose certain sanctions. At this moment in time, I am of the opinion that you are a nasty, spineless man, but that you pose no further threat to the community. I dearly hope you do not give me cause to change that view."
 
   Staring at me, his eyes filled with anger, Dr. Collings seems poised to strike back. "You speak as if you could hurt me," he replies finally. "But what could you do? You're just a woman. Not even that... You're a girl."
 
   Sighing, I realize that he refuses to back down. I glance at Albert, who shivers in the cold mud. I need to get him somewhere warm, but first I must ensure that Dr. Collings causes us no more problems. Taking a deep breath, I step toward the doctor and finally, when I reach him, I allow my body to press against his. Slowly, I reach up and slip the front of my dress down, exposing my cleavage, and then I kiss him. I slip my tongue into his mouth and run my hand down to the front of his trousers, pressing against his crotch until I feel a certain firmness. I let out a slight moan of pleasure, before slipping my dress down a little further to reveal my plump left breast.
 
   "Next time," I say, breaking from the kiss and taking a step back, "if there is a next time, I shall have a razor blade with me when I kiss you. And I shall cut off your manhood with one slice. You can be quite certain that I have done the same thing before, to an unfortunate man who tried to force himself upon me in another town, so I have experience in such matters. I don't know if you have ever seen such an injury, but I can assure you that there will be a great deal of blood, and a great deal of pain, and you shall be permanently changed." I pull my dress back up. "I think it would be best for everyone if we see one another as little as possible," I say finally, before turning to Albert. "Come with me," I say, trying not to tremble. Hand in hand, we walk out of the yard, leaving the doctor behind to contemplate his future.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   When I wake up, sunlight is streaming through the window and the madness of the previous night seems to have melted away. I sit up on the bed and think of all the work I can get done today. I'm going to explore a couple of the nearby streets and really get to the bottom of what happened to the people of Devil's Briar. Also, as I get up and wander over to the door, I realize that it's possible I might get some visitors from Boston soon. Paula has had more than enough time to get there and tell my colleagues about this place; I wouldn't be surprised if Ed jumped straight into a car and came up here, in which case he'll be arriving today or tomorrow. Finally, it feels as if everything is starting to fall into place, and soon Devil's Briar will open up and reveal the truth about its mysteries.
 
   As I get to the door, however, I feel a pain in my fingers. Looking down, I see that all my fingertips are bright red and sore. Upon closer examination, I realize that my fingernails are missing. I hurry back to the bed, but there's no sign of them. Trying not to panic, I examine my hands and see that all ten of my fingernails appear to have been removed. My mind races as I try to work out what could have caused this. If they dropped off, they would be in the bed, but there's no sign of them. Besides, why would they all suddenly drop off like this? I suppose it's possible that some kind of dietary deficiency could be to blame. Perhaps the meat in the cans has become toxic in some way, in which case I need to stop eating it immediately. Shaken, I hurry downstairs.
 
   As soon as I'm in the saloon, I spot my fingernails on the table by the window. I walk over and look down at them. Even if they fell off, how did they end up neatly arranged like this? I hardly think I could have picked them off one by one and then forgotten about the whole endeavor. I always believe that I can come up with a rational explanation for things like this, but at the moment I'm struggling. Is it really possible that I did this to myself? And if I did, what was my motivation? Why would anyone sit and calmly remove their fingernails in such a methodical manner? I take a deep breath and remind myself that there must be a rational explanation, even if the precise nature of that explanation eludes me for the moment. No amount of panic will reattach the fingernails to my hands, however, so I must simply accept that I experienced some form of psychosis; I must move on, and not dwell on these unusual events.
 
   Deciding not to risk eating any more of the meat, I wander out into the town square. The first thing I notice is that the hallucinations appear to have stopped. Perhaps last night was some kind of peak; perhaps I removed my fingernails in a last-ditch attempt to batter my mind into submission, and it worked. I wish I could remember what happened, but at least things seem remarkably clear. As I walk past the cross and head to one of the nearby streets, I feel strangely optimistic. I might be tempting fate, but there's a part of me that can't help thinking I have finally overcome my mind's attempts to sabotage my work; I have beaten the hallucinations and expelled them from my conscious mind. In other words, I have shown that a rational man can win out over superstition and fear. Damn it, I wish Paula was here to witness my victory.
 
   Reaching a small building on the corner of the street, I decide that this is where I'll start my work today. I feel ready to take a more methodical approach, especially since I'm quite certain that Ed and perhaps some other colleagues will be arriving in the next couple of days; also, while I'm loathe to admit it, I can't help hoping that Paula comes back with them. Surely she can't abandon the mystery of Devil's Briar so easily? As I force the door open and step into the dusty little building, I feel as if I'm finally standing on the verge of some kind of discovery. When I eventually come to write up an account of my exploration of Devil's Briar, there will have to be two distinct narratives: one for the historical and scientific mysteries that have been uncovered, and another for my psychological struggle to win out over my brain's attempts to trick me.
 
   I start looking about this little building, which appears to have been a residential dwelling. In many ways, it's much like all the others: the place seems to have been abandoned in a hurry, with no apparent attempt to pack up any belongings. There are still pots and pans in the kitchen, and clothes hanging in a wardrobe in the bedroom. It's almost as if the inhabitants vanished in the blink of an eye. After all, why would people leave behind all their possessions? As I walk from room to room, I become more and more convinced that the people of Devil's Briar didn't choose to leave this place, but that instead there was some kind of sudden disaster.
 
   Although I spend nearly an hour in this house, I find nothing of any great interest. Stepping back outside, I resolve to work faster. After all, it would be pretty foolish to waste my time going over a series of uninteresting houses, when I could maybe be getting a better overview of the whole town. I turn to head back to the town square, when suddenly I see movement nearby. Glancing back, I spot a male figure at the other end of the street; before I can react, he runs down a side street, as if trying to keep out of sight. My heart starts to race as I realize that this isn't another hallucination; there's someone else in Devil's Briar, and he's an actual, flesh and blood man. The hallucinations all stood around and watched me earlier, but this guy seemed desperate not to be seen. I didn't get a proper look at him, and I didn't see his face at all, but I'm quite certain that he was following me. It wasn't Paula, but it might have been Ed or one of the other guys from Boston. Is it possible that they've already arrived, and that somehow Paula has tricked them into making fun of me?
 
   I stay completely still, listening for any hint of movement. Devil's Briar is so quiet, it should be possible to hear someone running in a nearby street, but there's nothing. I suppose the figure could have been another hallucination, but it felt more real, as if it was an actual person. Besides, it didn't act the way a hallucination would act. No, I'm pretty certain that there's another living person in this place, and it seems they've decided to try messing with my mind. Usually, I wouldn't bother reacting; I don't want to give them the satisfaction of seeing me get annoyed. This time, though, I feel as if enough is enough. The exploration of Devil's Briar is a serious job, and the last thing I need is for people to turn up and treat it like a joke.
 
   "I saw you!" I shout, my voice sounding small and weak against the silence of the town. "The game's up! You might as well come out so we can get to work!"
 
   I walk along the street, hoping that my words won't fall on deaf ears. I need help, not interruptions. Surely they can see how amazing this place is? Surely they understand how important the discovery might be in terms of modern American history? If I was in their shoes, I'd marvel at the entire town, rather than running around like an excitable schoolkid.
 
   "Get out here!" I shout as loud as possible as I reach the town square. "I swear to God, you'd better show your face! I'm sick and tired of playing your fucking games!"
 
   I wait.
 
   Nothing.
 
   "Bitch!" I scream, determined to make sure she hears me.
 
   Marching across the town square, I head to the hotel. The heat from the sun is pounding down at me, and sweat is running from my brow. It's crazy how fast the weather changes around here; one moment it's snowing, the next it's fucking heat wave. As I reach the steps of the hotel, I'm suddenly overcome by the feeling that there's someone behind me. Turning, I find myself face to face with a young woman wearing an old-fashioned blue dress.
 
   "Who the fuck are you?" I blurt out, before remembering that she's just a hallucination.
 
   "Sir," she says, a look of shock on her face, "I -" and with that, I blink and she's gone.
 
   I take a deep breath. Clearly my mind is reacting to the stupid tricks that are being played on me. I'm pretty sure it's Paula and Ed who have come to town and started to mess with my head. I back my way up the steps and suddenly I realize why they're doing this: they want this town for themselves! They want to drive me insane, so that they can sweep me aside and claim the great discovery in their own names. I can just imagine it: Paula Mitchell and Edward Raman, the famous duo who rediscovered and explored Devil's Briar. They'll be famous around the world. Meanwhile, I'll be pushed to the margins and forgotten. Hell, maybe they're even planning to kill me. I guess they can do what they like out here, and no-one will ever know. Either way, they're going to steal this place from me.
 
   "Fuck you!" I shout, convinced that they can hear me. "Fuck both of you to Hell!"
 
   I stagger into the hotel and slam the door shut. There's no way I'm going to let them get away with this. They think they can drive me crazy, but they've got another thing coming. I'll wait them out. They think they're smart, but I'm smarter and stronger. I'll just stay here in the hotel until they come and try to get me, and then I'll strike back at them. Damn it, I'll take particular pleasure in getting my revenge on Paula. That fucking bitch acted as if she cared about me, when all along she just wanted to get me away from Devil's Briar so she could bring her lover up here to claim all the glory. I'm onto them, though, and their little scheme won't work. I'll do whatever it takes to stop them, even if it means applying lethal force. Nothing and no-one will keep me from claiming this town as my own discovery!
 
   "Fuck you!" I scream as loud as possible, determined to be heard for miles around. "You hear me? Fuck both of you!"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   By the time the sun comes up, I have managed to scrub Albert clean. Standing naked in the yard behind the hotel, he seems ashamed of himself as I pour bucket after bucket of water over his body. I try talking to him, but he ignores me and avoids eye contact. I suppose I can understand such a response; after all, in little more than a week he has gone from being the most respected member of the community to the point where he is treated like a wild animal. Still, it is necessary to clean him, and only now can I begin the process of returning him to his former status. To be perfectly honest, even when all the mud and faeces has been washed from his body, he still looks rather primitive and pathetic. Whatever Dr. Collings did to him, it has had a clear and perhaps permanent effect. I cannot help but wonder if I will ever be able to undo the doctor's work entirely.
 
   "Can you hear me, Albert?" I ask as I start tidying the buckets away. "I hope you might consider speaking a few words, just so that I know you're still capable of organizing your thoughts."
 
   He doesn't reply, and he doesn't even look at me. It's as if he's a thoroughly broken man.
 
   "I owe you my gratitude," I continue. "If you hadn't pulled the doctor away from me, I don't know what would have happened." Smiling, I lean closer and kiss him on the cheek.
 
   He doesn't respond.
 
   "I must find you some clothes," I tell him, trying to work out where to make him wait for me. I cannot simply leave him standing here like this, yet I am unwilling to keep him tied up like some kind of common animal. "You must be hungry," I say finally. "I shall fetch you some food from inside, and then perhaps you can eat in the workshop while I'm gone. I shall only be a few minutes."
 
   Hurrying into the back of the hotel, I find that there is no-one in the kitchen at this early hour. I keep glancing at the window to make sure Albert does not move, as I search the cabinets and finally find a box of canned meat. Pulling one of the cans down, I decide that it will be better than nothing. The man needs to eat, or he is liable to starve.
 
   "Hungry, Ms. Paternoster?" asks a voice from nearby. Startled, I turn to find Mr. Porter, the owner of the hotel, watching me from the doorway.
 
   "I..." I start to say, "I just... I'm so sorry, please don't tell my uncle. I just wanted -"
 
   "Dear God!" Mr. Porter exclaims as he spots Albert out in the yard. Rushing past me, he goes to the back door and stares at the pitiful state of the man who was once Mayor of Devil's Briar. "What in God's name has happened to him?" he asks, turning back to me with a lock of shock on his face.
 
   "I didn't know where else to take him," I say. "Please don't make him leave. He just needs a little help."
 
   Stepping out into the yard, Mr. Porter approaches Albert but keeps a short distance between them. "I have known Albert Caster all my life," he says, "and I have never, ever seen him in such a state. What happened? Who did this to him?"
 
   "Dr. Collings," I say, deciding I shall have to trust Mr. Porter and hope that he will help me. "Mr. Caster was entrusted to his care, but the doctor's methods leave a great deal to be desired. I believe he was attempting to deconstruct Mr. Caster's personality so that he could rebuild him in a new form, but the results have been quite shocking. I cannot get through to him at all."
 
   "Does Dr. Collings know that he's here?" Mr. Porter asks.
 
   I nod. "There was something of a confrontation," I continue. "I'm afraid he wasn't very happy about my intervention."
 
   "You must be careful with that man," Mr. Porter says. "He's respected about the town, but he has a dark side, especially when it comes to young ladies. It's not safe to be around him."
 
   "I worked as his housekeeper for a day," I reply. "It was not an experience I wish to repeat."
 
   "Good," Mr. Porter says. "No woman should be alone with him. It's not safe. Your uncle should have more sense. Did Dr. Collings..." He pauses. "What I mean is, did he try to force himself upon you in any way?"
 
   "He tried," I reply, "but he did not succeed."
 
   Mr. Porter smiles. "I cannot ban the man from these premises. He's far too well-connected in this town, and I would have a problem on my hands. But I consider Albert Caster to be a friend." He sighs. "Fortunately, Dr. Collings is a coward. He'll most likely stay away from you, Ms. Paternoster, at least for a few days. I would strongly suggest that you tell your uncle what has happened. As Mayor of Devil's Briar, he might be in a position to warn the doctor about his conduct. At the very least, it would increase your safety if the doctor understood that you have allies. The problem with cowards is that, while hiding in the shadows, they often plot revenge. You will have to be careful."
 
   "I understand," I reply. "I must help poor Mr. Caster, though. Can he stay here, at least for now?"
 
   "He can," Mr. Porter says. "Don't give him that canned meat, though. It's barely fit for an animal. I'll prepare a proper breakfast for the man. Perhaps if we treat him more like a human being, he'll act like one again." He stares at Mr. Caster for a moment. "Albert, can you hear me? Are you okay?"
 
   Mr. Caster takes a step back, as if he's scared of Mr. Porter.
 
   "It will take time," I say. "I dare say that Dr. Collings has already caused a great deal of damage, and it will not be the work of a moment to restore poor Albert's sanity."
 
   "Go to the storage room," Mr. Porter says. "We have some clothes that have been left behind by guests over the years. I'm sure something will be suitable. I'll stay down here and find some food for him."
 
   Thanking Mr. Porter for his help, I hurry inside and head up to the storage room. It takes me quite some time to find the right door, but eventually I discover a small room filled with various trunks. After a quick search, I locate a collection of clothes that would seem to fit Mr. Caster's somewhat outsized girth. Holding the items up to the light for a quick inspection, I find it hard to stop thinking about the cruelties that Dr. Collings has inflicted. I'm quite certain that Albert cannot be the only person to have fallen victim to his methods, and I wonder - for example - whether the doctor's daughter might have died as a result of something more sinister than an accident.
 
   With the clothes in my hands, I hurry back downstairs. As I'm about to go through to the back, I hear a sound from the saloon. My uncle and I are the only guests in the hotel at the moment, so I decide to go through and speak briefly to my uncle and let him know what has happened. I fear that Dr. Collings will be keen to convey his side of the story, and I would prefer to get in early and ensure that my uncle knows the truth. When I walk into the saloon, however, I find that there is no-one there. I glance around, convinced that I heard a noise, but finally I accept that I must have been mistaken. Just as I am about to leave, however, I spot movement over by the window. Looking across the room, I see an unfamiliar figure sitting in one of the chairs.
 
   "I'm sorry," I say, "I didn't mean to disturb you."
 
   The man doesn't reply. In fact, he doesn't even acknowledge me. As I stare at him, I see that he is engaged in some activity with his hands. I take a step forward and see that he appears to be slowly tearing off his fingernails and placing them on the table. It's a most shocking and distasteful sight, yet I find that I cannot look away. The man has a crazed, slightly manic look in his eyes as he removes another nail and sets it with the others, before starting on the next. His clothes are rather strange, like nothing I have ever seen before, and he continues with his work as if he has no idea that I am watching him.
 
   "Ms. Paternoster!" calls a voice from the reception area. I glance at the door, and then back at the window. The man has vanished, and so have the fingernails that were laid out on the table. A cold shiver runs through my body. I have seen spirits before, and they are usually harbingers of dread times. I sincerely hope that such is not the case on this occasion.
 
   Deciding to tell no-one of my experience, I walk through to the reception and find Mr. Porter waiting.
 
   "Is Mr. Caster okay?" I ask, worried that perhaps Dr. Collings has come to reclaim his victim.
 
   "He's fine," Mr. Porter says. "I prepared him a quick breakfast."
 
   "Is he eating it?"
 
   He nods. "I don't think he's eaten for some time. He's ravenous."
 
   "I have the clothes," I say. "I shall take them to him." Turning to go through to the back of the hotel, I pause for a moment and glance back at Mr. Porter. I want to ask him about the hotel, and to find out if there have ever been any reports of strange sightings. Then again, perhaps now is not the best moment.
 
   "He's probably cold," Mr. Porter says. "You should take those clothes to him."
 
   "Of course," I say, turning and hurrying through to the kitchen. I find Mr. Caster sitting naked at a table, eating a plain loaf of bread. My heart almost breaks as I recognize how far he has fallen, and how hard it will be to return him to his former state. Nevertheless, I am determined to ensure that he recovers, and I am absolutely certain that one day he will be able to walk back to his office and reclaim his position as Mayor of Devil's Briar. Without saying anything, I walk over to him and start laying out his clothes. We don't speak to one another, but after a moment I realize that he has put the bread down and seems transfixed by the clothes, almost as if he is starting to remember his old life. Smiling, I start unbuttoning the shirt, ready to help him get dressed. Whatever else happens, I will get him back to full health. What we will do about Dr. Collings, however, is another question entirely.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   I can't see them, and I can't hear them, but I know they're out there. Watching me, laughing at me, plotting to take all my work away from me. Even now, Paula and Ed probably think they can outsmart me. I'm quite sure they believe they can drive me insane and push me beyond the brink of insanity; they probably think they can leave me to die in this dusty old town. They're wrong. I'm onto them already, and I'm not going to let them succeed. When they eventually come to get me, I'll be ready for them. I've found some knives in the kitchen, and I'm armed. If anyone tries to force me out of this place, I'll defend myself to the death. I refuse to be betrayed.
 
   I have turned the hotel into a fortress. All the entrances and exits, including the windows, have been boarded up. The reception area is now heavily fortified and extremely defensible. If anyone should try to enter without my express permission, they will swiftly regret the impertinence. I have rigged up a series of complex systems that are designed to incapacitate any intruder. I'm quite certain that when they see what I have done, they'll laugh. They'll think I'm a fool. But they're wrong, and they'll learn their mistake as they writhe in agony on the floor. Given their actions toward me, I feel that I am fully within my rights to respond with maximum force.
 
   I am willing to spill blood.
 
   So now I wait. I wait for them to summon up the courage to come for me. I wait for them to make their move. I'm sure they have some great strategy planned out, and it probably hasn't even occurred to them that I'm capable of fighting back. That's fine, and their confidence will only add to the sweetness of my victory when I cut them down to size. Sitting at the window in the saloon and looking out across the empty town square, I await the first sign that they are coming. Perhaps it won't be today; perhaps they'll come in the night, or they'll wait until tomorrow. It doesn't matter. When they come for me, I'll be ready, and I'll give them the war they want. Devil's Briar is mine, and I will never let them steal it from me.
 
   Holding up my hands, I peer at the red flesh where my fingernails used to be. Slowly, the nails are growing back, but I'll keep an eye on them. I put my thumb against my teeth and feel with my tongue. Feeling the first hint of new growth, I start biting, determined not to let even a millimeter of nail return. The most important thing here is discipline; even as the blood drips down my chin, I must ensure that I remain in complete control of my mind and body. Never again will I allow myself to be weak and easily led. Everything is starting to come together, and soon I'll be ready to uncover the mystery of Devil's Briar. Once I have dealt with the intruders, I'll be able to resume my proper work. After all, the work is what matters.
 
   And so I wait for them to make their move.
 
   Finally, though, I realize that this is ridiculous. Why should I waste my time sitting here, hoping that they'll make a mistake? The best way to defy their stupidity would be to get back to work. Moving some of the traps aside, I walk back out into the town square and then I head over to the Mayor's office. I'll start the whole process again, and this time I'm damn well going to get some answers. Taking one final glance around, to make sure there's no sign of Paula or Ed, I walk into the building and head up to the office. I need to get back to work, or I'll end up losing my mind and going round and round in circles.
 
   Figuring I need to reset my brain and start from a rational, fact-based position, I decide to go over the basic facts. At a rough estimate, there are approximately 270 buildings in Devil's Briar. They can be divided into three different groups: first, there are the large communal sites, such as the hotel or the mayoral office; second, there are the shops, such as a pharmacy, an ironmonger and a grocer's store; and third, there are the private residences, which are the most numerous. It's quite clear that, rather than being a ramshackle little town with no real form, Devil's Briar was a fully-functioning community. It's hard to estimate how many people must have lived here, but if we assume there were two people to every dwelling, we're easily looking at five hundred residents. I can't tell what the main local industries were, and there seems to have been no mining activity in the area, so the economic basis that supported the town remains unknown. Nevertheless, Devil's Briar was clearly a large and thriving community.
 
   So where the hell did everybody go? And why does it sometimes feel like I'm going round and round in endless fucking circles, doing the same thing over and over again?
 
   


 
  

Book 5:
 
    
 
   The Face at the Window
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   Hey Albert, how you doing today? You feeling all sweaty and pervy again? Look at her, scurrying around as she tries to save your sorry ass. What's the point? Can't she see that it's a total waste of time? You're just a sad-sack piece of shit, sitting on a chair and waiting to die. Not much fun, though, is it? Hey, you know what you should do? You should find some way to get hold of a knife, and then you should slice your throat open. The world would be a much better place without your lumbering, oafish presence. Think how good it would feel to have your warm blood flow across the floor, and to know in your dying moment that you'll never have to worry about anything ever again.
 
   Wait! I've got a better idea! Before you go through with this mercy killing, there's one other thing you could do. Wouldn't you like to bend Victoria Paternoster over and stick your pudgy little dick up her pussy? Wouldn't you like to make her yelp and moan as you fuck her like an animal? That'd sure be a way to go out, huh? You could just fuck her and then, as soon as you start to cum, blow your brains out with that pistol old Mr. Porter keeps in reception. What do you say? Let's do this together. One last big fucking hurrah! I mean, do you have a better plan? Look at you, sitting on that chair, staring into space. What's the point, Albert? The people of Devil's Briar don't need you. Let's end this right now. Let's grab a gun, grab Ms. Paternoster, and go out in a blaze of glory. I can see from your quivering little cock that you're tempted. Don't be a chicken, Albert. Let's get on with it. First, we need to go get that gun. Then the fun begins.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "You're kidding," Ed says, staring at me with a look of total shock in his eyes. "Paula, tell me you're kidding."
 
   "It's all true," I reply, sitting back and taking a sip of my beer. It's late at night and we're in a small bar, close to the university campus. I've spent the past few hours telling Ed all about Devil's Briar: about the abandoned town, and about the giant cross, and about the way Bill seemed to become obsessed. I didn't tell him about some of the other stuff, like the banging sounds and the unexplained footprints in the snow. I figure there's no need to make Ed doubt my sanity. Right now, I just want to make sure he takes the whole thing off my hands, so that Devil's Briar - and Bill - won't be my problem.
 
   "So Bill was right," he says, clearly struggling to take it all in. "I swear to God, I thought he was losing his mind. When he came into the office and said he thought he'd found a lost ghost town, I thought..." He pauses. "I mean, come on, did you really believe him?"
 
   "I thought he'd lost his mind," I say, smiling. "I only went up there to humor him. You have no idea how surprised I was when we suddenly found the place out there in the middle of nowhere."
 
   "And Bill's still there?" Ed asks. "All by himself? Just hanging out and waiting for someone to go and get him?"
 
   I nod. "He's fixated on the place. It's become this kind of obsession. I guess he's been looking for a way back into his work since he recovered from the accident, and he sees this as his big break. I think he half expects to win a Nobel Prize or something."
 
   "He might not be far off," Ed replies. "If he's really discovered a lost town, it's one of the biggest stories for years. We have to get a team up there."
 
   "Not we," I say firmly. "You. I'm done."
 
   Ed pauses. "You're done with Devil's Briar?"
 
   "I'm done with Bill," I say, "which means I have no choice but to be done with Devil's Briar. Don't get me wrong, I appreciate the mystery of the place, and in normal circumstances I'd love to go back. But I think I have to step back and let Bill have this one." Sighing, I feel a huge sense of relief now that I'm starting to tell people about this change in my life. "Now that Bill's got this huge project," I continue, "he doesn't need me. He's gonna be working on Devil's Briar for the next decade, at least. He won't even notice I'm gone."
 
   "Of course he'll notice," Ed replies. "He loves you."
 
   "Thanks for reminding me," I reply, wincing.
 
   "Sorry. I didn't mean to make you feel bad, but it's true. The guy's crazy about you, Paula."
 
   "It's not enough," I say firmly. "Whatever he and I had, it's gone." I pause, but it's clear that Ed doesn't really understand my decision. "I don't trust him," I continue. "Besides, there's a side of him you've never seen Ed. He's got some funny ideas about women, especially since the accident. He's got some very old-fashioned views. I kinda feel like something changed in his head." I take a deep breath, determined to avoid becoming emotional. "I've been looking for a way out of the marriage for a long time, and this feels like the perfect opportunity. It's clean and it's logical. It's the best thing for both of us." I take a deep breath. "Don't try to talk me out of it. I've made up my mind. I'm going to speak to a divorce lawyer as soon as I get to California."
 
   "California?"
 
   "New life, new state," I reply. "I love Boston, but it's time to move on."
 
   There's silence between us for a moment, punctuated only by the sound of rock music coming from the bar's speakers. I'm quite certain that Ed must have seen this coming to some extent, but it must still be a shock to find out that I'm pulling the trigger.
 
   "So I guess it's up to me to go up there," Ed says eventually. "I mean, we can't just leave Bill in Devil's Briar forever."
 
   "He's got enough food to last a week," I say, "and water shouldn't be a problem. He was worried that if he came back to Boston with me, it'd take months to get a team together. I guess he thinks that this way, someone has to go back up there. Like a kind of blackmail. I mean, you can't leave him to starve."
 
   "You'll need to give me directions," Ed replies. "I can get some equipment together tonight and set off tomorrow. It'll be just me. I'll probably have to take it out of my annual leave, but I don't mind. Maybe you can fill me in on exactly what I should load into the truck."
 
   "Sounds good," I say. "Everything you need to know is in the files I gave you." I pause for a moment. "The biggest thing is just to prepare yourself mentally. Devil's Briar is really fucking weird, Ed. It's like this whole town that's completely empty. I swear, there's a strange vibe. It almost makes you believe in -" I stop myself right there, determined not to start talking about vague, abstract things.
 
   "Believe in what?" Ed asks.
 
   "Just go and see for yourself," I reply.
 
   "What's your gut feeling?" he says. "If you had to guess what happened up there, and where all the people went, what would you say?"
 
   "I have no idea," I reply. "It's the weirdest situation I've ever encountered. I mean, I totally understand why Bill is so interested in getting to the bottom of it. He's always been keen to find a project that'll really make his name, and I think that's what he's got on his hands right now. When news gets out about this place, it's going to create a media storm. Perfectly-preserved ghost towns don't just pop up every day." I reach into my pocket and pull out my camera, switching it on and pulling up a photo I took the other day in Devil's Briar. "That's the town square," I say, passing the camera to Ed. "What do you think?"
 
   "What the hell is that thing in the middle?" he asks.
 
   "A giant cross," I continue. "It's twenty, maybe thirty feet high. God knows how it got there, who built it, how they built it... Trust me, it dominates the place."
 
   We spend the rest of the evening sitting around, drinking beer and talking about Ed's plans to go and help Bill. It seems that Ed is really getting enthusiastic about the Devil's Briar mystery, which is perfect. Bill needs to have someone there to help him out, and it's good to think that Ed can take the pressure off my shoulders. Hopefully, Bill and Ed will be so busy up there, exploring the town, that Bill will barely even think about me until I'm long gone.
 
   "Come on," Ed says a few hours later, as the clock ticks around to midnight and the bar staff start closing up. "Time to get out of here."
 
   We emerge into the cold, windy night. The rain that poured down earlier this evening has died away, but the streets are still soaking wet. I'd only intended to have a couple of drinks, but the evening has worn on and now Ed and I are both a little drunk. Still, it feels good to be back in civilization rather than kicking about in the dirt of Devil's Briar. It also feels good to have finally told Ed about what's been happening, because it means Bill is no longer my responsibility. Ed's the one who has to go up there and help him out, and I can go my own way and get on with my life. This time in a few days, I'll be in California and all this stuff with Bill and Devil's Briar will be just a memory.
 
   "So what are you doing now?" Ed asks as we wander along the street, heading back toward the center of town.
 
   "I thought I might see if I can get a research position on the west coast somewhere," I tell him. "San Francisco, maybe. I've always wanted to live out there."
 
   "Despite the earthquakes?" Ed says with a smile.
 
   "Despite the earthquakes," I reply.
 
   "Cool," he says. "I'm not sure I'd want to live in a place where the ground could just split open at any moment." There's a pause. "Actually, though, I meant tonight. What are you doing now... tonight?"
 
   "Sleeping," I say, thinking about the huge number of things I have to do over the next few days as I prepare to move to California.
 
   "Hey," he says, stopping and putting a hand on my waist. "I never would have done this when you and Bill were together, but -" With that, he leans closer and tries to kiss me. Our lips meet for a moment, but I pull away. He tries again, and this time I take a step back. "Sorry," he continues, "I thought you wanted me to do that."
 
   "I'm still married," I reply, trying not to panic.
 
   "I know," he says, "I just thought... I don't know, I just thought maybe you'd be up for some fun. Nothing serious. I know you're moving away."
 
   For a moment - just a brief moment - I'm tempted to go for it. After all, I'm not with Bill any more, and Ed's a hot guy who's a few years younger than me. A night of pure, physical sex might be just what I need, and I'm leaving for California in a couple of days so there wouldn't even be a risk of things becoming awkward. Nevertheless, there's a part of me that feels like I don't want to just jump into bed with someone so easily.
 
   "We'd just be, like, friends," Ed continues, "with a few benefits."
 
   "That's certainly a flattering offer," I reply, "but..." Damn it, how do I let him down gently? He's attractive, smart and funny, and in other circumstances I'd definitely be all over him. It's just that, right now, it wouldn't feel right.
 
   "Let's just forget it," he says, smiling sadly. "It was a stupid idea. I've drunk too much, I'm not thinking straight." He pauses. "Don't tell anyone, okay? I don't want people laughing at me just 'cause I had this dumb moment."
 
   "Of course I won't tell anyone," I reply, feeling kind of sorry for him. "Don't worry about it. These things happen. It's a total compliment, but it's just not something I want to do right now. You understand, right?"
 
   He nods.
 
   "I'm still married," I remind him again.
 
   "It's totally okay," he says. "I guess it was just a combination of the drink and the fact that you're leaving... Anyway, I should probably get some sleep. I've got a long journey to Devil's Briar ahead of me tomorrow."
 
   "Good night," I say, still feeling like maybe I should just succumb to his advances and go home with him. It takes all my willpower to hold myself back.
 
   "Good night," he replies, before turning and walking away. There's definitely a part of me that wants to go after him. Sure, I'd like to have random, casual sex with a hot younger guy who I've known for a few years, but there's some part of me, deep down, that knows it would be wrong. Until I've actually got a divorce from Bill, I'd feel like I was cheating on him, and there's no way I ever want to be that kind of person. My Dad cheated on my Mom when I was a kid, and I always swore I'd be different. Maybe I'm missing out on a night of uncomplicated fun, but at least I feel good about myself. I guess I'm just a little old-fashioned in some respects.
 
   As I walk home, with tears in my eyes, I look up at the stars and find myself wondering what Bill is doing right now. He's probably sitting around in that run-down old hotel, eating meat of out tins, and planning his next day's work. It's kind of comforting to think of him getting on with the kind of thing he loves the most; Bill has always been married to his work, first and foremost, and I'm pretty sure he'll be fine without me. I just hope that, once Ed reaches Devil's Briar, they can work together and start to get the mystery of that place ironed out. It's too big a job for one person, and Bill needs help. As for me, though, I'm out. Screw Devil's Briar; I'm going to California.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   "Victoria!"
 
   Hearing my uncle calling me, I hurry behind the hotel's reception desk and crouch down. I know he's been looking for me all morning, but I have to keep out of sight. If he catches up to me, he'll want to know what I'm doing, and then I'll have to tell him the truth about Albert Caster. I have no doubt that my uncle, while sympathetic to Albert's plight, would be set against the idea that I'm trying to nurse the poor man back to health, and he might even insist that Dr. Collings be put back in charge of the process. For now, at least, I feel I must continue with my work in secret.
 
   "Victoria!" my uncle calls out, as I hear his footsteps coming down the stairs and into the reception area.
 
   "Is everything okay?" Mr. Porter asks, coming through from the saloon. He glances over at the reception desk, and we make eye contact briefly. My heart is racing; I have no idea whether Mr. Porter will help me stay hidden.
 
   "I'm looking for my niece," my uncle says, sounding rather annoyed. "Have you seen her?"
 
   "I believe she went to take a look at the school," Mr. Porter replies with a courteous smile. "From what I understand, she's interested in possibly seeking a position working with the children."
 
   "The school?" My uncle sounds shocked, as if he doesn't believe the claim.
 
   "Mrs. Pressman is always on the lookout for new staff," Mr. Porter continues. "In fact, I was the one who suggested to your niece that perhaps she should consider such a role in our community. I hope I didn't speak out of turn."
 
   "Indeed," my uncle says. "Well, I suppose school-teaching is a worthwhile pursuit, although I fail to understand why she didn't tell me where she was going. She must know that I worry about her safety."
 
   "There's not much danger in Devil's Briar," Mr. Porter replies. "Since Lawrence Evans was killed, the place has been rather peaceful. Everyone knows everyone up here, so it's really rather safe." He pauses. "I think her trip to the school might have been a rather last-minute decision," he continues after a moment. "She asked me to let you know, but I'm afraid the matter quite slipped my mind. If anyone is to blame, it's not Victoria. It's me."
 
   "Well, in that case, I suppose I shall have to wait until she returns for dinner," my uncle replies, sounding a little less annoyed than before. "Hopefully she will at least stay with this position for more than a few days. She's usually a very reliable young woman, but since we arrived in Devil's Briar she has held two positions and kept neither for more than a day."
 
   "Perhaps the school will suit her abilities a little better," Mr. Porter says.
 
   "Perhaps," my uncle replies. "I shall be in my office, attending to business. If Victoria happens to come back early, please ask her to come and see me at once." I hear his footsteps heading to the door, and I wait until I'm absolutely certain that he has left the building.
 
   "You can come out now," Mr. Porter says, turning to me. "He's gone."
 
   "Are you sure?" I whisper, desperate to avoid any possibility of error.
 
   "Quite sure," Mr. Porter says. "At this exact moment, I can see him walking across the town square. You're safe."
 
   "Thank you," I say, standing up. Glancing over at the window, I see a figure entering the mayoral office, and I allow myself to relax a little. "I'm afraid he simply wouldn't understand the urgency of my work with Mr. Caster," I continue. "Please don't get me wrong, my uncle is a wonderful man, but he takes a dim view of those who have fallen on hard times. He also seems to have a great deal of faith in Dr. Collings, and I must say I do not share that faith."
 
   "Collings isn't a good man," Mr. Porter replies. "Albert Caster, for all his failings and shortcomings, is a good man. As for your uncle, I must confess that I do not yet know him sufficiently to pass judgment, but I'm sure you are best placed to decide what he should and should not know. Just ensure that you make contact with Mrs. Pressman at the school at some point today. The last thing I want is for your uncle to believe that I'm a liar."
 
   "I promise," I say, "but first, I must go to Mr. Caster. He is recovering remarkably well, but there is still a long way to go before he is his old self again." I pause for a moment, as it occurs to me that perhaps Mr. Caster would benefit from having an extra visitor. "Mr. Porter," I continue, "if you would like to come and see him, I'm sure -"
 
   "No," he replies, shaking his head. "No, thank you. I have known Albert Caster all my life, and I do not wish to see him when he is not at his best. I'm quite sure he'll be okay for now without having to contend with my presence, as long as he has you to look after him. I'm sure you're doing an admirable job, Ms. Paternoster."
 
   "I hope so," I say, curtsying before I turn and hurry through to the back of the hotel. After double-checking that no-one is following me, I race to the little workshop in the yard, knocking briefly on the door before stepping inside. I find Albert sitting on his chair in the middle of the room, looking rather forlorn. His breakfast remains untouched on the tray I brought earlier, which means he has now gone three full days without eating. I'm starting to worry that, in some way, he has given up on trying to recover, and that his spirit has been broken and can't be mended. He seems content to just sit in this room and slowly waste away.
 
   "Good morning," I say brightly, hoping to stir his mood. "How are you feeling today?" I wait for him to respond, but of course he doesn't even look at me. Every day we go through the same routine, and every day I feel as if things are getting worse. Although I told Mr. Porter that I thought the situation might be getting better, in truth I feel that the opposite is true. Mr. Caster is slipping deeper and deeper into a darkness from which I apparently cannot save him, and I'm fast running out of ideas. I have prayed and prayed for God to give me a sign, or for Him to help Albert in some other way, but it seems absolutely futile. Is it possible that at this moment when we need Him the most, God has turned away? Does God want a monster like Dr. Collings to strike down a good and decent man like Albert Caster and get away with it?
 
   "You look a little better," I say, walking over to Albert and kneeling before him. Looking into his face, though, I see that he looks worse than ever. In fact, he seems to be trembling a little, as if he's concentrating very hard on something. "Is anything wrong, Albert?" I ask, hoping to perhaps make some kind of headway. "If there's something on your mind, I hope you'll feel that you can talk to me about it. I'm absolutely on your side, you know. You're totally safe here. I promise Dr. Collings will never, ever get anywhere near you again."
 
   Still trembling, Albert stares straight ahead, as if he's determined to avoid looking directly at me.
 
   "Perhaps you will be ready to go for a walk tomorrow?" I ask. "Just a little trip outside?" I wait in vain for a response, but of course there is nothing. "There's no hurry," I say finally, keen to ensure that Albert does not feel as if I am pressuring him. My approach so far has been to try drawing him out slowly, rather than forcing him to do things for which he doesn't feel ready. "I must go and see if I can find you some lunch," I tell him, realizing that I must get out of the room before I start crying. "I believe Mr. Porter has made soup today. Would you like some?"
 
   Standing up, I walk over to the table and collect Albert's uneaten breakfast, before stopping and looking back at him. Sometimes I wonder if he's even aware of my presence. He hasn't once looked straight at me since I brought him here, but I find it hard to believe that he would ignore me if he realized that I had come to see him. Poor Albert just seems to be trapped in his own mind, and I cannot find a way to tease him back out into the real world. I wish I could consult with someone to see if there are any other ideas I might try, but the only licensed physician in the whole town is Dr. Collings, and he is nothing more than a monster. I would rather let Albert die than have him fall back under the doctor's control. Realizing that this situation cannot last forever, I leave the workshop and walk back to the hotel's kitchen.
 
   "Not eating?" Mr. Porter asks as I enter.
 
   "He's not hungry," I reply, not wanting to admit that Albert has ignored his food for so many days.
 
   "Doesn't sound like Albert," he says. "That man could eat a cow for lunch and still be hungry at dinnertime."
 
   "People change," I say, though I'm sure Mr. Porter doesn't accept my excuses. He clearly understands that my treatment of Albert is not going well, but he's too polite to discuss the subject directly. Nevertheless, if there is no improvement in the next few days, I shall have to come up with another course of action. I cannot simply perpetuate the misery due to some misguided belief that I can perform a miracle.
 
   "I'm sure he'll come right," Mr. Porter says. "He's a strong man."
 
   "These things take time," I reply.
 
   "Just make sure you look after yourself as well," he continues. "No good'll come of things if you pass out through exhaustion."
 
   I nod. "I shall be in my room for a few hours. I feel the need to rest." Walking to the door, I decide I will try to get a few hours' sleep before coming back down and working with Albert during the afternoon. Not that I expect to sleep, though; rather, I shall probably just rest in bed and try to think of some new approach to take with Albert. I feel as if perhaps I might be on the verge of a breakthrough, although perhaps I am deluding myself yet again.
 
   "Oh, Ms. Paternoster," Mr. Porter calls after me, "there's one other thing I wanted to ask you. It's a little awkward, but one of my guns has gone missing. The one I keep in the reception desk. You haven't seen it, have you?"
 
   "No," I say, heading out into the hallway. "I'm afraid I haven't."
 
   "You don't know if your uncle would perhaps have borrowed it?"
 
   "He would certainly have asked first," I reply. "Perhaps you have merely misplaced it?"
 
   "Perhaps," he says.
 
   As I reach the bottom of the stairs, I feel a little faint and have to steady myself. Mr. Porter was right about my health: I have barely been sleeping over the past few days, and I fear that at this rate I shall end up becoming ill. I just wish there was someone else who could help me work with Albert, but such a mercy seems to be quite out of the question. The entire burden is on my shoulders, and I fear that I am not strong enough. I was so certain that I would be able to heave Mr. Caster out of his depression and return him to his former status, but now I realize that I am too weak to get the job done alone. Perhaps, though, there is one person in Devil's Briar who could help me. Deciding to put off my afternoon's rest for a half hour, I turn and hurry out of the hotel.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "We'll be sorry to lose you," Dr. Jon Heller says as I sit in his office at the university. "Are you sure there's nothing I can do or say that might make you change your mind? A raise? A new office?"
 
   "It's nothing to do with the faculty itself," I reply, smiling politely. "It's just that I feel I need a new challenge. I've been in Boston my whole life, and I want a change of scenery."
 
   "Well, I can't argue with that," he says, sighing, "I understand completely." He pauses, as if he's worried about something. "To be totally honest with you, Paula, I've been expecting you to leave for a while now. I know things haven't been entirely good with Bill, even before his accident. I take it that when you move to California, Bill's gonna be staying here in Boston?"
 
   "I assume so," I say. "He definitely won't be coming with me." I pause, realizing that I'm going to have to start telling people the truth. "Bill and I are getting divorced," I say eventually. "It's a shame, but that's just how things have worked out."
 
   "And he's up in this town right now?" Dr. Heller continues. "Devil's Briar? I was talking to Ed Raman this morning. He was showing me all the documents you brought back with you. It's kind of hard to believe what's going on. In this day and age, we assume that every inch of the planet has been mapped and photographed, and then a whole town pops up out of nowhere."
 
   "It's all true," I tell him. "I've been there. It's the most amazing thing. A whole community that no-one had ever found before. There's so much work to be done up there, Bill and I barely even scratched the surface."
 
   "Sounds expensive," Dr. Heller replies with a smile.
 
   "But worth every penny," I point out.
 
   "Ed's going this afternoon," he continues. "We felt it'd be better if he spent the morning doing some research and gathering some additional equipment before he sets off. A full team's gonna follow him up in a week, depending on what Ed finds when he gets there. I've got to be honest, if it wasn't for the delicate situation that exists between you and Bill, I'd be packing you off up there to help out. We need our best people in Devil's Briar."
 
   "You'd got Ed," I point out. "And Bill."
 
   "Ed's good," he replies, "but he's not as good as you." There's an awkward pause. "I think we both know that Bill hasn't been the same since his accident. He used to be brilliant. Now he's just good."
 
   "Give him a chance," I say. "I really think Devil's Briar could be his life's work."
 
   "Maybe," Dr. Heller says, though I can tell he's not really convinced.
 
   "I'll be looking forward to reading the reports you write up," I say, glancing at my watch. "I hope you don't think I'm rude, but I have a meeting with my landlord. Everything's moving pretty fast, and I'm hoping to be in California by the weekend."
 
   "Of course," he says, standing up and leading me over to the door. "I hope you have the best of luck out there, and I hope you'll stay in touch. It seems like only yesterday that you first walked into this place as a first-year student, and now look at you. I hope you know you were one of the best students I ever had, Paula. It was a no-brainer to hire you when you graduated, and I was kinda hoping to keep your around the place a little longer." He pauses. "I know I shouldn't try to change your mind, but I feel I should tell you that I was planning to recommend you for my position when I retire in a few years."
 
   "Thank you," I reply. "I really appreciate that, but I have to get going."
 
   Once I've said my goodbyes to Dr. Heller and the rest of the faculty staff, I wander out of the office and head for the exit. It feels weird, after more than a decade, to be leaving this place for the last time, and I'm pretty sure that in another life I could have been happy staying here forever. All I ever wanted was an academic career, and Dr. Heller's job would have been perfect. If only things with Bill hadn't got so complicated, maybe it could have worked out, but I guess you can't go through life avoiding complications. It was worth a try, we had some fun together, and then it fell apart. At least California should be a little warmer than Boston, and I've already got several leads for possible openings at research institutions. For the first time in many years, the future actually looks pretty bright. I just have to get my ass across to the west coast.
 
   "Paula," says a voice as I emerge from the front of the building and start walking down the steps. Looking over to my left, I see Ed sitting on a wall.
 
   "Hey," I say, wandering over to him.
 
   "So this is kind of awkward," he says, smiling sheepishly. "I hope you realize that I've got a terrible hangover, and I feel totally embarrassed about my behavior last night."
 
   "That's good to know," I reply. "I was hoping I'd get to see you before you leave. I didn't want things to be left like that."
 
   "So we're still friends?" he asks.
 
   I give him a brief hug. "If you're ever in California, you'd better look me up. I should be in the San Francisco area." Stepping back, I feel a little lump in my throat as it hits me that I'm moving away from all my friends. I don't really have much in the way of family, so the friends I've made in Boston are basically the whole of my support network. I'll miss them. "Keep me updated on Devil's Briar," I add. "I feel like I've got a vested interest in knowing how it all works out."
 
   "Actually," he says, "there are a couple of things I wanted to ask you about. Do you mind if I walk with you to the parking lot?"
 
   "Sure," I say, as he gets up and starts walking down the steps with me. "So what have you found so far?"
 
   "I was up early this morning," Ed continues. "Despite the hangover, I got a lot of work done. You're right about Devil's Briar being completely absent from the records. We have information on every scraggly little dust-town that's ever existed in the United States, going back hundreds of years, but Devil's Briar... Well, if I hadn't seen the photos, and if I hadn't talked to you, I still wouldn't believe the place is real. It's kind of mind-boggling to think that a whole town could exist without anyone having heard about it."
 
   "Wait until you get up there," I reply. "It's phenomenal."
 
   "I looked through the notes you gave me," he says as we reach the parking lot and head toward my car. "Most of it came up blank, just like the town itself, but finally I struck lucky. Well, maybe. There was a name in the notes. Thomas Paternoster. It's a pretty unusual name, so I figured there was a chance I'd find some other reference to this guy, and I think I've come up with a few things about him. There was a Thomas Paternoster kicking about in Las Vegas in the early 1910s, right when the city was incorporated. Seems he was a bit of a charlatan, the kind of guy who rolls into town with a bunch of grand schemes and then tries to get other people to pay for them. He ended up leaving Vegas in quite a hurry, with some pretty big debts built up. Now, I know we can't be certain it's the same guy, but the rest of the facts fit. He had a niece with him, and after leaving Vegas he seems to have made a habit of turning up in various towns, usually in remote locations, and trying to pull off various schemes. I can't work out if he was a con-man or just a dreamer, but he certainly seemed to make enemies wherever he went. By the early 1920s, it seems there were quite a few people who wanted to put a bullet in this guy."
 
   "He must have been pretty popular in Devil's Briar," I point out. "He was the Mayor."
 
   "The last record I could find of Paternoster is from 1923, when he and his niece were run out of San Diego. Some of the locals had actually accused him of devilry and witchcraft, and it seems there was a real danger he might have been burned at the stake if he hadn't made a run for it. When he was gone, the locals actually burned down his house and salted the earth. They really, really didn't like him, but unfortunately there's not much detail in terms of what he actually did."
 
   "So he was dabbling in the occult?" I ask.
 
   "Maybe," Ed replies. "Or maybe it was some kind of fringe science. It's hard to tell. Contemporary accounts aren't entirely reliable."
 
   "Sounds like an interesting guy," I say as we get to my car. "But there's no record of him after 1923? That leaves a two-year gap between the point where he left San Diego, and the point where he arrived in Devil's Briar."
 
   "I've only just begun to research him," Ed continues, "so I'm pretty sure I'll find more as I keep digging. But if I'm right, the guy was generally pretty bad news wherever he went, and word would have spread. Even with the limited long-distance communication methods of the period, he'd inevitably have found it harder and harder to stay under the radar. God knows how he ended up in public office in Devil's Briar, but I wouldn't be surprised if he turns out to have some connection with whatever went wrong in that place. It can't be a coincidence that he seems to have pitched up just before the town died off."
 
   "Sounds like you've got plenty to be getting on with," I say, unlocking the door to my car.
 
   "There's more," he continues, pulling out some folded papers from his pocket and handing them to me. I take a look and see that they're print-outs of satellite photos showing the area around Devil's Briar. "Take a moment," Ed says, "and tell me what you see."
 
   Sighing, I look at the first map. "It's an aerial shot of Devil's Briar," I say, recognizing the layout of the streets with the town center in the middle.
 
   "Look at the next map," he says.
 
   Checking the second print-out, I see that it's the same area, but Devil's Briar doesn't appear to be there. "When was this taken?" I ask.
 
   "The first one is from a couple of years ago," he says, "and the one you're looking at now is from 1985. There are others, dating back as far as the early 1970s. On some of them, Devil's Briar is clear as day. On others, there's no sign of it. It's like the whole town appears and disappears from time to time. How the hell does that happen?"
 
   I stare at the different print-outs. "It doesn't," I say, "but mapping technology isn't perfect. Maybe someone filled in gaps with other sections and thought no-one would notice. If Devil's Briar wasn't in the records, some map-checking lackey probably just grabbed a bit of forest from another picture and pasted it in to cover a blank spot. It's unlikely, but it makes more sense than having the whole town flicker in and out of existence."
 
   "Maybe," Ed says. "I'm trying to pull the original images from the various agencies, but it's gonna take a while." He pauses. "Actually, there's one other thing I uncovered that might interest you, but..." He pauses. "It might seem a little bit crazy, but have you got a spare hour this afternoon?"
 
   "Not really," I reply. Damn it, all I want to do is extricate myself from this whole Devil's Briar thing and get on with my life, but at the same time I feel like Ed is trying to lure me back in. "What is it?" I ask.
 
   "It's something I really need to show you," he continues. "Come on, trust me. It's a half-hour drive, and I swear to God your jaw is gonna hit the floor when you see what I've found."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   "I'm not sure I have anything that can help you," David Haynes says as we stand in the yard behind his shop. I'd hoped that as the town's pharmacist, he might know of some restorative medicine that could help Albert get better, but the man seems unable to help. In fact, he seems more interested in playing with his dog, for whom he continually throws a small red ball; the animal limps after the ball each time, bringing it back to Mr. Haynes. "Can you be a little more specific?" David continues. "What exactly is the ailment you're hoping to treat?"
 
   "I'm not really certain," I reply, trying to be specific without telling him the truth about Albert's condition. "A general depression, perhaps. A malaise. An inability to recover from trauma, as if one has decided not to put up a fight."
 
   "Uh-huh," he says, eying me suspiciously. "So who's the patient?"
 
   "My uncle," I say, feeling that I can't possibly tell Mr. Haynes the truth. Nevertheless, as soon as the words have left my lips, I realize that it's patently ridiculous to expect anyone to believe that my uncle is depressed.
 
   "Mr. Paternoster?" David pauses. "I never would have thought him to be the type of man who requires such help. In fact, I'm finding it a little hard to believe."
 
   "He's a very strong man in public," I reply, feeling that I have locked myself into the lie, "but I would like to be prepared in case he develops a problem at some future stage. The people of Devil's Briar have come to depend upon him, and I would like to be ready to deal with any eventuality. If you have anything that I could use to fortify his character a little..."
 
   Mr. Haynes stares at me for a moment. "You know you can tell me anything in strict confidence, don't you?" he asks eventually. "I'm not a doctor, but I still believe that a person's business is not for public consumption. Anything you tell me will remain between the two of us. I won't tell anyone, not even Dr. Collings."
 
   I take a deep breath, wondering if perhaps I can trust him after all. "You are correct," I say after a moment. "My uncle is not sick, nor is he likely to become so. It's someone else that I'm helping, but please do not ask any more. I merely wish to know if there is anything you can do to help."
 
   "There's linen powder," he replies. "I've heard the stuff can be used to increase energy levels."
 
   "That might be worth trying," I say.
 
   "Of course, you'd need a prescription from Dr. Collings," he continues. "I can't just give the stuff out over the counter." There's a pause, and once again it seems as if Mr. Haynes has intuited some of the qualities of my dilemma. "You can't go to Dr. Collings, can you?" he asks as he throws the ball again, and his dog limps across the yard. "That's understandable. The man isn't known for his bedside manner. Okay, Ms. Paternoster, I think I know everything I need to know about the situation. In an emergency, when Dr. Collings is not immediately available, I'm allowed to issue a prescription for a small amount of certain substances. You must understand, though, that this is not something I wish to have discussed with other people."
 
   "Absolutely," I say, sensing that he might be able to help me after all.
 
   "I mean it," he continues. "I could get into a lot of trouble if it comes out that I'm giving this kind of stuff out freely."
 
   Putting down the red ball, Mr. Haynes pats his dog on the head and then leads me back into the pharmacy, where he immediately starts decanting a white powder into a small jar. It's hard to believe that a simple powder could possibly be enough to turn around the fortunes of a man who has tipped into a trough of despondency, and I would usually scoff at the mere idea of using a drug to treat an ailment of the mind; nevertheless, I am rapidly running out of ideas, and in my desperation I will take any help I can get.
 
   "Might I ask how your wife is doing?" I say, feeling that I should keep the conversation going. The dog comes and sits by my feet.
 
   "She's recovering slowly," he replies. "She took it hard when Gilly died, but she understands it was an accident. She doesn't blame me." He pauses. "She spends most of her time in bed, day and night, but I feel quite certain that she will eventually lift her spirits a little. It just takes time for these things to work through the mind, you know?" Screwing a lid on the jar of white powder, he slides it over the counter toward me. "Linen powder," he says. "A powerful restorative, although its effects seem to vary quite considerably from person to person. Use it sparingly, and for God's sake don't advertise that I gave it to you. Dr. Collings wouldn't appreciate that I helped you circumvent his authority, if you know what I mean. That man could cause me some real problems if he found out."
 
   "I understand," I say, "and I'm very grateful for your help."
 
   He smiles. "It's not a problem. As you can see, I'm not exactly rushed off my feet today. Business has been bad over the past week. I swear to God, sometimes I think the population of Devil's Briar is declining a little further every day." He glances over at the window. "Hell, maybe I'm paranoid, but I almost feel like there's less and less people in the streets."
 
   "At least you can busy yourself with your dog," I reply. "What's its name?"
 
   "Lizzie," he says, before pausing. "She's dying," he says after a moment. "I've been trying to get her better, but it's no use. I'm going to shoot her this afternoon. She's in pain, so I figure it's the kindest thing to do. I just wanted to play with her one last time, to remind her of the good times."
 
   "But must you kill her?" I ask, shocked that he would do such a thing when he clearly has a great deal of fondness for the animal. Looking down at the dog, I can't help but think she looks healthy. "Surely she might recover?"
 
   He shakes his head. "She can't walk properly any more, and her leg hurts. She used to be such a proud and strong girl, but those days are over. I know she wouldn't want to live on in pain. It's better this way. I can see it in her eyes. She understands what I'm gonna do, and she's ready." He walks over and picks Lizzie up; the dog licks his face, and I see tears in his eyes.
 
   "It still seems a little harsh," I say.
 
   "My mind's made up," he replies firmly. "I love her too much to let her live in pain."
 
   Nodding, I thank Mr. Haynes for the linen powder and then I turn and walk to the door. Once I'm out in the street, I take a deep breath and try to decide what to do. Perhaps Mr. Haynes is correct when he says that there comes a point when an animal should be put out of its misery, but does the same apply to a man such as Albert Caster? I have been telling myself that my work with Albert is designed to help him, and to make him better and stronger, but is it possible that I am merely prolonging his misery and making a mockery of his character? Just as David Haynes plans to shoot his dog, is it not a reality that I should end Albert's life if I come to the conclusion that he can never regain his former strength? Does poor Albert sit alone and pray for a swift end to his suffering, and could I really be the one who performs such a dreadful deed?
 
   "Good afternoon, Ms. Paternoster," says a voice nearby, and I turn to see the dread sight of Dr. Collings approaching me. He has a curious smile on his face, and he has clearly already noticed the jar in my hands, which he eyes with a hint of suspicion. "Linen powder?" he asks. "How strange. I don't recall writing a prescription for linen powder recently."
 
   "I had some with me when I came to Devil's Briar," I say desperately, even though I know my excuse is unlikely to placate him. "I was just..." I look down at the jar in my shaking hands.
 
   "You were just taking it for a stroll?" he asks.
 
   "It was an emergency," I say, turning and hurrying away from him. That man makes my skin crawl, and I cannot bear to be anywhere near him. Only when I get to the next street, do I dare stop and look back, at which point I find to my relief that the doctor has not followed me. He quite clearly knows what I'm doing, and for whom the powder is intended, and he must therefore also understand that Albert's recovery is not going well. I feel as if he is enjoying every moment of Albert's downfall, and that his glee has a quality of sadism that I find particularly revolting. I must have faith, even if it feels as if God Himself has turned his back on this place.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "So do you think I need to get my head examined?" I ask, as Ed and I walk through the front door of the Maygold Neurological Institute. I've heard of this place, and its reputation is immense: there are more Nobel Prize winners working here than in any other facility in the world, and security is tight. Frankly, I'm surprised Ed has even managed to get us past the front entrance, although - from what I've heard - the main building is basically just a cover for the real facility, which is entirely underground.
 
   "Trust me," he says, "there's something here that'll blow your mind."
 
   "Not literally, I hope."
 
   "You'll see," he replies. "For someone who's done with Devil's Briar, you seem pretty curious."
 
   I stop dead in my tracks. "If this is some stupid scheme to get me to go back there with you -"
 
   "Not at all," he says with a smile. "I just want you to see what you're missing."
 
   Heading to the reception desk, Ed introduces us and gets a couple of security passes, and then we head off along a corridor that leads deep into the building. "This place is one of the leading specialty centers for neurological care in the world," he explains. "If the President of the United States got a bump on the head, this is where they'd bring him. The facilities here are beyond cutting-edge. They do experiments with nanorobotics, things like that."
 
   "Great," I say. "So what does this have to do with Devil's Briar?"
 
   "We're going to meet a guy named Dr. Reuben Cole. He's pretty much top of the tree in terms of this kind of thing. I talked to him earlier and it turns out that he's been working on something that might be linked to the stuff you and Bill found out in Colorado." Leading me along the corridor, Ed seems unable to stop grinning; it's as if he's got some huge surprise lined up for me, and he can't wait to see the look on my face. "I'm gonna be honest with you, Paula," he continues, "I could hardly believe what I was hearing when I talked to him this morning, and I'm pretty sure he's psyched about it too. There's a small chance that we've got our wires crossed and this is gonna turn out to be nothing, but if not..."
 
   We emerge in a long, low corridor that seems like it belongs in a military base. "Is this going to take long?" I ask, checking my watch. "I kind of have things to do." That's something of an understatement: if I'm seriously going to be heading out to California tomorrow, I have to basically pack up my entire Boston life in an afternoon and an evening.
 
   "Hold on," Ed says, knocking on a door. "I promise this'll be worth it."
 
   Moments later, the door opens and a fairly short man appears, wearing a white lab coat. "Mr. Raman?" he says with a smile.
 
   "It's an honor to meet you, Dr. Cole," Ed says, before turning to introduce me. "Dr. Reuben Cole, this is Dr. Paula Mitchell. She was up at the Devil's Briar site until a couple of days ago. She was with Bill Mitchell when they found the place."
 
   "It sounds like you've found something quite remarkable up there," Dr. Cole says. "I was skeptical at first, but Ed sent me some data by email and now I can't wait to find out what you discover."
 
   "Paula isn't going back to Devil's Briar," Ed says. "She's moving on to other work."
 
   "How can you tear yourself away from such a mystery?" Dr. Cole asks.
 
   "It's complicated," I reply.
 
   "I'm got to admit," Dr. Cole says, "I'm finding all of this a little hard to believe. I don't know how much Ed has told you, but I think maybe we have different pieces of the same puzzle." He ducks back into the room, and then emerges with a notebook. "Come on, I'll take you straight there."
 
   "Where are we going?" I ask as we walk along the corridor.
 
   "We're going to Room 408," Dr. Cole says, as if that explains everything.
 
   "Dr. Cole specializes in analyzing the way cognitive powers can remain functional in those who are otherwise immobile," Ed explains. "Trying to communicate with people in a vegetative state, that sort of thing."
 
   "It's fascinating work," Dr. Cole says. "In certain cases, the human body might appear to be shut down completely, but there can still be furious activity in the brain. We've only just started to scratch the surface of the subject, but the best way I can explain it at the moment is by saying that in some cases, the brain seems to turn all of its attention inwards and focus exclusively on its own structures. Like a kind of feedback loop in which all external stimuli are completely ignored." He stops as we reach a door near the end of the corridor. "You'll have to excuse me," he continues, "I'm not very good at explaining my work in layman's terms. That's something I generally leave to my colleagues." He pauses. "Perhaps Dr. Mitchell would like to lead the way?"
 
   Feeling a little apprehensive about what I might find, I reach out and open the door, before stepping into a small, dark room. I can hear some kind of equipment running nearby, and there's a small, bright monitor a few feet away, although I don't understand the readings.
 
   "We keep the lights off in here most of the time," Dr. Cole says, as he and Ed follow me inside.
 
   "Is that to make her more comfortable?" Ed asks.
 
   "Not really," Dr. Cole replies. "It just saves money on the power bill. And anyway, I don't think she has any idea what's going on in the real world." There's a pause, and then he switches on the lights
 
   It takes a moment for the fluorescent strip on the ceiling to flicker into life, but finally I see that we're standing in a small hospital-style room, and we're face to face with a human body in a bed. Not just any body, either: it appears to be an extremely old woman, well over a hundred years old, connected via various tubes and wires to a series of machines. Her eyes are closed, but the bedsheets are slowly rising and falling as she breathes.
 
   "Paula," Ed says, "I'd like you to meet Victoria Paternoster. She recently passed her 109th birthday."
 
   "There wasn't much of a party," Dr. Cole says. "She hasn't been conscious for a very long time. She's in a coma, which is how she's been ever since she was found by the side of the road up near the town of Florence in Colorado."
 
   "Florence?" I say, turning to him. "That's not far from Devil's Briar."
 
   "Victoria Paternoster was the niece of Thomas Paternoster," Ed says, walking over to the bed. "I'm still sifting through the data, making sure everything matches up, but I'm fairly confident that this is the woman who was with Thomas in Devil's Briar all those years ago. In fact, the dates fit perfectly. She was found unconscious by the side of the road, just outside Florence, back in 1925. She's never woken up since that day. But it seems like quite a coincidence, don't you think? Based on everything we know so far, it looks as if Victoria left Devil's Briar and entered her coma right around the time that the town died out."
 
   I join Ed at the side of the bed. Victoria's skin is old and wrinkled, and her hair is thin and white. Her eyes are closed, and she seems very thin, almost skeletal, yet at the same time there's a sense of calmness about her. It's hard to believe she could have been here, in a coma, for almost ninety years.
 
   "We've used her for various experiments over the years," Dr. Cole explains. "To us, she was always a remarkable specimen. There's no obvious reason for her coma. It's as if she simply decided to shut down. We've tried waking her up, and we've tried communicating with her, but nothing works. Every time we have a new theory, we test it out on other patients first, and then we come down to Victoria and draw a blank." He pauses. "She's different. There's something about her that we've yet to fully understand. I've got to admit, we've kind of become attached to her. She just stays in this bed, getting older and older, never moving and never opening her eyes. Our scanning equipment reveals that there's very little activity in her brain."
 
   "But there's some?" I say, unable to stop looking at the old woman's face.
 
   "There's some," Dr. Cole says. "In her own way, she's still functional, and occasionally there are little spikes in the numbers. Whether she's actually aware of her surroundings, or even of herself, I don't know. We have a slightly morbid tradition of making all our new interns come down and spend a few hours sitting with her, reading the newspaper out loud, just in case she can hear the voices. She's never responded, though. We gave up trying to wake her a long time ago. Now, we just monitor her and try to learn as much as we can about how the human body functions in such an extreme situation."
 
   "Is she ill?" I ask.
 
   "Not really," Dr. Cole continues. "Obviously her advanced age has brought some complications, but we keep her alive with a very delicate balance of nutrients. She's already lived longer than anyone expected, but about six months ago her kidneys started to show abnormal readings. It's my opinion that she'll probably not last more than another year. To be honest, there's been a debate for many years over the question of whether or not to just let her die right now. Some people worry that she's in pain and that we should put her out of her misery, but there's nothing to support that idea. For now, she just seems to be perfectly at rest."
 
   "Until today, all they knew was her name," Ed explains. "She had a few basic documents with her when she was found. Other than that, Victoria Paternoster was a complete mystery until I came across the name in the papers from Devil's Briar and put two and two together, although..." He turns to Dr. Cole. "I'm afraid it seems we've just answered one question with another. We know she was in Devil's Briar, but we don't know what happened to her, or how she ended up like this."
 
   "You can understand how excited I was to receive Ed's call," Dr. Cole says. "The thought of finally discovering a little more about Victoria's past is rather humbling."
 
   "And there's no way to speak to her?" I ask. "No way to communicate with her in any way?"
 
   "I'm afraid not," Dr. Cole replies. "We've tried everything, although..." He pauses. "There is one thing that's kind of interesting. I'll show you." He walks over to one of the machines. "It's just a parlor trick, really. Believe me, we've looked into it, and it seems to be entirely an auto-motive response with no thought process behind it whatsoever. I'm a little reluctant to do it, usually, because I don't want it to seem flippant, but I guess I should let you see." He turns a dial on the machine. "If I increase the feedback on the cerebral monitoring system, this happens."
 
   After a moment, Victoria's eyes slowly open. The eyes themselves are almost pure milky white, with a hint of yellow and red blood vessels at the edges.
 
   "Can she see?" I ask.
 
   "The cataracts cover 98% of her field of vision," Dr. Cole replies. "She -"
 
   Suddenly Victoria's eyes turn to look straight at me. I feel a cold chill run through my body, but I remind myself that this is just an auto-motive response. Her body is simply performing certain actions automatically. Glancing over at Dr. Cole, however, I see a look of concern on his face.
 
   "She's never done that before," he says, clearly a little shocked.
 
   "Never done what?" I ask, starting to worry.
 
   "She's never looked at anyone." He steps over to the bed and leans closer to Victoria's body, looking directly into her eyes. "She's never shown any awareness of people being in the room with her." He waves his hand across her eyes, but she pays it no attention; her focus appears to be solely and resolutely on me.
 
   "I'm flattered," I say. To be honest, I kind of want to get out of here. It's a little creepy to think that these eyes, which haven't looked at anything or anyone for more than half a century, have suddenly turned toward me. "Maybe you should turn that dial back down," I say to Dr. Cole. "She might be in pain."
 
   "Wait just a moment," he replies, checking some of the other machines. "I want to see whether there's any brain function. The figures show a small elevation in the..."
 
   I wait for him to finish the sentence, before looking over at him. "A small elevation in the what?"
 
   He stares at the machine for a moment longer. "She's showing signs of cerebral activity," he says, "and generally elevated brain function. Nowhere near normal levels, of course, but far above anything we've ever seen her exhibit in the past." He checks a couple more monitors, before turning to me. "I think she's waking up."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   "I have decided to take you for a walk tomorrow morning," I say as I look down at Albert's untouched lunch tray. The soup has gone cold, and he's not eaten any of the bread. Even more of a worry is the undisturbed glass of water. If he doesn't drink soon, Albert is in danger of dehydrating, but I do not feel as if I have the necessary strength to force-feed him. At this rate, I fear I shall have to enlist Mr. Porter's help in order to literally pour some water down my patient's throat, although I bristle at the thought of using brute force.
 
   "Just a short walk," I continue, wandering across the room until I am standing directly in front of Albert. "I think perhaps it would do you good to get some fresh air, and to see the world again. I'm quite certain that the people of Devil's Briar will be very pleased to discover that you are up and about again." I wait for some kind of reaction, but of course there is nothing. Albert merely sits and stares straight ahead, and he seems to be trembling more than ever. Glancing down at his left hand, I see that he appears to be hiding something in his sleeve.
 
   "Can I see what you have?" I ask, kneeling next to him. "Albert? Show me what is in your hand." My heart fills with cautious optimism, since I am quite certain that I have not given him anything, which means he has perhaps left the chair at some point. I reach out and try to force him to reveal what he has; at first, he resists, but finally I am able to make him turn his hand over, and I see that he is holding a pistol. A cold chill runs through my body as I realize that this must be the gun that went missing from Mr. Porter's desk.
 
   "Albert," I say softly, "why do you -"
 
   "Make him stop," he says suddenly, his voice tense and harried.
 
   "Make who stop?" I ask, but he says no more. "Albert, make who stop?" I ask again, determined to find out what is causing so much trouble.
 
   "Make him stop," he says, suddenly throwing the gun across the room. "I don't care how you do it," he continues, turning to me. "You can cut my head open for all I care, but just get his voice out of here!"
 
   "Whose voice?" I ask, realizing with dread that Albert's emotional problems would seem to be far stronger than I had anticipated.
 
   "Lawrence Evans," he hisses, his whole face trembling. "He speaks to me all day and all night, whispering vile things in my ear. He says I must..." He pauses and closes his eyes for a moment. "He is such a terrible man," he continues after a moment. "The things he wants me to do..."
 
   "You must tell me," I say, reaching out and taking Albert's hands in mine. "It's okay. I shall not judge you, Albert. You must simply tell me what this man says to you. I'm quite certain we can find a way to silence this voice, but you must help me to understand, in order that I can help you banish him." Close to tears, I feel utterly lost and dumbfounded now that I know Albert is hearing voices. It's tempting to think that perhaps the poor man is possessed by some kind of demon, but I suspect there is a more mundane explanation: his mind has been ruined by Dr. Collings, and there is no way back.
 
   "He talks about you," Albert says quietly. "He says such awful, awful things about you, my dear. Such things as I do not even think could be possible." He pauses. "Don't you understand? It's the reason I sent you away from my employment. I could not trust myself. He goads me to..." Another pause. "He was the most frightful man when he was alive, and death has not improved him."
 
   I take a deep breath, surprised that Albert's mental disturbance appears to be focused on my own person. "You must tell me what he says," I tell him. "Is he talking to you at the moment?"
 
   Albert nods.
 
   "What is he saying?"
 
   Albert stares at me, his eyes widening in horror. "I cannot say the words," he splutters. "I cannot give voice to such heinous thoughts as a man -"
 
   "Tell me!" I insist, trying to affect a firm and comforting tone of voice. "Just say the words after he has said them. I promise I will not ascribe them to your own soul, Albert, but rather I will accept them as an account of this madman's villainy. But you must tell me what he whispers inside your mind. No matter how awful it seems, you must tell me."
 
   Albert stares deep into my eyes, with a frightening intensity that makes me feel as if he is close to breaking down completely. "He says..." There's another pause for a moment. "He says you're a pretty thing," he continues. "He says you're the most beautiful girl he has ever seen, and he says..."
 
   I wait for him to continue. "Tell me, Albert," I say, squeezing his hand a little, in an attempt to give him comfort.
 
   "He says I must... take a knife, and hold it to your throat, and then turn you around and..." He takes a deep breath. "He wants me to perform a terrible act, Ms. Paternoster, such as would inflict permanent damage, both emotional and physical, upon your person. But first, he wants me to..." He closes his eyes, as if the words are too painful to speak; finally he opens his eyes again and stares at me. "He wants me to touch you," he continues, before reaching up and touching the top of my dress. "He wants me to take this away and touch your body."
 
   I look down at his fingers as they touch the fabric. "Why?" I ask.
 
   "He says I have to do horrible things to you. Horrible naked things."
 
   Taking a deep breath, I try to work out what to do. "Like what?" I say eventually. When he doesn't immediately answer, I decide to take matters into my own hands. Slowly, I slip the dress off my shoulders and lower it to expose my under-garments. When this elicits no particular response from Albert, I slowly lower the last of my clothes and bare my breasts, beneath which my heart is racing. "What does he say now?" I ask softly, as Albert's hands hover a few inches from my skin. "What does he want you to do?"
 
   Albert pauses, as if he's listening to something. "He wants me to kiss them," he says, his voice reduced almost to a whimper.
 
   "You can do that," I say, smiling. "Go on. It's allowed."
 
   He stares at me, as if he can barely believe what I'm telling him.
 
   "Do it," I say.
 
   Slowly, as if he expects me to push him away at any moment, Albert leans in and gently plants a delicate kiss on my left breast, just above the nipple. When he sees that this is allowed, he kisses me again, this time directly on the nipple. Finally, he kisses me for a third time, and now he lets his lips linger on the flesh.
 
   "What does he have to say now?" I ask, keeping my voice low. "So far, everything you've done is okay." I glance over my shoulder, to make sure that no-one can see us.
 
   He pauses, sweat pouring from his brow. "He wants me to suckle on you," he whispers, "and to touch you."
 
   "Go ahead," I tell him.
 
   Taking another deep breath, Albert leans in and takes my left nipple in his mouth, gently sucking while his hand fondles my right breast. I close my eyes, feeling my heart pounding in my chest. All I want, at this moment in time, is to break through the barriers that exist in Albert's mind. It helps, of course, that my feelings for him have grown stronger with each passing day. It is true that he is a large, fat man, and it is true that he is weak and troubled. But despite all of this, and despite everything that has happened, I feel an unusual kind of happiness in my heart whenever I see him, and whenever I think of him. Perhaps I am getting a little over-excited, but I have started to wonder if I might be falling in love with him. Surely there can be no other explanation for my feelings.
 
   "Albert," I say softly as he continues to suck my nipple. "Look at me." I wait for a moment, but he doesn't react. "Albert, look at me, please," I say.
 
   Letting the nipple slip from his mouth, Albert looks up at me.
 
   "What does he say now?" I ask. "The voice in your head... What does he say?"
 
   Albert stares at me for a moment. "Nothing," he says eventually. "He has fallen silent."
 
   "Then perhaps we are alone," I reply, unable to stifle a smile. "Perhaps," I continue, "this moment of tenderness has scared him away. Do you think it could be so? Is he gone?" I pause. "If we truly are alone, Albert, there is something I would like to say. Do you think it might be acceptable for me to speak my mind?"
 
   "Please," he replies. "I would have it no other way."
 
   "It might be inappropriate for me to say such a thing," I tell him, "but I believe we have passed the point where such considerations are of any great importance. The truth, Mr. Caster, is that I have felt an unusual attraction to you since the very first moment we met, and this attraction has only grown during the intervening period. Although I understand that you are in a difficult position at the present moment, I must say that I would be very keen for you to consider taking me as your wife, if such an act should be one that you would consider." I look down and watch as his hand caresses my left breast. "I would very much like to carry your child," I continue, "and to spend my life in your company."
 
   Once my little speech is over, there is an awkward pause. I cannot help but wonder whether I have spoken too soon, and I start to feel horribly exposed as I sit topless in front of Mr. Caster. Eventually, overcome by a sudden feeling of shame, I start to pull my dress up. Getting to my feet, I hurry over to the door, feeling as if my embarrassment is causing my face to turn entirely red. I pick up the tray of untouched soup and walk quickly to the door.
 
   "I shall be back later, to bring your dinner," I say, before stepping quickly out into the yard. Taking a deep breath, I try to work out how I could have been so foolish as to let Albert touch me in such an inappropriate manner. I should never have said such inopportune things to the poor man. Resolving to be stronger in future, I carry the tray into the hotel's kitchen, where I try to regather my composure. I have quite clearly made an utter fool of myself, not only by allowing a man to touch my bare chest, but also by expressing my deepest feelings to someone who is likely incapable of ever taking a wife. If Mr. Caster ever recovers fully, I shall perhaps have to deal with this shame by leaving Devil's Briar forever, and starting a new life in a place where no-one knows of my idiocy.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Anything?" Dr. Cole asks, focusing on the various machines. After a moment, he glances over. "Is she responding at all?"
 
   I shake my head. It's been several minutes since Victoria seemed to turn and look at me, but nothing else seems to be happening. Stepping to one side, I watch as her milky white eyes slowly follow me across the room, which means it's pretty damn certain that she's deliberately looking at me. I feel pretty freaked out by the thought that this old woman, who has been in a coma for so long, has suddenly taken an interest in me. Finally, I walk all the way around to the other side of the bed and watch as Victoria slowly turns her head so that she can still see me; as her bones move, there's a clicking, grinding sound, which I guess is caused by the fact that she hasn't moved for more than seventy years.
 
   "There's definitely some new activity in her frontal lobe," Dr. Cole says excitedly, frantically studying the screens and readouts. "It's as if she's waking up."
 
   After a moment, Victoria's mouth starts to open. Her lips are stuck together by a thick white film of gum that slowly breaks as her jaw moves, but the effort seems to be too much for her. She continues to stare straight at me, but she doesn't say anything.
 
   "Try talking to her," Ed says.
 
   "Are you kidding?" I ask, turning to him.
 
   "Do it," Dr. Cole says. "Use her name. Try to remind her who she is."
 
   I take a deep breath, before stepping a little closer to the bed and smiling nervously at the old woman. "Hello Victoria," I say. "My name is Paula Mitchell. I've just returned from Devil's Briar. The year is 2013, and you're at a medical facility in Boston, in Massachusetts." I pause, trying to work out what to say next. "You're perfectly safe," I continue. "The people here are taking good care of you."
 
   "The brain activity is fading," Dr. Cole says. "Say her name again. Keep going."
 
   "Your name is Victoria Paternoster," I say firmly, watching as her mouth slowly closes. "You were found near the town of Florence, in Colorado. We think you'd been to Devil's Briar, possibly with your uncle Thomas Paternoster. We're -"
 
   "She's shutting down again," Dr. Cole says, adjusting a number of dials. "She's going back to how she used to be."
 
   "Victoria," I continue, "can you hear me?"
 
   Slowly, Victoria closes her eyes, and finally it seems as if she has gone back to sleep. Dr. Cole continues to frantically adjust the dials and settings on his equipment, but it all seems to be in vain. Whatever caused Victoria to briefly stir, the moment is over and she seems to have returned to her former state.
 
   "I don't get it," Dr. Cole continues, coming over to the bed and looking down at Victoria. "In more than half a century, she's never responded in any way to a visitor." He looks at me. "And then you walk in, and everything changes."
 
   "It's just a coincidence," I say. "I mean, coincidences happen. It's weird, but it's not beyond the bounds of possibility. Anyway, you said that she opens her eyes occasionally."
 
   "But she never actually looked at anyone before," he says. "It's like she knew you were here. We've never even had any kind of indication that she's aware of other people."
 
   "Paula was recently in Devil's Briar," Ed points out. "She was there for about four days, and then she came back three days ago. Is there any way Victoria could have picked up on some kind of sensory stimulation?"
 
   "It's possible," Dr. Cole says. "Don't take this the wrong way, Paula, but have you bathed since you got back from Devil's Briar?"
 
   "Of course," I reply, a little offended by the question. "Several times."
 
   "And you've changed all your clothes?"
 
   "Yeah," I say. "I mean, except my shoes."
 
   "Can I see them?"
 
   Sighing, I reach down and take off my shoes, before handing them across the bed to Dr. Cole. He examines the soles for a moment.
 
   "You think it's something on the sole?" Ed asks. "Maybe some soil residue?"
 
   "Right now, it's the only possible explanation," Dr. Cole says. "Maybe Victoria is so sensitive to Devil's Briar, she was stimulated by an odor. Paula, do you mind if I keep these? I'll arrange for someone to bring you some replacements, and of course you'll be compensated for your trouble."
 
   I shrug, figuring he might as well keep himself busy. Although it was truly strange when Victoria Paternoster turned her head and looked at me, I'm quite certain it was just a random, freak event. Unusual and unlikely things do happen from time to time, and it's perfectly possible that she just happened to look at me for some totally random and banal reason that means absolutely nothing.
 
   "It rained yesterday," I say suddenly, turning to Ed. "Remember? It poured all evening, and it was still wet when we left the bar."
 
   Ed stares at me. "So?"
 
   "So my shoes got wet," I point out. "Any soil or other sediments from Devil's Briar would have been washed away."
 
   "I'd still like to test them," Dr. Cole says. "Something about you attracted her attention, Paula, and I need to get to the bottom of it. Victoria Paternoster has been observed, almost continually, for eighty-seven years, and in that time she has never, ever reacted in such a direct manner. I refuse to believe that it was simply a fluke. For some reason, out of all the hundreds of people who've been in this room, you're the only one who elicited any kind of response whatsoever."
 
   "And you're the only one who's been to Devil's Briar," Ed says.
 
   "We need to repeat this experiment," Dr. Cole says. "Paula, are you available to come in for a few days during the week? I need to hook you up to a -"
 
   "I won't be in Massachusetts," I say firmly, determined to put an end to all this talk. "I'm sorry, but I'll be in California."
 
   "I'll pay you," Dr. Cole continues. "Money's no object. I'll put you up in a hotel, and -"
 
   "No," I say. "I'm sorry, but there's no way I'm staying. I'm going to California in a couple of days, and I'm staying there." I look at Victoria's face. I can't even begin to imagine what she's been through in her life, and why she seemed to react so strongly to my presence, but the last thing I want to do is prolong this agony for either of us. "This isn't anything to do with me," I continue, turning and walking to the door. "I have to go," I add, before glancing back at Ed. "Thank you for bringing me here, and I look forward to reading your reports about Devil's Briar, but my direct involvement in all of this is over. I'd really appreciate it if you'd just accept that and let me move on with my life. When you see Bill, tell him I hope it all works out." With that, I step out into the corridor and pull the door closed, and finally I look down at my hands and see that I'm trembling.
 
   Deciding I have to get out of here before Ed comes out and tries to change my mind, I hurry along the corridor. Within a few minutes, I'm back out in the parking lot, at which point I go to my car and quickly drive away. Whatever happened just now, I don't want a repeat. It's quite clear that there are some strange things happening in Devil's Briar, but I'm starting to think that they're a little too strange for me. I just want a nice, quiet new life in California, and right now I feel like I never want to hear the name Devil's Briar again.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   "And what did Mrs. Pressman say when you went to visit her?" my uncle asks as we sit eating dinner in the hotel's saloon bar.
 
   "Mrs. Pressman?" I reply, momentarily unable to work out what he means. "I'm not sure I know a Mrs. Pressman."
 
   "The lady who runs the school," he says, with a hint of a suspicion in his eyes. "I was under the impression that you had been to visit her today, to ask about a position she had vacant?"
 
   "Yes," I say, remembering the story that Mr. Porter came up with. "Unfortunately, she was unavailable to discuss the matter with me, but I shall be returning tomorrow at a more convenient time." I pause for a moment, trying to discern whether or not my uncle is accepting the lie. "I believe I have a very good chance to gain employment under Mrs. Pressman's stewardship. I know school-teaching is not something for which I have any experience, but I would dearly love to work with children." There's an uncomfortable silence, and I realize my uncle is deeply suspicious. "Do you not think I would be a good school-teacher?" I ask eventually.
 
   "Perhaps," he says. "I should like to know the details of any employment you undertake. I shall make it a point to speak to Mrs. Pressman in the next few days, and find out exactly what kind of arrangement might be reached. I would not like this to be another flash in the pan, Victoria. Your first two jobs in Devil's Briar have ended rather swiftly and rather ignominiously."
 
   I smile politely. I feel sick to my stomach, and the last thing I want to do is sit here and make polite conversation while I have to eat Mr. Porter's rather sickly meal. There is also the matter of my indiscretion with Mr. Caster; I feel that I allowed myself to get carried away, and I rather exposed myself to ridicule. I cannot possibly continue to work with Mr. Caster, yet I also feel I cannot pass the responsibility on to anyone else.
 
   "Are you okay, Victoria?" my uncle continues. "Is there something on your mind?"
 
   I take a deep breath. "I was just thinking about Mr. Haynes and his dog," I say after a moment. "Do you happen to know if he... Did he go through with his plan to shoot the poor animal?"
 
   "He did," my uncle says. "A shame, but it was for the best. He can always get a new dog."
 
   I nod. Although I do not want to make the admission, I cannot help but feel that it is better to end misery than to prolong it. How that equates to Mr. Caster, though, I am not sure, but I am absolutely certain that I cannot 'end' his suffering. I feel as if I am in an intolerable position, and there is no way out other than... I do not want to acknowledge my own thoughts, but I must: I cannot help but think that I might be better off if I simply packed up and left Devil's Briar. It would mean leaving my uncle as well, but he would undoubtedly be better off if he did not have to contend with the problems I cause. It would be relatively easy for me to leave during the night, and head to one of the nearby towns; from there, I could seek employment in the household of a family.
 
   "Well here's a surprise," my uncle says suddenly, and I hear the door to the saloon open. Turning, I see to my shock that the man who has entered is none other than Mr. Caster. Dressed in his finest clothes, and walking with his cane, he has a broad smile on his face as he approaches our table.
 
   "Good evening," he says. "I hope I'm not disturbing either of you, but Mr. Porter said I might find you at dinner, and I was worried that I would miss you." After a brief glance at me, he turns to my uncle. "Mr. Paternoster, there is a rather delicate matter that I would very much like to discuss with you, if that would be okay? Perhaps after you have finished eating?"
 
   "I think we can talk now," my uncle replies, looking over at me. "Victoria is rather disinterested in her meal. Perhaps, my dear, you would prefer to retire to your room?"
 
   Shocked at Mr. Caster's sudden recovery, and embarrassed by the thoughts of our little indiscretion earlier, I rise from my seat and hurry from the room. I immediately come across Mr. Porter, who is reading a newspaper at the reception desk.
 
   "Well you've certainly done a grand job," he says, smiling. "I've never seen the old fool look so healthy."
 
   "It's quite a miracle," I reply, my heart racing.
 
   "What's wrong?" Mr. Porter continues. "You look a little distressed."
 
   "I'm fine," I say. "It's just... I was starting to wonder if Mr. Caster would ever fully regain his former strengths, but he seems to have..." I pause, realizing that words fail to express the sense of shock that I feel. It is truly a miracle that he has recovered in this way, and I cannot help but wonder if God has finally turned to cast his eye over Devil's Briar.
 
   "He's more than recovered," Mr. Porter says. "I'd say he looks better than ever, and there's a real glint in his eye. He's happy about something."
 
   "Perhaps he wants his old position back," I say, suddenly worrying about the possibility of a conflict between Mr. Caster and my uncle.
 
   "That's what I asked him," Mr. Porter says, "but he denied it. He said he wants to experience the finer pleasures of life. Whatever that means." He glances down at his paperwork for a moment. "It seems to be a day for miracles all round," he continues. "Would you believe that another guest has arrived at the hotel?"
 
   "Another guest?" I ask absent-mindedly, unable to stop thinking about Mr. Caster.
 
   "It's quite a shock," he says. "We don't usually get visitors to Devil's Briar, but the place seems to have become quite a hotspot of late."
 
   At that moment, the saloon doors open and my uncle emerges, followed by Mr. Caster. There's a curious smile on my uncle's face, and it would appear that he and Mr. Caster are in very good humor. Whatever they have been discussing, it would seem that both men are exceedingly happy with the outcome.
 
   "Victoria," my uncle says as he approaches me, "I have some rather wonderful news. I have already dreamed of this day, and I must say that I am filled with the most immense sense of hope for your future. Mr. Caster and I have been speaking about you, and -"
 
   "Am I to return to work with him?" I ask, my heart lifting at the thought of such a proposition.
 
   "Not quite," my uncle says. "Mr. Caster has asked me if he might take your hand in marriage, and I have given him my blessing. However, I also told him that I am a modern man of the world, and that I believe you should be given the chance to decide whether or not the union will take place." He pauses for a moment. "I must say, Victoria, that I believe it would be a wonderful honor for you to become Mrs. Albert Caster, but I do not wish to unduly influence your decision. I have told Mr. Caster that he must hold no ill will or malice in the unlikely event that you -"
 
   "I accept," I say, interrupting him. My heart is racing, and I feel that the future, which moments ago seemed so fearsome and dull, has suddenly blossomed and become radiant.
 
   "Do you hear that, Mr. Porter?" my uncle says, unable to contain his happiness. "My niece is to marry Mr. Caster."
 
   "I can assure you," Mr. Caster says, stepping forward and smiling at me, "that I will do my utmost to be the strongest husband any woman could want. I will provide a home, and all the material possessions you could want. More than that, I will provide my support and love. I promise you with all my heart that you will never regret the decision to become my wife."
 
   "I dare say I shall not," I reply. My mind is spinning, and I feel a little faint. The course of the day's events has turned so strangely, and it is almost too much for me to keep up.
 
   "Mr. Caster and I have decided that there is no point delaying things," my uncle says. "As long as the necessary arrangements can be completed in time, the wedding will take place in two days' time." He places his hands on my shoulders, and for the first time in my life I feel that he is actually, genuinely proud of me. "My dear," he continues, "I can think of no finer husband for you. This time in two days, you will be Mrs. Albert Caster, and you will finally have the stability and happiness you have always deserved."
 
   With tears of happiness falling from my eyes, I nod. For many years, my uncle and I have traveled from town to town, and from state to state. We have never put down roots, nor have we made any lasting connections. I had begun to think that I would forever be alone, doomed to become a spinster. Now, finally, I am on the verge of acquiring the family I have always wanted. For the first time, I am starting to think that true happiness might be within my grasp.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   Sitting alone in my apartment, I look around the empty room and realize that it's finally happening: I'm leaving Boston. Since I got back from the Maygold Neurological Institute, I've run about a million errands and packed all my stuff into boxes. A whole life, stuffed away ready to be taken to California. To be honest, most of the stuff ended up in the trash, since I've decided I'm going to drive to the west coast. Still, no matter how hard I've been working, I haven't managed to get my mind off the events of the past week; I keep thinking about Victoria Paternoster down in that basement room, and about Bill up in Devil's Briar by himself. Whatever's going on, I just want to get as far away from here as possible. Hopefully, Ed is already on his way to Colorado, so he can see for himself what it's like up there.
 
   Wandering through to the kitchen, I decide to open the bottle of champagne that I've been saving. I bought it a couple of years ago, to celebrate my anniversary with Bill, but then he got in his accident and our lives ended up being side-tracked. The bottle somehow got shuffled to the back of one of the cupboards, and I only found it today when I was clearing everything out. My first instinct was to throw it out, but then I decided that I might as well drink it. I mean, it's pretty tragic to sit alone in an empty apartment, late at night, and drink champagne, but I figure it's a useful reminder of why I have to get out of Boston. This place represents the past, and California is the future. For me, at least.
 
   As the clock ticks around to midnight, and as I pour the last of the champagne into my glass, I find myself feeling a little nostalgic. Bill and I had some good times here, even if I wasn't exactly happy most of the time. Feeling a brief chill, I think back to the night we first moved in, and the night he proposed to me, and the night we came home and had our wedding night in the bedroom. Neither of us could really afford to take time off to go on some big honeymoon, so we postponed it and promised one another that we'd go somewhere really amazing some day. That never happened, of course, and we just ended up pottering around in Boston as the rot set in.
 
   Feeling pretty cold, I wander out of the kitchen and into the hallway. I feel a strong draft, and I find to my surprise that the back door is open. For a moment, I wonder whether I should be concerned, but then I remember that I went out to the trash about an hour ago and I'm pretty sure I forgot to lock the door when I came back in. Pushing it shut, I turn the key and head back through to the lounge. As I finish the last of the champagne, I walk from room to room, determined to say goodbye to the apartment properly. I've lived here for ten years, so it's inevitable that I'll feel a little emotional now that it's finally time to get out of here. When I finally get back to the kitchen, I drain the last drop of champagne from the glass and realize there's nothing left to do: I just have to go to bed, and then get up bright and early so I can head off to California.
 
   It takes me a while to get to sleep, but eventually I manage to doze for a few hours before suddenly waking up at 2am. Staring up at the ceiling, I feel totally awake, and I also have this strange sensation that there was a noise that disturbed me. Listening to the cold, empty house, I half-expect to hear something, but eventually I realize that my mind is playing tricks on me. The only sound comes from the rain that has begun to fall outside. Turning over in bed, I try to get to sleep again, but just as I'm starting to doze off, I hear a faint scratching sound. This time, I know I wasn't imagining anything, so I sit up and listen. It's pouring with rain outside, but there was definitely another noise, as if there might be something out there. With my heart pounding in my chest, I reach out for the baseball bat I keep by the bed, and then I hear a different noise: it's as if there's something clicking somewhere nearby. I switch on my bedside lamp and look around, and finally I realize that the noise is coming from the window.
 
   Getting slowly out of bed, I walk across the room, and finally I spot something moving on the other side of the rain-spattered glass. Part of me wants to turn and run, but another part of me feels pretty safe, since the glass is security-reinforced and almost bullet-proof. Taking a deep breath, I inch closer and closer, and eventually I see that there's a hand scratching at the corner of the window. My heart is racing by now, but I'm determined not to run, so instead I go back across the room and switch off the bedside lamp, so that I can see outside properly. As soon as I get to the window, however, I'm finally able to see the face of the person standing outside.
 
   It's Victoria Paternoster.
 
   Staring down at the latch on the window with her ancient, milky eyes, it's she's trying to find a way to get inside. Frozen in place, I just stand and stare at her, and finally she stops and looks up at me. Her mouth starts to move, but I can't hear a thing since the glass is so thick. All I can hear is the relentless pounding of the rain.
 
   I run to the bed and grab one of my blankets, before racing out into the hallway. When I reach the back door, I turn the key and hurry out into the garden. Finally, I come around to the back of the house and find Victoria Paternoster sitting on the ground next to the window, looking exhausted and soaking wet. I kneel next to her and place the blanket over her shivering body, but it's not much use. The rain is falling all around us, hitting every surface and soaking us both.
 
   "What the hell are you doing here?" I ask. "It's freezing. I'm going to go and call an ambulance." I turn to go and get my phone, but Victoria reaches out and grabs my arm. Although I could easily slip free, I turn back to her. "You need medical help," I say. "You're going to freeze to death out here!" I stare into her white eyes, and I realize that she's staring back at me.
 
   Slowly, her mouth opens and a low, guttural growl emerges. It's as if she's trying to say something, but she can't make the words come out.
 
   "Let me go and get someone to help you," I say, worried that she might die if she's out here for too long. With her frail limbs, it certainly doesn't look as if she could even manage to walk into my apartment. At the same time, how did she get all the way here from the institute?
 
   "Don't wake him," she says suddenly, her voice ancient and frail. "You must not wake him."
 
   I stare at her, and I can feel my heart pounding in my chest. "Who?" I ask, leaning closer. Her voice is so low and delicate, it's hard to hear her properly above the sound of the rain.
 
   "Don't go back there," she continues. "Don't go back to Devil's Briar. Don't let anyone go back there. They must not wake him." Turning her head, she starts to lower herself to the ground. I reach out and support her frail weight. Her hospital gown is soaking wet.
 
   "Victoria," I say, starting to feel the rain soak through my own clothes. "I have to get you inside, and then I have to call an ambulance." I reach my arms under her body and slowly lift her up, before turning and carrying her to the back door. She's so light and weak, it's hard to believe she could ever have walked all the way to my apartment.
 
   "My name..." she whispers, closing her eyes as I finally get her inside, "is Victoria Caster. Victoria Paternoster was the name I had before I was married, but then..." Her voice trails off.
 
   "Victoria Caster," I repeat, carrying her to the front room and setting her gently on the sofa. I run through to my bedroom and grab my phone, before hurrying back to sit on the floor next to Victoria. I pull up the number for an ambulance, but as I wait for someone to answer, I look over at Victoria and see that she's stopped moving. I reach out and check for a pulse, but there's nothing. I check for any sign that she's breathing at all. As the operator picks up and asks what I need, I find myself unable to speak. I just sit there, staring at Victoria's face. Finally, I reach out and gently close her eyes. She's dead.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   "I have never seen your eyes look so alive," my uncle says, watching me from the doorway. "After your parents were killed, I saw a kind of sadness fill you up, and I thought it would never leave you. Now, though, I see that you are truly happy." He walks toward me. "Tell me it's true, Victoria. Tell me that you truly, truly wish to marry Mr. Caster."
 
   "I do," I reply, staring at myself in the mirror. My uncle is right: I do look rather different. It is as if the worries of the past few years have been lifted from my shoulders. I have always been the kind of person who thinks mostly of the past, but now I find that my mind is filled with thoughts of the future. Within a few days, I shall be Mrs. Albert Caster, and I shall have a home to look after, and perhaps soon I might even have a child. I have wanted these things all my life, but I had begun to think I would never have them. In some strange way, I feel now that God Himself has chosen to bless the people of Devil's Briar, and to give us all a new chance.
 
   "I suppose this means you'll be staying behind in Devil's Briar when I leave," my uncle says sadly.
 
   "I must be with my husband," I say, turning to him. "Are you sure you can't stay? Our old lives were so tiring. Would you not prefer to put down roots somewhere?"
 
   He smiles. "One day. But for now, I fear I must continue to roam the country. You know that it's difficult for me, Victoria. I shall be done with my work in Devil's Briar by the end of the month, and I fear I shall have to leave as soon as I get the chance, but I am glad that you will be remaining here. Wherever I go, I shall be comforted by the knowledge that you are happy and safe, and I shall endeavor to one day come back and see you. Who knows? By then, you might even have your own family."
 
   I reach out and put my arms around him. "You have done so much for me," I say, fighting back the tears that threaten to fall from my eyes. It is so strange that, having originally been so unhappy about the prospect of having to travel with my uncle, I now find myself wishing we didn't ever have to be parted. "Without your care and love," I continue, "I do not know what would have become of me, but I am quite certain that I would not be where I am today."
 
   "I love you too, Victoria," he replies, "and I could not be more proud of you."
 
   Releasing him from the hug, I glance over at the window. It's late at night, but I can see the tall, dark cross standing out in the town square. "How does your work go?" I ask, a cold chill running through my body. My uncle's work has always been controversial, and few people have ever truly understood the motivations being his experiments. I have long hoped that he might finally get to complete his tests, and now it seems he might be on the verge of a great discovery.
 
   "It's going very well indeed," he says. "So far, all my theories have been shown to be correct. To be perfectly honest with you, I am a little apprehensive. I thought there would be more problems along the way, but everything is going according to plan."
 
   "Will you be able to sleep soon?" I ask.
 
   "Yes, Victoria. And by the time I wake up..."
 
   "Then we might both be happy," I say, interrupting him. "After all these years of wandering, we might both finally get what we want. I never thought it would be possible. Did you?" Turning, I find that he has already left the room. I sigh, realizing that he has probably begun the difficult process of putting some emotional distance between us. He knows that we will soon have to say goodbye to one another, and he wants to make that moment as easy as possible. I suppose he is right; my life is now tied to Devil's Briar, and I imagine that this is where I shall live for the rest of my life. I only hope that my uncle will one day find his own happiness. just as I have found mine.
 
   


 
  

Book 6:
 
    
 
   Lost
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   "Victoria!"
 
   Stifling a laugh, I close my eyes and listen to her footsteps coming closer and closer. She's finally reached the kitchen, but there's no way she'll think to look in the little cupboard under the sink. It'll never occur to her that I'd be able to squeeze into such a small space, but she's underestimated me. I can hide in here for hours and hours, and I'll only come out when it's time for dinner.
 
   "Victoria!" my mother calls out again, getting even closer. "I know you're in here," she continues. "Don't think I won't find you."
 
   I bite my bottom lip, determined not to giggle. I swear, my mother is the worst at hide and seek. I win every single time, and she never seems to learn. Some days, the game can last for hours and hours, and the funniest thing is that when it's her turn to hide, I always manage to find her straight away. Then again, I suppose I have a natural advantage, since I'm only six years old and therefore I can fit into smaller spaces.
 
   "Are you under the table?" my mother asks. "Or maybe you're behind the curtain?" She pauses. "You have to be somewhere around here. Maybe you're... under the sink?"
 
   Suddenly the cupboard doors are flung open and I find myself staring at my mother. Laughing, I start to climb out.
 
   "Victoria," she says firmly, "you must be careful. What if someone pours boiling water down the sink while you're under there? The pipes would get hot and you might get a nasty burn."
 
   "That won't happen," I reply, smiling.
 
   "Let's hope not," she says.
 
   "How did you find me?" I ask. "You never find me."
 
   "It's easier when you leave a chocolate-covered hand-print on the cupboard door," she says.
 
   Looking down at my hand, I see that there's some chocolate smeared on my fingers from the cookie I ate earlier. Damn it, I made it too easy for her. I lick the chocolate away, slightly annoyed at myself for losing the game.
 
   "Don't feel too bad, Victoria," my mother says. "No-one can hide forever."
 
   "I can!" I insist.
 
   "Maybe," she replies, taking my other hand and leading me through to the front room. "Perhaps we should try again, and I'll prove it to you. No matter where you hide, someone can always find you."
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   I look beautiful. Well, the dress looks beautiful, but I certainly look rather fetching. Standing before the mirror in my room at the hotel, wearing the wedding dress I have borrowed for the day from Mrs. Pressman, I find it hard to believe I could look so elegant and graceful. If only my parents could see me now, they'd be stunned. Their little girl, all grown up and ready to get married. My father would be so proud, and I dearly wish he and my mother had lived long enough to witness this moment. It has been so many years since the fire that destroyed my family's home, and despite my uncle's best efforts, I have felt lost and alone ever since. Now, finally, I am to marry Mr. Albert Caster of Devil's Briar, and I shall feel lost no more.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I look at the clock on the wall and see that it is almost 8am. The wedding will take place at midday, so I have just a few more hours as Victoria Paternoster and then I shall become Victoria Caster. That name seems so strange and so alien, but I am quite certain it will grow on me. Victoria Caster. Victoria Caster. Soon it will be comfortable, like an old shoe, and hopefully one day I will no longer remember what it was like to be unmarried and alone. I desperately want to be not only a good wife to Albert, but also a good mother to the children I would dearly love to raise. I see no reason why, soon, I should not become pregnant. After all, Albert has the means to run a good household, and I am quite certain that he would love nothing more than to start a family. Truly, I feel for the first time that I can see how the rest of my life is set to proceed, and I am happy beyond all measure.
 
   Carefully slipping the wedding dress off, I lay it on the bed and change into my everyday clothes. I believe it would be wise not to wear the white dress until shortly before the ceremony begins, since there is a danger it could become ripped or stained. Glancing at myself in the mirror, I see that there is a smile on my face and a light in my eyes that I have scarcely seen before. I turn and head out of the room, hurrying down the stairs as I seek to start the day with a full breakfast. To be absolutely honest, I have never really been happy before, and I do not quite know what I am supposed to do; the emotion is so strange and so new, I feel I might burst at the seams, yet I am quite certain that I must remain focused. It would not do to become irrational, and there is still much to organize. After all, this wedding has been organized in a great hurry, with Albert having only proposed a couple of days ago. I feel as if I am caught up in the most wonderful whirlwind.
 
   "Good morning, Ms. Paternoster," says Henry Porter, looking over at me as I reach the hotel's reception area. "I trust you slept well?"
 
   "I most certainly did not," I reply. "In fact, I was barely able to close my eyes all night. All I could do was think about what it will be like to be a married woman." I pause, unable to hide my excitement. "Have you ever been married, Mr. Porter?"
 
   "Once," he says. "She's gone now, but I think of her every day."
 
   "I'm so sorry," I reply.
 
   "Don't be," he continues. "I loved her, and she loved me. Not everyone gets to experience such happiness, even for a single moment in time."
 
   "I just feel..." I pause, unable to put my emotions into words.
 
   He smiles. "It's good to be nervous, Victoria. It means you're taking the occasion seriously."
 
   "I am," I tell him. "I shall be the best wife any man has ever known."
 
   "You know what?" he asks. "I think I actually believe you. Albert is a very lucky man. Now go through to the saloon, and I'll fetch you some breakfast. You need plenty of energy for the day ahead."
 
   Hurrying through to the saloon bar, I am in such a blissful state of mind that I do not even notice that there is a stranger sitting over by the window. Sitting at the table I usually share with my uncle, I look up at the clock and see that it is perhaps still a little early to expect him. I suppose I cannot expect him to share my excitement on this momentous occasion. In fact, I am a little saddened by the thought that once I have married Albert, my uncle will be all alone. I am not certain how I will cope with the sight of my uncle eventually leaving Devil's Briar, which he says he must do one day soon. Perhaps I shall be able to persuade him to stay after all, and he can end his peripatetic existence and instead settle down in this rather friendly and pleasant town. How wonderful it would be, for we wanderers to finally find a home.
 
   "Good morning, Victoria," says a voice behind me.
 
   Turning, I realize that the stranger has begun to address me. A scruffy-looking man with a thick beard and old, brown clothes, he has a curious expression on his face. Given that I do not believe we have ever met one another before, I feel that he is being rather familiar. In fact, he seems content to sit and stare at me from across the room.
 
   "Good morning," I say politely, before looking back at the table in front of me.
 
   "How are you doing?" he asks, and I hear his chair move as he gets up and walks slowly toward me. As I glance back at him, I see that he has a heavy limp.
 
   "I am very well, thank you," I reply, hoping that Mr. Porter will come through soon.
 
   "You look happy," he says. "Do you want to know how I can tell? You had a smile on your face when you walked into the room just now. You had a smile last night, too, when you were talking to your uncle out by the reception desk." He coughs, and it sounds as if he is rather ill. "I've got to admit, it's nice to see a young lady smile. So many of the girls these days seem so dour and sad. It's as if they're no longer content with their lot in life. I sometimes wonder what's to become of the female sex entirely."
 
   "Quite," I say, glancing over at the door and wondering why Mr. Porter is taking so long to bring my breakfast.
 
   "You don't recognize me, do you?" the man asks suddenly.
 
   I look at his face again, but with the beard and the straggly hair, it's hard to really make out his features. "I'm sorry," I say, my heart pounding, "but I've seen so many new faces since I arrived in Devil's Briar, I'm afraid sometimes I've been unable to recall everyone." I swallow hard, determined to retain a calm demeanor. "You mustn't take it personally."
 
   "Huh," he says, suddenly sitting down at my table. "You don't recognize me at all?"
 
   I pause, poised to get up and move to another table. "I would really prefer to eat my breakfast alone," I say, "and I must ask that you respect my decision. Thank you."
 
   "What's wrong?" he asks. "Don't you like seeing a face from the past? A face from the old days?"
 
   "The past?" I stare at him, and it feels as if my blood is starting to run cold. "I'm terribly sorry," I say, getting to my feet, "but I have no idea -"
 
   Suddenly he reaches out and grabs my wrist, holding me in place. "You look good, Victoria. The air here in Devil's Briar is obviously working wonders. How long's it been since we were last together? Five, six months?"
 
   I try to pull my wrist free, but his grip is firm. "I shall call for help," I say firmly, "if you do not release me immediately."
 
   To my surprise, he lets go. "You only had to ask," he says with a smile. "It's funny; I remember a time when you liked being touched by me. I remember a time when you were rather more welcoming."
 
   "I'm sure I don't know what you mean," I say, "I'm only -" Suddenly a wave of awful realization crashes over me. As I stare at the man, I start to understand where I've seen him before. My mind is flooded with thoughts, as I try to tell myself over and over again that it's simply not possible, but deep in my heart I know that it's him. After all this time, after all these miles, he has caught up to us once again. It seemed impossible, but it has happened.
 
   "Judging by that look of terror on your face," he continues, "I'm thinking maybe you recognize me all of a sudden."
 
   "Mr. Saxon," I say, forcing myself to smile. "You'll have to forgive me, but it has been a very long time."
 
   "It sure has," he replies. "It's a long and winding road that we're on, Victoria, but I've got a feeling that maybe it ends right here in Devil's Briar. After all, where else can you and your dear old uncle run? There's nowhere to go. If I can find you here, I can find you anywhere. The only way to be sure you're rid of me, is if I decide I ain't gonna come looking for you any more, and why would I do that unless I get what I'm owed? Maybe I'd also like a little compensation for the extreme trouble I've had to go to, just to find you."
 
   "Do you really have to -" I start to say.
 
   "You left me for dead!" he says angrily, raising his voice. "I guess it suited you and your so-called uncle, but I've got bad news for you, Victoria. I'm not dead. I'm here, and I want what's mine. Did you really think you could hide forever?"
 
   Behind me, the door opens and Mr. Porter enters with my breakfast. "I see you've met our other guest," he says, looking a little concerned.
 
   "We go way back," Mr. Saxon says, grinning from ear to ear.
 
   "I shan't be needing breakfast," I say, turning and hurrying from the room. Panicking, I realize I shall have to go and find my uncle. I have no idea how Mr. Saxon could possibly have tracked us to Devil's Briar, but the reality is that he is here, and of all days he has made his presence known just as I am about to marry Albert. Just a few minutes ago, I was looking forward to the happiest and most perfect of occasions, and now I realize that everything might have to be abandoned. Hurrying up the stairs, I race to my uncle's room and hammer on the door. He has to come up with a plan, with a way to get Mr. Saxon to leave us alone. As I stand on the verge of a new life, I cannot let this man from the past ruin everything.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Did you hear me, Paula?" Ed says, speaking over the crackly audio connection.
 
   I stare straight ahead. Outside my window, the Pacific Ocean looks so beautiful and blue, and the Californian sun beats down across San Francisco. Occasionally, I hear the sound of car horns, and shouts from the street below. It's a busy, hectic place to live, and I love it. The last thing I want is to be dragged away, and to be forced to go back to the old life from which I thought I'd escaped.
 
   "Paula?" Ed continues. "Are you still there?"
 
   "Yeah," I say. "I just don't know what you want me to do about it."
 
   "You know what I want you to do," he replies. "I want you to come up here and help us."
 
   I take a deep breath. Sitting here in my little apartment in San Francisco, I feel like I'm a million miles from Devil's Briar, but somehow I knew that I'd get dragged back into the whole mess. It's been two weeks since I left Boston, and almost three weeks since I drove away from Devil's Briar, and I should be getting on with my new life. Instead, it's as if that damn town refuses to completely let go of me. I expected something like this to happen, but I have to admit I never thought it would be so dramatic. There's a part of me that would love nothing more than to slam the laptop lid closed and just cut myself off completely. If only I could be so cold-hearted.
 
   "You just have to keep looking," I tell Ed after a moment, being careful to say 'you' rather than 'we'.
 
   "It's not here," he says. "I promise you, Paula, the place just doesn't exist."
 
   "I've been there," I say firmly.
 
   "We've spent a week looking," he replies. "We've quadruple-checked the GPS, we used visual references from the photos you took... We did everything, and we still can't find Devil's Briar. On the exact spot where you claim this town is supposed to stand, there's nothing more than an open patch of land. It's totally barren, and there's no sign of any buildings having ever existed here. If I didn't know better, Paula, I'd be starting to think this is all part of some elaborate hoax."
 
   "It's there," I say, getting tired of this stupidity. "You're obviously reading the maps wrong."
 
   "Then come up here and show us," he replies. "Paula, we can't sit around here forever. We have to find the town soon, or we've got no option but to head back to Boston and write the whole thing off as a dead-end. You're the only person who can help us work out what's going on."
 
   "I'm not coming," I tell him. "I've got a new life now. I've got a bunch of job interviews lined up. I've moved on."
 
   "Think about Bill," Ed says. "He's still alone in Devil's Briar, right? He must be low on food by now. If we don't find the place in the next few days, he might end up starving to death. I know you're through with him, but can you really let him die?"
 
   "Don't pull that emotional blackmail crap on me," I reply, starting to really hate Ed for the way he's continually pushing and pushing for me to help out. It's like he doesn't give a damn about the fact that I'm trying to start a new life.
 
   "It's not emotional blackmail," he says. "It's the truth. Bill might die if we don't get to him soon, and right now, we're out of ideas. I don't know what's going wrong, but we're not having any luck finding Devil's Briar, and frankly you're our last hope. If you can get out here tomorrow, we have a chance of getting to Bill in time."
 
   I pause for a moment. "You've been to the exact GPS coordinates I gave you?" I ask.
 
   "Yeah."
 
   "Then there's nothing more I can do to help you. All I can suggest is that you get a helicopter and take a bird's eye view of the whole area. Devil's Briar has to be there, Ed. You need to keep looking. A whole town doesn't just disappear."
 
   "Remember those aerial photos I had?" he continues. "The ones that showed no sign of the place during certain periods? You were so certain that it was a mistake, but now I'm wondering -"
 
   "If Devil's Briar has the ability to appear and disappear at random intervals?" I pause for a moment, shocked that someone as straightforward as Ed could even begin to consider some kind of superstitious nonsense. I admit that after being in Devil's Briar for a few days, I started to get a bit freaked out, but this idea of a vanishing town is something completely different. I walked through the streets of Devil's Briar, and I slept there, and I'm absolutely certain that the place exists. "Ed, listen to yourself," I continue. "You need to go over all the data, and work out where you're going wrong. Devil's Briar is out there, and I know the coordinates I gave you are correct because they're the same ones Bill and I used to find the place. So the error is in your method, and I really don't see that I can -"
 
   "Paula, please," he says, interrupting me. "Bill's life is at stake here."
 
   I sigh. The truth is, I know he's right. For whatever reason, Ed and the others seem to be having trouble finding Devil's Briar, and the stark reality is that Bill really might be in danger of starving if he's not picked up soon. While I'm determined to make sure that Bill's out of my life forever, there's no way I can sit back and let him die. Sure, I could stay right where I am and tell myself that it's not my problem, but then I might have to live the rest of my life knowing that I could have done more to help save the man I once loved. Despite everything we've been through, Bill remains someone who has been important in my life, and the thought of him dying alone up in Devil's Briar is just too much to take. Taking a deep breath, I realize that there's only one thing I can do.
 
   "Fine," I say. "I'll come."
 
   "We've made a small base in Florence," he replies. "It's a small town about -"
 
   "I know where it is," I say. "Don't worry; I can be there tomorrow afternoon. There's only one motel in town, can you meet me there?"
 
   "Sure thing," he says. "And Paula... Thank you."
 
   Once the call is over, I walk over to the window and stare out at the street. I was so certain that I'd never let myself be dragged back to Devil's Briar, and now look at me: getting ready to book a flight to Colorado. I swear to God, if there was any other way to help Ed and the team find Bill, I'd do it, but the reality seems to be that I'm not free yet. Between them, Devil's Briar and Bill have conspired to create a set of circumstances that have forced me to go back to my old life. Had it not been a life and death situation, there's no way I would have given in so easily. I just hope this trip to Colorado will be quick, and that this time tomorrow I'll already be on my way home.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   Standing by the window, my uncle looks out across the town square. He seems strangely calm, as if he has somehow anticipated that this day would come. We have been running for so long, I had almost begun to think that our past would never catch up to us; now that one part of that past has arrived in Devil's Briar, I feel myself being overcome by a feeling of blind panic. My uncle, on the other hand, seems to regard this almost as a natural development. Sometimes I feel as if he is able to anticipate events long before they happen, and at this moment it would seem that he is unsurprised by the fact that John Saxon has arrived in Devil's Briar. I can only hope, and pray, that he has some kind of plan. Otherwise, I fear that Mr. Saxon will cause untold damage, and could even derail my planned marriage to Albert Caster.
 
   "Don't worry about any of this," my uncle says, still staring out the window. "Mr. Saxon has no problem with you, Victoria. It's me he wishes to torment, and his attempts to upset you are merely part of this overall plan."
 
   "I am quite certain that he means business," I say. "I saw pure hatred in his eyes. The man has grown more ragged since last we saw him, but in his eyes there burns the same rage."
 
   "That may be so," he replies, "but this hatred is aimed purely at me. I do not know how many times I must stress this point, Victoria, but Saxon's animosity is focused entirely upon my own person. Any interest he shows toward you is entirely due to his understanding that, through you, he can cause me some additional pain. I must apologize, my dear, for the fact that you face such hardship, but I can assure you that soon this ordeal will be over." He turns to me. "It is quite clear that I must now deal with Mr. Saxon once and for all. The man has plagued and followed us for many years, and I have made the mistake of thinking I could keep running. Finally, it is time to face this beast."
 
   "But there is no way to make him stop," I point out. "You've tried before."
 
   "Your wedding day will be unaffected," my uncle replies firmly. "Do you honestly think that I would allow a man such as John Saxon to affect the wedding of my niece? I will do everything in my power to ensure that this day goes perfectly for you, and I'm sure that by now you are aware that my power extends very far indeed." Walking toward me, he smiles and kisses my forehead. "Victoria, your happiness is by far the most important thing in my life. I would do anything to ensure that you are able to marry the man you love." He pauses for a moment. "You know that I would give my life to guarantee your prosperity, do you not?"
 
   "I do," I tell him. "And I feel the same about you." It's true. My love for my uncle is pure and true, and there is nothing I would not do in order to ensure that he prospers in this world. Together, we have wandered across more than half of America, moving from town to town as his experiments drew increasing resistance from superstitious and fearful communities. Yet despite all of these problems, I have remained absolutely convinced that my uncle's work is of vital importance to the future of the world, and I do not doubt that one day he will achieve the results he needs in order to take his ideas to the wider scientific community. There will come a time when my uncle is seen as the natural heir to Tesla's reputation.
 
   "Here's what you will do," he says. "You will continue with your day as if nothing extraordinary has happened. You will prepare for your wedding, you will put on your dress, and you will marry Albert Caster. While you are doing all these things, I will be working to ensure that John Saxon poses no threat to either of us. If there is one thing you have learned over the years, Victoria, it is surely that you can trust me when I make a promise to you."
 
   "I do trust you," I say. "I just wish you did not have to carry this terrible burden alone."
 
   "It is a burden of my own making," he replies. "I have not always been a good man. You have seen my many faults, but I have long sworn that they will not affect your life." He pauses. "Go, Victoria. Let me deal with this. I will not allow your love to be placed in jeopardy."
 
   I pause for a moment. "Have you ever been in love?" I ask eventually.
 
   "Everyone has been in love at some point," he replies.
 
   "Tell me about her," I continue. "You never -"
 
   "And I never will," he says, interrupting me.
 
   "Can you at least tell me her name?"
 
   He smiles sadly. "Paula," he says finally. "Her name was Paula. A strange name, I know. But it was all a very long time ago. Now go and prepare for your wedding. I'll be along shortly."
 
   Leaving the room, I hurry along the corridor. I'm determined to ensure that my wedding goes ahead, but I fear it will be in the shadow of some greater tension. As I reach the top of the stairs, I realize that I have no-one to whom I can turn. In all the time since I arrived at Devil's Briar, I have made few friends. The town is friendly enough, but it is a small community and people are naturally a little wary of strangers. It will take time to break down this barrier, although I am sure that I shall do so - if I am given the opportunity. I walk down toward the hotel reception, trying to work out what I can do, but finally I hear voices over by the door and I am surprised to find that Lilith Haynes has arrived and is talking to Mr. Porter.
 
   "There she is!" Lilith says, hurrying toward me. "The lady of the hour! You look beautiful, my dear!"
 
   "Thank you," I reply, close to tears.
 
   "What's wrong?" she asks, looking closer. "You seem distressed."
 
   "It's nothing," I say. "Really."
 
   "I came to help you," Lilith replies. "You and your uncle are new in town, yet you should not have to prepare alone for your wedding. I felt perhaps you could use a feminine touch."
 
   "I would appreciate that very much," I say, as tears start to stream down my face.
 
   "Come with me," she says, putting an arm around my shoulder and leading me back upstairs. "It is absolutely normal to be crying in the hours leading up to your wedding. This is an emotional day for you, my dear, and you must not be afraid to express your feelings in any manner that feels natural."
 
   "I know," I say as we walk to my room.
 
   "Of course," she continues, "if you are still crying after you have married Mr. Caster, then perhaps there is something wrong." She pauses for a moment. "My dear, I was being light-hearted. I aim merely to lighten the mood a little. I have been married to David for nearly ten years, and I cannot say that every moment has been sweetness and light. But a good marriage is a strong thing, and it acts as a support that helps us to live our lives more fully. If you truly love Mr. Caster -"
 
   "I do!" I say firmly. "I do, I swear I do. It's just... I find myself wondering if he would be better off marrying someone else. There is so much about me that he does not know."
 
   "He loves you," she says. "As long as that is true -"
 
   "I should go to him," I say, realizing that perhaps the problem is that I have not trusted dear Albert sufficiently. "If I just tell him all these things, and if he is kind enough to still want to marry me when he knows the truth about my past, then I will know that he truly loves me!"
 
   "The past is the past," she says, holding me firmly by the shoulders. "It does not affect the present."
 
   "But it does!" I reply. "Sometimes, the past walks in through the door and threatens everything. What can one do when the past catches up with one, and promises to ruin one's entire world?"
 
   She stares at me for a moment. "My dear girl, what are you talking about?"
 
   "The devil has come to this town," I say through my tears, "or at least, a man with the devil in his heart. A man who knows secrets. A man who divines the secrets of others, and who seeks to use those secrets to cause terrible problems." I take a deep breath, trying to calm down. "He has a gift," I continue after a moment. "His name is John Saxon, and I don't know how he does it, but he has the ability to look into your eyes, and know your deepest, darkest secret. It is almost as if he can reach directly into your mind and find that which you are most keen to hide. In this way, he is most certainly like the devil, or worse. He takes great pleasure in this ability of his, and like some kind of vampire he wanders the land, eating up the secrets of those he finds and -"
 
   Suddenly Lilith places a finger against my lips, as if to stop me from talking further.
 
   "Such men do not exist," she says, "although they might try to exercise power by means of influence. I look at you now, Victoria, and I cannot believe that such a sweet, kind-natured girl could possibly have any dark secrets. You must try to avoid getting caught up in the moment." She pauses. "Look at you. So innocent and sweet. How could anyone ever believe that your soul is anything other than the whitest white? How could anyone think you have darkness in your heart?"
 
   "But I do," I reply.
 
   "No," she says, "you do not."
 
   "I do!" I insist. "You know me so little. You keep saying that I am innocent and sweet, but you know nothing! You have no idea what I was like before I came to Devil's Briar."
 
   "Nor do I need to know," she says. "If you have done things in the past that you would prefer not to have known, then you must slip them from your own heart. Let us assume for a moment that this gentleman can reach into your mind and learn your darkest secrets. Why, the best response is surely to accept that they are not secrets at all. Let them fly away, and then this man will find nothing when he tries to understand you." She smiles as she wipes away my tears. "The only power this man can have, is the power that you have given him. So deny him that power and let him see that you are free of influence."
 
   I stare at her, and I find myself desperately wishing that I could share her simple way of seeing the world. If only what she says could be true, life would be so much easier. But she does not know the depths of John Saxon's enmity, nor does she understand the darkness of my life before I came to Devil's Briar.
 
   "Come now," she says, pushing open the door to my room, "let me see -" She pauses as she sees my wedding dress. "Oh, Victoria, it is the most beautiful thing," she says, stepping forward. "I cannot begin to imagine how wonderful you will look once you are wearing such a creation."
 
   "It's just an old dress that I borrowed from Mrs. Pressman," I say, sniffing back tears.
 
   "An old dress is so much better than a new one," Lilith replies, running her hands over the fabric. "There is history in this dress, my dear. We live in a small town, and few people have the money to buy a dress. This fabric has been worn by almost every woman who has married in Devil's Briar over the past few decades. Now, Victoria, you are to join this great tradition." She smiles as she looks deep into my eyes. "At the moment, Victoria, you feel like an outsider in Devil's Briar. But when you wear this dress and marry Mr. Caster, you shall no longer feel that way. You'll finally feel that you're a part of the town. You'll feel as if this is your home."
 
   I take a deep breath, desperately hoping that she's right. "I have felt lost for so long," I say, remembering the days when I lived with my parents. I used to play hide and seek with my mother, and I never had a care in the world. I thought I would always be happy, and I thought I would always have a home and a family.
 
   "Let me see you wearing the dress," Lilith says. "It is not long now until you are to meet Mr. Caster for the ceremony. We must take our time ensuring that you look as beautiful as possible, though I am quite certain that the task will not be onerous, for your natural beauty will shine through."
 
   I push the door closed and I allow her to help me put the dress back on. While traveling with my uncle, I have missed the ability to talk to a woman. Every time we have gone to a new town, women have been distrustful of our presence, and I have never truly been able to make friends. Now, finally, I feel I am on the verge of a great change, as if I will be able to have not only a husband but also a place within a community. If my uncle is to be believed, John Saxon will soon be dealt with, and I will be able to get on with my life as Mrs. Albert Caster. It sounds too good to be true, but there is one very important thing that I have learned over the years: my uncle is always right, and he never fails to get exactly what he wants.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "We've searched this area," Ed says as he runs his finger across the map. "Every inch of the damn place, and there's nothing there. We've checked the GPS coordinates a dozen times, and there's nothing. All through the -"
 
   "You're wrong," I say. "It's right there."
 
   "I swear to God, Paula, it's not." He pauses. "You know me. I wouldn't make a mistake like this. When I tell you that there's nothing there, it means there's nothing there. I'm not doubting for a moment that you really did find Devil's Briar last time you were up here, but there must have been a fault with the data you recorded, because it sure as hell isn't anywhere near here."
 
   Sitting in the breakfast room of the motel near Florence, Colorado, I stare at the map. It's been less than an hour since I finally arrived, and my hopes of resolving this situation quickly have already been dashed. It's pretty obvious that something has gone wrong with the recording of information about Devil's Briar. I can't help thinking that somewhere, there's a very simple mistake that can explain everything. The key is simply to find that mistake and fix it, and then Ed and his team should be able to go find the place, while I'll head back to California. If I'm lucky, everything will be sorted out in time for me to get out of here tonight.
 
   "So what did you find right here?" I ask, putting my finger on the map over the exact spot where I know Devil's Briar is located.
 
   "A clearing," he says. "A large, open expanse of land with no trees. My best guess is that some loggers must have -"
 
   "No way," I reply. "Why would loggers come up here, take trees from a single patch of land, and then never come back again? It makes no sense." I sigh. Whatever's going on here, there remains a basic fact that can't be doubted: an entire town can't just vanish. Devil's Briar is here, and somehow Ed and the others have managed to miss it. I'm getting a little annoyed right now, because I feel that this is a faintly ridiculous problem, and it's obvious that there's only one way to resolve things.
 
   "So what do we do?" Ed asks.
 
   "I'll take you there," I reply.
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   "What choice do I have?" I turn to him. "If I don't, Bill's as good as dead, so I have to take you up there, but -" I pause, staring at Ed. "You have to promise me something," I continue. "You have to swear to God that this isn't some kind of trick. You have to promise me that you and Bill haven't cooked up this little scheme to get me back here, because I promise you, Ed, if you -"
 
   "Why the hell would I do that?" he asks, interrupting me. "Maybe I could see Bill doing something stupid to get your attention. But me? No way, Paula. You know me better than that, don't you?"
 
   I take a deep breath, looking at the map. Something about this situation doesn't make sense. A town like Devil's Briar doesn't just disappear; equally, an experienced academic like Ed doesn't get things so catastrophically wrong.
 
   "We might as well get going," Ed says, getting to his feet. "One way or another, I want to get to the bottom of this before it gets dark."
 
   "Sure," I reply, standing up and following him out to the truck that's part by the front of the motel. Whereas Bill and I originally came up to Devil's Briar with very limited resources, Ed was able to borrow some seriously impressive equipment from the university. His truck is loaded with some of the most advanced imaging and scanning tools around, and I'm quite sure that he'll be getting daily phone calls from Dr. Heller to make sure that this kit is being put to good use. Every day spent out here, searching for Devil's Briar, is another day that the university has to spend money on the project. Although he hasn't said anything, I'm certain that Ed must be under pressure from Heller to deliver Devil's Briar or head home.
 
   "You've met Dr. Reuben Cole," Ed says, as a white-haired man climbs out of the back of the truck. Dr. Cole was the man who was looking after Victoria Paternoster at the Maygold Neurological Institute in Boston. Having been fascinated by the story of Devil's Briar, he's taken time out from his regular work to come and see the town for himself.
 
   "Thank you for coming," Dr. Cole says. "We've just about given up hope."
 
   "If we don't find the place in the next twenty-four hours," Ed says, turning to me, "we're going to have to go home. Forget about Devil's Briar for a moment. Bill's up here somewhere, and we need to find him. This is turning into a rescue mission."
 
   "You don't have to keep reminding me," I say.
 
   "I don't think you've met Lawrence yet," Ed says. "Reuben, have you seen Lawrence?"
 
   "He went to the vending machine," Dr. Cole replies, just as a youngish guy wanders over with a huge load of candy in his arms.
 
   "Paula Mitchell," Ed says, "I'd like you to meet our driver and general dogsbody, Mr. Lawrence Evans."
 
   "Pleased to meet you," Lawrence says, with a glint in his eye. I can immediately tell that he's the kind of guy you have to keep an eye on; he seems like trouble, and I'm not entirely sure how and why Ed has brought him up here. This is a serious scientific expedition, yet Ed seems to have entrusted the driving to some random guy whose eyes seem to be immediately drawn to my chest.
 
   "Likewise," I say, watching as Lawrence loads his candy mountain into the truck.
 
   "Snacks," Lawrence says, winking at me before he heads around to the driver's door.
 
   A few minutes later, we're on the road. The truck bounces along, heading deeper and deeper into the Colorado wilderness. After a while, I find myself recognizing certain landmarks, and I'm quite certain that we're on the right path. Double-checking my GPS tracker, I see that we're bang on target for Devil's Briar. So far, so good. All I need to do is make sure Ed and his team are able to find the location, and then I can get out of here. I certainly have no intention of hanging around in this place, especially given my desire to keep as far away from Bill as possible.
 
   "Does this look like the right road?" Ed asks after a while.
 
   "Definitely," I say. "Is it the same road you took before?"
 
   He nods. "According to the GPS coordinates you gave us, we should be about three hours from the town."
 
   "Sounds right to me," I reply, turning to look out the window. Mile upon mile of woodland flashes past, and after a while I start to fall asleep. Having barely slept last night, I'm exhausted and it's as if my body has just decided to give up and finally let me rest. I dream about Bill, and I see him standing in the old hotel at Devil's Briar. It's a strange moment, and one that sends a shiver down my spine. The dream seems to last forever, with Bill leading me on a chase through the hotel's corridors, until finally I realize that Ed is nudging me awake.
 
   "We're here," he says.
 
   "Where?" I ask drowsily.
 
   "Where do you think?" he asks.
 
   Looking out the window, I see Devil's Briar. We've found the place, and Ed can see - at last - that it's real. Feeling a knot in my stomach, I get out of the truck and stare at the buildings. I swear, it feels like a million years since the last time I was here, and now I find myself wondering if Bill is still working his way through the ruins.
 
   "What happened?" I ask as Ed comes to stand next to me. "You said you couldn't find it before."
 
   He holds up his GPS tracker. "I swear to God," he says, "I've stood in this exact spot before, and there was nothing here. No town, no nothing. But now... I don't get it. I don't get what's different this time." After a moment, he turns to me. "Except... you're here, Paula."
 
   "You think that has something to do with it?" I ask sceptically.
 
   "I'm not saying that," he replies, "but I know I've stood in this spot and there's been no sign of the town." He turns to the truck, where Lawrence and Dr. Cole are already unloading equipment. "Hey, guys! Tell Paula how we stood here before and didn't see the town!"
 
   "There must have been some mistake previously," Dr. Cole says, carrying a spectrometer over to us. "No matter how strange the situation might seem, there can be no doubt that there's a rational explanation."
 
   "Let's get going," Lawrence says, lugging a large bag from the back of the truck. "The sooner we get started, the sooner we're finished."
 
   "Lawrence is here to assist with carrying equipment," Ed explains. "He's not a member of the faculty, so he has little interest in the academic side of the project."
 
   "So I see," I reply. "Listen, here's the thing. I've helped you find Devil's Briar now, so maybe it's best if I just get back to the town. Maybe you can drive me?"
 
   "Sure," Ed replies. "Just let me set up the -"
 
   "Can you do it now?" I ask. "I know it's inconvenient, but I don't really want to run into Bill again. You understand, right?"
 
   He pauses for a moment. "Sure," he says. "Listen, I'll cut you a deal. Wait by the truck while the rest of us carry the equipment into the center, and then I'll drive you back. Okay?"
 
   It takes them nearly half an hour to get all the equipment out of the truck. I give them directions, and then I wait while they head into Devil's Briar. Ed is under strict instructions to not mention to Bill that I'm here, and I'm pretty sure I can trust him to stick to his word. After all, he knows that my relationship with Bill is over, and that it would just be an unnecessary complication if I got drawn back into this world again. I've done my part, and now all I have to do is wait for Ed to come and take me back to the nearest town. As the minutes tick by, however, I can't help wondering what's taking them so long, and eventually I find myself starting to worry. It's certainly not impossible that something might have gone wrong, and I'm dreading the thought that somehow I might get dragged yet again into the story of this godforsaken town. I've already had to put back a couple of job interviews in San Francisco; if I have to put them back again, I'll start looking like some kind of flake.
 
   Eventually, however, I spot Ed coming back toward me, although I can see from the look on his face that something's wrong.
 
   "Hey," I say. "How's it going in there?"
 
   "The place is stunning," he says. "It's everything you said it would be and more. It's like stepping into a time machine and going back to a perfectly preserved town from the start of the last century." He pauses. "There's only one problem."
 
   I sigh. "What's that?"
 
   "Bill's not here."
 
   I stare at him for a moment. "What do you mean? He has to be here."
 
   "He's not," Ed replies. "We've looked in the hotel, and we've looked along the streets, and there's no sign of him."
 
   I take a deep breath, trying to work out what all of this means. "He must have decided to hike out of here," I say, turning to look at the forest. "He must have thought that no-one was coming, so he set out on his own. He could be anywhere. The odds of him surviving are..." I pause, not wanting to acknowledge the possibility that Bill might be dead.
 
   "There's something else," Ed says. "We didn't find Bill, but we found something he left behind."
 
   "What?"
 
   "It's a note," he continues. "A message. It doesn't really make sense, but it seems like he was trying to tell us something." He pauses for a moment, before reaching into his pocket and pulling out a piece of paper. "This was on a table in the hotel, along with what appeared to be a set of fingernails. We think this is Bill's." He passes the piece of paper to me. "Read that," he says, "and tell me you don't think there's something seriously fucked up going on in Devil's Briar."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   As the clock strikes midday, I step into the reception area of the hotel and find, to my astonishment, that many of the local townsfolk have turned out to witness my marriage. I had expected just a small group of half a dozen, but now I find that thirty, perhaps even forty people have crowded into the hotel, and they all look so happy. Mr. and Mrs. Parkinson, Mr. and Mrs. Dixon, Mrs. Pressman, Mr. Porter... so many people seem to want to witness this happy occasion, and I'm immediately struck by the thought that Lilith was right: I'm becoming a part of the community here in Devil's Briar. Even my uncle looks happy, as if he genuinely wishes to see me married. And finally, standing over by the door, I see Mr. Albert Caster, the man whose wife I shall shortly become.
 
   "Are you ready?" my uncle asks, taking my arm.
 
   I nod, and we walk out into the town square, where an even greater crowd has gathered. It is as if the entire town has come to witness my wedding, and I feel rather overwhelmed by all the smiling faces. I even spot Dr. Collings standing some way off, although he does not look happy at all; rather, he has a scowl on his face that lets me see his true displeasure. I cannot help but wonder why he has come today, but I imagine he has some desire to torture himself, and perhaps he is a little drunk. Ignoring him, I focus on the fact that this is to be the happiest day of my life, and finally my uncle and I stop next to the large metal cross in the center of the town square.
 
   "Do not be worried about John Saxon," my uncle whispers as we await the start of the service. "I have spoken to him, and we have reached an understanding."
 
   "What kind of understanding?" I ask.
 
   "An understanding between two men who wish to resolve a problem," he says. "Trust me; everything is going to be okay. This is the start of a new chapter in your life. You are free to go forward, without having to constantly look over your shoulder. The past is cut loose from your back. This is my wedding gift to you."
 
   "Thank you," I say. "For everything."
 
   The actual wedding service itself takes only a few short minutes. Since there is no priest in Devil's Briar, the job of conducting the marriage is left to Mr. Porter, who has long been ordained as a layman of the parish. He keeps everything simple, and after a brief speech about the importance of the institution of marriage, he gets to the most important part.
 
   "If anyone here knows of any reason why these two should not be joined in holy matrimony," he says, turning to the crowd, "let him speak now, or forever hold his peace."
 
   There is a short pause. I half expect Dr. Collings to call out some objection, but thankfully he remains silent.
 
   "Then by the power vested in me," Mr. Porter continues, "I now pronounce these two to be husband and wife. Mr. Caster, you may kiss your bride."
 
   Smiling, Albert steps toward me, taking my hand and gently kissing me on the lips. It is the most extraordinary feeling, and I feel a gentle tingle pass through my entire body. All around us, the crowd erupts into applause. Closing my eyes, I try to focus on this one fact: I am now Mrs. Albert Caster, the wife of one of the most eminent men in Devil's Briar. I am no longer a lost orphan, traveling the country with her uncle; rather, I am a married woman who expects to be carrying her first child within the year. As I open my eyes and look into Albert's smiling face, I realize that - although it has taken many years - I have finally found another home.
 
   "I am afraid I cannot afford a grand honeymoon," Albert says. "As you know, I am but a humble man. However, I have booked us a room at the hotel for tonight, so at least we can experience something a little different. And then tomorrow, you shall move into my home and we can begin to get acquainted in a more familiar sense. After all, I wish that my home might come to feel more like our home after a while."
 
   I take a deep breath, unable to quite believe that all of this is happening. "Actually," I say, "I have spent enough nights in the hotel. I think I would prefer to spend tonight in your home, Albert. In your bed."
 
   He smiles. "Our home," he says after a moment, "and our bed. And yes, if that is your wish, then that is what we shall do."
 
   We spend the rest of the afternoon at the hotel, however, as Mr. Porter has laid out a fine selection of food and drink for the entire town. Perhaps I am getting a little ahead of myself, but I cannot help thinking that in some way my wedding has brought everyone together in a manner that has not happened for a very long time. Devil's Briar has always seemed like a rather quiet, isolated town, with people tending to get on with their own lives, but now it is as if the townsfolk are happy to congregate and talk. There is a feeling of life and vitality that seems utterly alien to this place. It is one of my dearest hopes that this change will become permanent, and that Devil's Briar can prosper and thrive.
 
   "You must accept my congratulations on your happy day," says a voice behind me, and I turn to find that John Saxon has joined the celebrations. "I hope you'll be very content in your new life," he continues with a curious smile.
 
   "Thank you," I say, a little shocked.
 
   "Please forgive my behavior earlier today," he says. "As I am sure you will appreciate, my quarrel is with your uncle, not with you, and I am afraid I should have been a little nicer when I encountered you over breakfast."
 
   I stare at him for a moment. There is something completely different about the man's countenance, and I must admit that I am a little uneasy about this change. For so many years, John Saxon has been a sneering, vile presence in my life, and now he seems to be happy for me. I feel a shiver pass through my body as I try to understand what, exactly, my uncle must have promised this man, in exchange for him to so happily and willingly drop his animosity toward me.
 
   "I know what you fear," he continues. "You fear that I'll tell your secrets to this town, but I can assure you that I will not. I have what I came for." He pauses for a moment. "I'm sure you know, Victoria, that I possess the ability to look into a person's eyes and know their darkest secrets. But do you also know that, when I do this, I can see other things as well. For example, I can see how a person will die." He smiles. "Would you like me to tell you how you will die, Victoria?"
 
   "I already know how I shall die," I reply. "I shall die in my husband's bed, surrounded by our children, at the end of a long and happy life."
 
   He stares at me for a moment. "You will live to be a very old woman," he says. "By the time you die, the world will be a very different place. You will die in the rain, in the arms of a young woman who is trying to help you." He narrows his eyes for a moment. "As you pass, you'll be trying to warn her of something, but you'll struggle to get the words out and I'm afraid you will fail. After your death, the young woman will ignore your warning."
 
   "I do not believe you," I tell him. "I simply -"
 
   "Must I remind you of my abilities?" he asks, glancing across the room. "There is a man here named Dr. Collings. I have looked into his eyes and seen his secrets. Did you know he still has the body of his dead daughter stored in his home? She has begun to rot, but he uses smelling salts to disguise the odor. At night, he sits and stares at her." There's a pause. "And what of Mr. Porter, the man who conducted your wedding service? Do you never wonder what happened to his wife?"
 
   "Your poison is not welcome here," I insist.
 
   "Or Lilith Haynes?" he continues. "She lost a child recently, did she not? A daughter? Oh, she gave the appearance of grieving, but the truth is that Lilith despised little Gilly and is glad she is dead. Lilith wants only sons." He laughs. "The people of this town are so messed up." Turning, he looks over at Albert, who is engaged in conversation with Mr. Dixon. "And then there's your dear husband," Mr. Saxon says. "A man who has been through a great deal, and who now seems totally cured. But he hides the darkest secret of them all, Victoria. You should ask him about Lawrence Evans some time. Ask him why he stuffed handfuls of money into Lawrence's arms, and why -"
 
   "I'm sorry," I say, taking a deep breath. "I must go and speak to some of the other guests." Turning and walking away, I find myself filled with dread. This change in John Saxon's attitude is so great, and his promise to leave me alone so unexpected, that I cannot help but worry about the cause. What has my uncle promised this man? Searching the room, I realize after a while that my uncle is nowhere to be found. I become increasingly frantic as I look for him, and finally I reach the door and look out across the town square. Some of the guests are milling around outside, but my uncle is not among them.
 
   "And what is my dear wife doing?" asks Albert, coming over and putting an arm around my waist.
 
   "I was just looking for my uncle," I say.
 
   "I'm sure he has just stepped out for a moment or two," Albert says. "Don't worry, my dear, I am quite certain he will be back soon."
 
   Glancing across the room, I spot John Saxon standing alone by the desk, and I notice a curious smile on his lips. I cannot help feeling that something has been agreed between that man and my uncle, and it is quite clear that Mr. Saxon feels he has finally got what he wants. Perhaps I am worrying needlessly, and perhaps my uncle has everything in hand, but I am becoming worried that in his rush to ensure my own safety, my uncle might have made a deal with Mr. Saxon that he will come to regret.
 
   "My darling," I say, turning to Albert, "I believe my uncle might have returned to his office for a short while. Would you mind awfully if I go over and check that he is okay?"
 
   "Of course," Albert says, kissing me on the cheek. "Don't be too long, though. I believe Mr. Porter has prepared a cake to mark this momentous occasion."
 
   Hurrying from the hotel, and still wearing my wedding dress, I make my way across the town square and into the mayoral office. The place is dark and quiet, and at first I fear that perhaps I was mistaken and my uncle is not here at all. After a moment, however, I hear movement off in one of the other rooms, and I wander through to find that my uncle is sitting at his desk, with a glass of whiskey on the table. He seems lost in thought, and as I stand in the doorway I realize that he has not noticed I am here. Finally, I step into the room and he at last turns to look at me.
 
   "What are you doing here, Victoria?" he asks. "You should be with your husband."
 
   "I was worried about you," I say.
 
   "Calm yourself," he replies. "There is no reason to worry, and even if there were... Your proper place is by your husband's side, not standing in a dark office with me." He pauses for a moment. "You look absolutely beautiful, Victoria. Your parents would be so proud if they could see you. I only wish they had lived long enough to share this joyous day with you and to see how far you have come since that morning when I first found you at the orphanage."
 
   "What have you promised to Mr. Saxon?" I ask, trembling with fear. "What have you given him?"
 
   My uncle stares at me, as if he had never expected me to ask such a direct question. "All things must end," he says finally. "All men must eventually meet their fate, and must decide whether they will do so with honor, or with cowardice. I have been running, Victoria. I have been running for so long, I have almost forgotten how to stop. For many years, I made you run with me, but now you are settling in this place and suddenly I realize that I can run no longer." He takes a sip of his whiskey. "I could get up right now and leave Devil's Briar, and go to another place, and then another, and another, but one day I have to stop. I do not want to give John Saxon the satisfaction of continually tracking me down, so I am going to give him what he wants, but..." He smiles. "I shall do so in a way that does not benefit him."
 
   "What are you going to do?" I ask, with tears running down my face.
 
   "I am going to trust in my own work," he says. "I am going to see if my experiment will work."
 
   "But you're not ready," I reply. "Surely you're not ready to -"
 
   "I'll never be ready," he says. "I could spend a thousand years tinkering and thinking, and I'd still not be ready. I feel I must finally be brave and take a risk. You've seen all my calculations, Victoria. Pages and pages of notes and numbers. It's time to draw them all together and see if I'm right. Devil's Briar is the site where it shall all take place. The cross is in place. Either I shall be shown to be wrong, or I shall be hailed a hero. I wish I could say I feel confident of success, but in truth I am not. I have a very great fear that I shall do such harm to myself, that I can never recover, but now is the time." He drinks some more whiskey. "You must have known this day would come."
 
   "Does it have to be today?" I ask.
 
   "It does," he replies. "My agreement with Mr. Saxon is very clear on that point."
 
   "And does it have to be right now?"
 
   "I cannot wait," he says. "Even if I did wait, there would be no point. Everything is in place. All the wires. All the electrodes. All the ideas and numbers. Everything is ready and waiting for me to make the final move, and then... and then we shall see, won't we?"
 
   I stare at him for a moment. He is right; I have long known that one day we would reach the point where he has to test his ideas. I just hoped to delay the moment for as long as possible.
 
   "Don't be sad, Victoria," he says, reaching into the desk drawer and taking out a small revolver. "You know how hard I have worked for this moment, and you must remember that I have checked and double-checked every calculation. There is no reason to suppose that I am wrong, and there is every reason to believe that I am about to change the world. If this works, then soon we can celebrate. You, and me, and all the people around us."
 
   I take a deep breath. "I love you," I say finally. "I love you with all my heart."
 
   "Not all your heart," he replies. "Your heart belongs to your husband now. But I know you love me, Victoria, as I love you. If my experiment fails, you must know that you have given me more joy than I could ever have believed possible."
 
   I nod, unable to speak through my tears.
 
   "You should go," he continues. "I do not wish you to be present when I begin the experiment."
 
   I pause for a moment, determined to find some way in which I can argue with him, but the truth is that I know he is a man who cannot be made to change his mind. I have watched him work so hard over the years, and finally the day of truth has arrived. It is certainly possible that he will be shown to have been wrong, but it is also possible that he is correct, and I can only trust in his brilliance.
 
   "Go," he says again, as he finishes his whiskey. "Victoria, go!"
 
   I turn and walk out of the office. With tears pouring from my eyes, I emerge from the building and start heading back across the town square, but moments later I hear a single gunshot. I turn and look back at the door, and I realize that the moment has arrived. My uncle's greatest experiment has begun, and perhaps it shall be the greatest experiment the world has ever known. All his hard work, all his time and money, and his planning, and now he has reached the point of no return.
 
   "Good luck," I say quietly, before turning to see concerned people running out of the hotel to see what has caused the noise.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   I swore I wouldn't let this happen. I swore that no matter what anyone said, I'd never again set foot in Devil's Briar. But here I am, once again standing in the town square, once again looking up at the huge metal cross. It's weird, but I feel as if the town has somehow reached out and dragged me back here, and maybe it's never going to let me go. Even after we find Bill, will Devil's Briar find some other way to make me stay?
 
   "Is it how you left it?" Ed asks, standing next to me. "This is important, Paula. Has anything changed at all?"
 
   I turn and look across at the hotel on the other side of the town square. "Nothing's changed," I say. "It looks exactly the same."
 
   "Then what the hell does the note mean?" Ed asks.
 
   Sighing, I look down at the note in my hand. 'Everything is changing', it reads. 'Try not to wake him up'. I feel a shiver run up my spine. The handwriting definitely belongs to Bill, but what really bothers me is the mention of not waking someone up. Those words sound strangely similar to the final words that Victoria Paternoster spoke to me when she came to my house in the rain. Although my gut instinct is telling me that Bill must have lost his mind while he was alone up here, the note makes me think that something else is going on. How could Victoria Paternoster and Bill leave the same warning?
 
   "Maybe he's hiding," I say, looking at the windows of the buildings around us. "Maybe he's watching us right now."
 
   "Dr. Cole and Lawrence are searching right now," Ed says. "It's definitely possible. If Bill's experiencing some kind of mental imbalance, there's no telling what he might be doing."
 
   Taking a deep breath, I look over at the metal cross and suddenly I realize I was wrong before. Something has changed. In the dusty ground around the cross, someone has drawn a circle. I'd dismiss it as something inconsequential, except for the fact that the circle appears to be very clear and deliberate. As a shiver runs through my body, I start to wonder what exactly Bill has been getting up to since I left him here. He seemed so sure of himself, and so together; is it possible that he wasn't mentally strong enough to handle his time here?
 
   "Try not to wake who up?" Ed asks, looking at the note Bill left. "You think Bill's started referring to himself in the third person?"
 
   "Is there any food in the hotel?" I ask.
 
   "I doubt it," he replies.
 
   "No, I mean, are the cans of meat still there?" Realizing he doesn't know what I'm talking about, I hurry across the town square and into the hotel. As soon as I get to the room at the side, I see that some of the meat is still on the table, which means that Bill didn't run out of food. If he hiked out of Devil's Briar on his own, I'm pretty sure he would have taken as much food as possible. I glance across the room and see a walking cane still leaning against the wall in the corner. It's strange, but I remember that cane being here on the very first day we arrived in Devil's Briar. As I walk over to take a look, I notice something on the table by the window.
 
   "Anything?" Ed asks as he enters the room.
 
   "More fingernails," I say, walking over to the table and looking down at the neat little set of fingernail plates. It looks like Bill deliberately removed them, but they look as if they were healthy at the time. It's becoming more and more clear that Bill didn't handle being alone up here very well. For all his talk of staying strong, he clearly buckled. I don't blame him. I would never have been able to deal with the loneliness in a place like this. "We have to find him," I say. "He's in trouble."
 
   "Do you honestly think he's still here?" Ed asks.
 
   I pause for a moment. "Logically, he'd have set off along the road, but we didn't see him as we came. Then again, I'm not sure he would have been thinking logically. Think about it. You're stuck in this place for days and days. You're bound to start hearing strange noises, and no matter how strong you might feel, eventually you'll start to wonder if you're alone."
 
   "Bill didn't believe in ghosts," Ed points out.
 
   "But he'd never been in a place like this."
 
   "Do you believe in ghosts?"
 
   "I believe in the ability of the human mind to interpret certain things in a very powerful and believable way," I say. "I also think that maybe there are things we don't understand." I take a deep breath, trying to imagine what it must have been like for Bill to be alone up here. He must have ended up chasing his own tail, slowly losing his mind and becoming increasingly paranoid. "I should never have left him here," I continue. "I should have made him come with me."
 
   "None of this is your fault," Ed says. "Bill made his own choice. He's a rational guy. You couldn't expect this to happen."
 
   "I should have helped him more," I reply. "Maybe he wasn't fully recovered from the accident yet. Maybe he wasn't as strong in the head as I thought." I sigh, realizing that there's a very good chance that Bill is dead. After all, he seems not to be in the town any more, and he clearly didn't bother with the rest of the meat. What if he wandered off into the forest? The chances of him surviving are extremely remote, considering that the temperatures around here can drop below zero, and also taking into account the fact that there are probably wolves in the wilderness. The worst part is, if we don't find him in the town, we have no way of finding him out in the forest, which means we might never know for certain what happened to him. He'll simply have disappeared, his body left to rot somewhere. The thought of Bill dying alone out there in the forest is not something I want to contemplate, but it's starting to seem like the only thing that makes sense.
 
   "Ed!" calls a voice from outside. "Paula!"
 
   Heading back out into the town square, we find that Dr. Cole and Lawrence have returned from their search of the town. I can immediately tell from the look in Dr. Cole's eyes that they didn't find any sign of Bill.
 
   "Obviously we haven't had time to check every building," Dr. Cole explains, "but there's really very little sign of disturbance. The place seems completely still. On the other hand, there are no obvious tracks leading out of the town, so I'm still not quite sure where Bill could have gone."
 
   "He's gone native," Lawrence says with a shrug. "The guy probably wandered off into the woods. Won't be seeing him again. Wolves'll finish him off -"
 
   "Okay," Ed says, trying to get Lawrence to shut up.
 
   "Wolves hunt in packs," Lawrence continues. "A lone guy would have no chance -"
 
   "We get it!" Ed says firmly. "However, there's still hope. If Bill really suffered some kind of mental breakdown, it's very possible that he's hiding from us. He might even be aware that we're here. We need to be careful, because in a vulnerable state he might be very volatile, perhaps even dangerous. If anyone sees him, don't get too close. In fact, I think we should all stick together as much as possible."
 
   "You don't seriously think he'd hurt us, do you?" I ask, shocked that Ed would even consider the possibility.
 
   "I think he's not well," Ed replies. "It's better to be a little cautious. I think we should get the infra-red gear from the truck and use it to check for any signs of life. It'll take a few hours, but at least that way we can be certain whether or not Bill's here. If we find him, we have the necessary equipment to sedate him for the journey home."
 
   "And if he's not here?" I ask.
 
   Ed pauses. "If he's not here, then he's somewhere out there in the wilderness. Hundreds of square miles of rough terrain, inhabited by wolves and -"
 
   "You mean we should just forget about him," I reply.
 
   "I mean it's physically impossible to go searching for him," he says.
 
   "Wouldn't be anything left anyway," Lawrence adds. "Maybe some bones -"
 
   "Shouldn't you be heading back to the truck?" Ed snaps at him. "Get the infra-red kit."
 
   "You're the boss," Lawrence says, lighting up a cigarette. "I just want to make it clear that union rules dictate I get double pay if the situation up here becomes unstable, and I'm pretty sure it counts as unstable right now."
 
   "You'll get paid," Ed says. "Go and get the fucking equipment I asked for."
 
   Smiling, Lawrence turns and wanders away, heading back to the truck.
 
   "Nice guy," I whisper to Ed.
 
   "He's a good dogsbody," Ed replies. "I mean, the guy's a total asshole, but he's good at fetching and carrying. You just have to ignore the crap that comes out of his mouth."
 
   "Do you really think we might never find Bill?" I ask.
 
   Ed stares at me for a moment, and I can see from the look in his eyes that he doesn't want to admit the truth to me, which is clearly that he thinks Bill might be lost forever. Before he can say anything, however, I happen to spot that Lawrence has stopped over on the other side of the town square; it takes me a moment to realize that he's pissing against one of the buildings.
 
   "What the fuck?" I say. "What is he, some kind of animal?"
 
   "Hey!" Ed shouts as we hurry over, with Dr. Cole following us. "Stop that!"
 
   "What's wrong?" Lawrence asks as he finishes and gives his penis shake before stuffing it back into his pants. "A man's got to take a leak, hasn't he?"
 
   "Not like that!" Ed says angrily. There's a wet patch in the dust next to the old mayoral office. "This is a historical site of great significance," Ed continues. "You can't contaminate it like that!"
 
   Lawrence sniffs. "So where do you want me to piss and shit from now on?"
 
   "Go outside the town," Ed says.
 
   "Bad move," Lawrence replies. "If there's wolves in the area, they'll be able to pick up the scent from miles around. Better to do it in the town, where the stink won't carry quite so easily." He pauses. "You know, maybe this Bill guy didn't wander out of town. Maybe the wolves came in and got him while he was asleep."
 
   "That's enough," Ed tells him.
 
   "It's the truth," he replies. "The thing with wolves is they'll -"
 
   "Shut up," I shout, unable to keep my anger at bay any longer. "Just shut the fuck up! That's my husband you're talking about! Have some fucking respect!"
 
   He shrugs as he puffs on his cigarette. "I'm just saying it how it is," he mutters. "You're all standing around talking about how it's so mysterious that a guy could go missing up here. All I'm doing is reminding you that there's a whole load of ways." Turning, he wanders over to the tall black metal cross, stopping just at the edge of the circle that was drawn in the dirt. "This here's a work of wonder, isn't it?" he says. "You ask me, this is the big mystery around here. Gotta wonder how this thing ever got dragged all the way up here, huh?"
 
   "Go to the truck," Ed says firmly, "and get the infra-red kit. Now."
 
   "Sure," Lawrence says, "whatever." He takes the cigarette out of his mouth, and then he steps forward to stub it out on the cross.
 
   Watching as his feet move past the edge of the circle, I suddenly have a moment of realization. Maybe that circle was put there to warn people, in which case... I'm just about to tell him to keep back when he presses the tip of the cigarette against the metal of the cross; for a split second, it seems as if nothing is happening, and then suddenly there's a huge flash of light. Ed, Dr. Cole and I step back as sparks fly from the cross and Lawrence disappears into a ball of bright white light. After a couple of seconds, the light dies down and we're left staring at the empty space where Lawrence used to be standing. Suddenly, it's as if he was never there at all.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   Sitting by the window, looking out at the night sky, I'm momentarily distracted by the buzzing of a nearby lamp. I look across the room and see that a small candle is flickering in the darkness. Standing up, I walk over and blow gently on the wick. The light continues to flicker for a moment longer, before finally dying.
 
   "Where are you?" I whisper softly, listening to the silence and hoping for some kind of clue.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Suddenly there's a knock at the door, and I turn to see that Albert has returned.
 
   "My dear," he says, with a look of compassion and love on his face, "I have just returned from making the necessary arrangements. I shall spare you the details, but a funeral is to be held in the next couple of days. I have made funds available to cover all the costs, and I have been assured that a suitable memorial will be created. Your uncle had not been in Devil's Briar for very long, but he had quickly become a highly esteemed member of the community and the people here wish to recognize his contribution. They have asked -" He pauses for a moment.
 
   "What?" I say. "What have they asked?"
 
   "They have asked that I should resume my former mayoral duties," he says. "They feel that, in the circumstances, it would be best for the town if I take charge. Although I had not intended to seek public office again, in the circumstances I feel that it is my duty to serve the community, at least for an interim period. However, I told them that I would first have to check with you, my darling. If you do not want me to -"
 
   "Of course I do," I say, trying to smile. "My dear Albert, this town needs you."
 
   "I have a duty -" he starts to say.
 
   "They need you," I repeat, determined to ensure that he understands the responsibility that has been placed on his shoulders. Sometimes I feel that Albert lacks confidence, especially after his recent troubles, but as his wife I am going to ensure that he recognizes his worth. "No-one is thinking about what happened recently," I continue. "They merely know that you are here for them in their time of need. I'm so proud of you, Albert, and I know for certain that you will perform admirably now that you are restored to the position that should always have been yours."
 
   He nods. "How is your head?" he asks after a moment.
 
   "The ache is gone," I reply. "I must confess, though, I feel rather drained." Walking over to him, I put my hands on his shoulders and look deep into his eyes. He is such a kind man, but I am quite sure he does not understand the full extent of the events that have been taking place in recent days. "I am so sorry, Albert, that our wedding day has had to coincide with the tragedy of my uncle's death. I hope you understand that, despite everything that has happened, I am still extremely happy to be your wife, and I look forward to running our home and our..." I pause. "I wish to have children, Albert. To have them, and to raise them, and to see them prosper. You wish the same, do you not?"
 
   "I do," he says. "I wish to have a family with you, Victoria."
 
   "Then we shall," I reply. "It is a shame that our wedding night will not afford us an opportunity to make love, but I fear that in my current state, I cannot. You should not be offended or upset, my dear. It is simply that my mind is spinning and I cannot think of anything other than my poor, dear uncle. You do understand, do you not?"
 
   "Of course," he says. "There will be more than enough time for things like that once all of this unpleasantness is over." It's rather sweet to observe the tenderness of Albert's manner tonight, as he clearly understands the depth of my despair. It must be so hard for him to have this happiest of days turned into a period of mourning, but he shows no sign of trying to hasten my recovery. He is a good man, and he knows that my uncle was a hugely important man in my life. I imagine that he also has a number of questions for me, since he knows that I was speaking to my uncle just moments before the gunshot was heard, but there will be time enough for such a discussion at a later date, and time for me to come up with a believable story. After all, I cannot possibly tell the people of Devil's Briar the truth; they will simply have to wait and, hopefully, be astonished when my uncle's work proves to be correct.
 
   "Tell me," I say after a moment, "is there any food in the kitchen? I feel rather hungry all of a sudden."
 
   "Absolutely, my darling," he says, clearly pleased that I am showing signs of returning to normality. "I shall fetch you a hearty meal." With that, he turns and hurries out of the room; I sit and listen to his footsteps heading down the stairs, and then I turn to look out the window again. It is strange, but already Devil's Briar feels like a completely different place. It is as if my uncle's presence was a key part of the town, and his absence is now palpable in the air that we breathe. Listening to the still night, I imagine that gunshot firing over and over again, and I think of what it must have been like for my poor dear uncle to place the barrel of the revolver in his mouth and pull the trigger. I was offered the opportunity to view his body, of course, but I chose not to do so. I could not bear to see his face torn apart, and I prefer to remember him as he was in his prime.
 
   "Ms. Paternoster?" says a voice at the door.
 
   I turn to see that Mr. Porter has come to see me.
 
   "No," I say. "I think it is Mrs. Caster now."
 
   "Of course," he continues. "I'm so sorry. I just came to let you know that the citizens have got together and asked me to come and express to you our profound sorrow regarding your uncle's death."
 
   "Thank you," I say, trying to remain polite.
 
   "They also wanted me to inform you that they will all be attending the funeral. In the short time he was here, your uncle became a very important part of our community. He will not be easily replaced."
 
   "I dare say," I reply.
 
   There's an awkward pause, before Mr. Porter turns and walks away. Once again, I am left alone, except I wonder if I am truly alone. Looking over at the lamp by the bed, I see that the candle has begun to flicker once again. I walk over and stare at it for a moment. It seems impossible that a candle could possibly relight itself, though I wonder if perhaps some other phenomenon could explain what happened. Although I did not see a flame still burning, it is possible that it remained extant deep within the wick, hidden from view but with just enough energy to eventually spring back to life.
 
   "Where are you?" I whisper again. It has been several hours since my uncle's death, and I await some sign that his theories have been proven to be correct. While I could certainly interpret the candle as a sign, I feel that I must not be too hasty. If my uncle was right, there should be a much more powerful and persuasive signal. Even he admitted, though, that he could not be certain how the next few days would manifest, and it is certainly possible that things will take far longer than either of us anticipated. Perhaps it would be useful if I went over his notebooks, to see if I might learn something about the whole process. After all, I must be ready for his return.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Nobody move!" Ed says firmly as we stare at the cross. There's still a little smoke in the air, along with a lingering smell of sulfur.
 
   "What the hell just happened?" I ask, unable to stop staring at the base of the cross. It's almost as if I expect Lawrence to suddenly appear again, as if nothing's wrong, except I know that can't possibly happen. Still, there's no logical explanation for the fact that the man just disappeared in front of our eyes. Even if the cross gave off an electrical discharge, there'd undoubtedly be something left of Lawrence's body, and there'd certainly be scorch-marks on the ground. There's nothing, though. It's as if the man just vanished into thin air.
 
   "No-one goes anywhere near that thing," Ed says, glancing first at me and then at Dr. Cole. "You both understand me, right?"
 
   Dr. Cole nods, staring in shock at the cross.
 
   "I touched it," I say quietly, my mind spinning as I try to work out what's happening.
 
   "When?" Ed asks.
 
   "Last time I was here," I say. "I touched the cross a few times. So did Bill. Nothing happened."
 
   "Well something happened this time," Ed replies, turning to Dr. Cole. "This is more your field than ours," he continues. "What kind of energy level would be required to vaporize a human body like that?"
 
   "It's not possible," Dr. Cole says. "Not in these circumstances, and not without leaving some kind of trace." He steps forward.
 
   "Keep back," Ed says, grabbing his shoulder.
 
   "Wait," I say, taking a couple of steps toward the cross. "It's okay. We just have to stay out of the circle." I point at the circle in the dirt, which seems to establish a small perimeter around the base. "Bill must have done this," I say after a moment. "Bill must have realized the cross was dangerous, and he drew the circle in order to make sure no-one would go any closer."
 
   "Bill left a note," Ed says. "Why wouldn't he mention the cross in the note?"
 
   "Because his mind was in disarray," I reply. "He wasn't thinking straight. He clearly knew something was wrong, even if he couldn't quite explain it properly. Something must have happened that made him realize..." I pause for a moment. "Something must have happened that changed the cross. I swear to God, we touched it before and we were fine, but obviously something altered it. Maybe Bill found some kind of power source..." I sigh, realizing that right now I'm just grasping at straws. Still, looking down at the circle, I feel quite certain that Bill intended it to act as a warning for us. And then... did he disappear in the same manner as Lawrence?
 
   "I'm making an executive decision," Ed says. "As the de facto leader of this expedition, I'm pulling us out. This place is clearly dangerous."
 
   "What about Bill?" I ask, turning to him.
 
   "What about us?" he replies. "We have a duty to ensure that we're working in a safe environment, and that's something I can't guarantee right now. The insurance alone -"
 
   "Fuck the insurance," I say. "We have to find Bill!"
 
   "He's clearly dead!" Ed replies, raising his voice. "Either he wandered out into the forest and died, or he went the same way as Lawrence!" He pauses for a moment. "I'm sorry to be blunt, Paula, but you can't deny the evidence that's right in front of your eyes."
 
   "We don't know that Lawrence is dead," I reply.
 
   "I think it's a pretty safe bet," Ed says, "unless you're pushing some other theory that you'd like to share with us?"
 
   I stare at him for a moment, and then at Dr. Cole, and I realize that whatever's going on at Devil's Briar, it's far beyond anything I understand or can explain. Before, the cross seemed like some kind of decorative item put in place by a highly religious settlement, but now it seems that it served a dual purpose. Whoever erected this damn thing, they were clearly working on some kind of project, and that project quite obviously had some serious consequences.
 
   "We have to get out of here," Ed continues. "Look at this logically, Paula. The place is a death trap. We can't be certain that anything is safe. There could be untold hazards all over the town, and we simply can't go wandering around and relying on pure luck to stay alive."
 
   "We have all the equipment we need," I reply firmly. "We can check everything. We can work out what this thing is!" Turning to look at the cross, I take a deep breath as I try to imagine what it must have been like for Bill to have been alone up here. He always had such an inquiring mind, but... Suddenly a cold shiver runs through my body as I realize that for the first time, I've started thinking about him in the past tense. It's as if I've somehow started to assume that he must have died. I close my eyes for a moment, trying to take in the gravity of this realization. I left Bill up here, and now he's dead. No matter what anyone says, that has to be at least partly my fault.
 
   "I agree with her," Dr. Cole says suddenly.
 
   Opening my eyes, I turn to him. "You do?"
 
   "We must proceed with caution," he says, "but there's no reason for us to turn and run. It's quite possible that whatever caused this incident will only be detectable for a fixed period of time. If we leave and come back, it might be too late. I'm not suggesting we do anything rash, but I think we can stay for a day or two. If we're putting this to a vote, I say we stay."
 
   "We're not putting this to a vote," Ed says, sounding a little irritated.
 
   "I'm staying too," I say.
 
   "Think about this, Paula," Ed replies with a sigh. "Just because you feel guilty about Bill -"
 
   "I do feel guilty about him," I say. "You're right. And I have to know what happened to him. When I was here before, this cross was just a big bit of metal. Now it's something else. If we come back again at some other time, it might be just a tower of metal again, and we'll never be able to find out what happened. Whatever's going on here, it's occurring right now, and we can at least get some equipment from the truck and see what we can find out."
 
   Ed pauses, and I can see that I'm starting to wear him down.
 
   "We stay for a day or two," I continue, realizing the irony of the situation. I was so reluctant to come back here, and now I'm the one who wants us to stay. Then again, things have changed and it's clear that whatever's happening at Devil's Briar, it's way beyond anything we currently understand. "Besides," I add, "can you even be sure we'll ever find the place again? It seems like you couldn't locate the town for days, and then finally it was just... here. If we leave now, we might never be able to come back. As an academic, you must realize that we should get started as soon as possible."
 
   Ed stares at me for a moment, before turning and looking up at the cross. "We have to establish a perimeter around this thing," he says eventually. "Ten feet. No-one gets any closer. If I see so much as a fingertip crossing the ten-foot line, we're out of here immediately."
 
   "Deal," I say, turning to Dr. Cole. "Are you in?"
 
   "I'll start fetching the equipment from the truck," he says, turning and walking away.
 
   "I still don't think this is the smartest idea in the world," Ed says to me.
 
   "It's the only option," I reply, staring up at the top of the cross. "Whatever this thing is, it's taken Lawrence and it might have taken Bill. At the very least, I want to find out what it's for and how it does what it does. And maybe we can even..." I pause for a moment. "Maybe we can even get them back."
 
   Ed smiles. "Get them back? Paula, where exactly do you think they've gone?"
 
   "I don't know," I reply, aware that I must sound like I'm losing my mind. "Forget it. I just want to know what happened to Bill." I can't tell Ed the truth, though; I can't tell him that I'm starting to wonder if maybe there's a chance that Bill is still alive somewhere, and he's just lost. And if that's the case, then maybe there's some way to get him back. While that possibility remains, there's no way I can leave Devil's Briar.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   "Victoria!"
 
   I ignore the voice.
 
   "Victoria!"
 
   Opening my eyes, I stare straight ahead and realize it didn't work: I'm still here. All morning, while the nurses got me dressed and prepared me for my uncle's arrival, I've been hoping that somehow I can make myself disappear. I've tried squeezing my eyes together as tight as possible, convinced that eventually I'll simply pop out of the world, but every time I open my eyes again I find that nothing has changed.
 
   "Victoria, will you stop standing around with your eyes closed all the time?" The nurse slaps me hard on the back. "If you're not careful, the wind will change and you'll be stuck like that forever. Is that what you want?"
 
   I take a deep breath, trying not to cry. I don't know why the nurses at the orphanage seem to hate me so much, but it's like they just want to order me around all day. I suppose in some ways it's good that I'm finally getting out of here. When my parents were killed in the fire, it looked for a while as if I'd have to spend my entire life in this terrible place. Finally, though, the nurses were able to locate my uncle, and they arranged for him to come and pick me up. Any minute now, he'll walk through the door and take me away with him.
 
   "You must be well-behaved when you leave us," the nurse continues. "If you let the devil into your soul, Victoria, it will reflect badly upon us. You don't want that, do you?"
 
   Sighing, I squeeze my eyes tight shut again, hoping against hope that this time it'll work and I'll cease to exist. I imagine what it will be like for the nurse to look down and suddenly see me fade away to nothing. That'll teach them. I just want to be free from all of this trouble. Life is too hard.
 
   "Stop that!" the nurse shouts, slapping me again. I take a step to the side, momentarily shocked by the force with which she struck me. I pray to God that my uncle will be a little more gentle. My parents never used to hit me, but since coming to the orphanage I've been beaten almost every day. The nurses here believe that if they don't strike me regularly, the devil will be able to creep into my heart and roost in my soul. They tell me I should be grateful to them for taking the trouble to keep me innocent. They warn me that once I've left this place, I should beat myself regularly if I want to avoid becoming Satan's plaything.
 
   "Here he is," the nurse says, grabbing my hand and leading me over to the door. I see a tall, handsome, middle-aged man approaching, and suddenly my fears seem to evaporate. It's almost as if this man makes me feel safe and secure, merely by being in the room.
 
   "Well," says the man, smiling as he reaches us, "this must be my niece Victoria." He leans down and shakes my hand. "I am Thomas Paternoster, your uncle. I only wish we could have met under less tragic circumstances."
 
   I stare at him for a moment. My parents never mentioned an uncle when I was growing up. In fact, I'm pretty sure they told me that I had no uncles or aunts at all, but I suppose I might have made a mistake.
 
   "Say hello to your uncle," the nurse says firmly.
 
   "Hello," I say.
 
   "It's very good to meet you," he replies.
 
   "Will you be taking her directly to California?" the nurse asks.
 
   "I shall," he tells her. "Are there any papers for me to sign?"
 
   "None at all," she replies. "All the necessary authorization has already been completed. Before you leave, there is only one more thing that I must impress upon you. She is an energetic young girl, with a fierce temper. She is intelligent, but she sometimes fills her head with wild ideas. I would strongly advise you to ensure that she is properly disciplined at all times."
 
   "I shall," my uncle says. "I certainly shall." He turns to me. "Victoria, shall we get going?"
 
   I reach out to take his hand again, but this time I notice something strange about his fingers. "Why don't you have any fingernails?" I ask, looking up at him.
 
   He smiles. "I'm afraid that is a very long story," he tells me, "and one that is not easy to explain to anyone, especially a child."
 
   Cautiously, I take his hand and he leads me out of the orphanage. I glance over my shoulder and see the nurse watching as we leave, and my heart is filled with joy at the thought that at least I shall never again have to come to this place. I do not know what life will be like with my uncle, but I am quite certain that it will be an improvement over my recent fortunes. I hope he is a kind man, and that I can be happy in his care, and I feel confident that he won't hurt me. I know almost nothing about my uncle, but I am quite certain that nothing he does can ever be as bad as my life in the orphanage. Perhaps, finally, I shall once again have a home.
 
   


 
  

Book 7:
 
    
 
   Weatherman
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   The pain is intense. Within the first few milliseconds, my skin has been burnt away completely; a moment later, all the muscle and meat is gone from my bones; finally, I feel the bones themselves start to blacken and char. I want to scream, but time is rushing past so fast, all I can do is stare straight ahead as I feel the flames smash through my skull and consume my brain itself. Finally, a white hot blast engulfs me completely, and I wait for the moment of death; I wait for everything to go black, and for my soul to go back to how things were before I was born. I wait and I wait and I wait, and still death doesn't come.
 
   Finally, I realize something has changed. The fire is gone, and I am still alive. Not just alive, but complete. I hold my hands up and see that all my flesh has returned. I take a deep breath and feel the air fill my lungs. The pain still echoes through my bones, but as I take a step forward, I realize that something has changed. I try to remember what happened to me, but I find that my memory is full of holes and gaps. I pause, desperately searching my mind for some reminder of who I am and where I come from, but there's nothing. The only thing I remember is my name, but even that seems to be fading from my consciousness. I focus, trying to keep my name alive; dropping to my knees, I recite the two words over and over again and - I blink, and it's gone.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   As I awaken from a restless dream, I reach across the bed and find - to my surprise - that there is no sign of Victoria. I take a deep breath, listening for some sound of her elsewhere in the house. Something has been troubling my new wife since the day of our wedding last week, and I fear that she is struggling to cope with the shock of recent events. The sudden and shocking manner of her uncle's death, which occurred by his own hand, has left a deep scar in Victoria's psyche, and my best efforts to help her have so far all been in vain. I have not broached the subject with her, preferring to wait patiently for her to recover of her own accord, but I feel that time is running out. If she does not begin to improve soon, I shall have to consider some other means by which I might help her.
 
   Getting out of bed, I glance out the window and see the dark, quiet town. It is the middle of the night, and the whole of Devil's Briar seems to be fast asleep. As I walk through to the hallway outside the bedroom, I start to become aware of a sound in one of the other rooms. It takes me a moment to track her down, but finally I find Victoria sitting in my study. She seems to be observing a set of candles that burn on my desk, and from the look on her face it is as if these candles are the most important things in the whole world. She stares at them with such absolute dedication and devotion, I hasten to believe she has not even noticed my arrival. I walk quietly into the room, and still she does not look up. I cannot help but wonder where the line between sanity and insanity is to be found, and whether my dear, darling wife has perhaps slipped across that line already.
 
   "Victoria," I say quietly, my voice cutting through the hush of the room. "Is everything okay?"
 
   "Yes," she replies tensely, still not looking at me. It is as if she is desperately staring at the flickering candles, looking for something that might appear within the flames.
 
   "It is late," I continue. "Or early. Either way, I feel you should be in bed. It is so cold, and there is a real danger you might catch a -"
 
   "I am fine," she says. "I am afraid I must do my work by night. In daylight, the light of the candles is diffused, and I have difficulty seeing the patterns. Only at night can I be certain that I do not miss anything."
 
   I take a deep breath, turning to look at the candles as they continue to burn on my desk. Whatever Victoria sees, or thinks she sees, in the flames, it is clear that she attaches great importance to this ritual. Every night, she rises from the bed once I am asleep, and every night she sits for hours and hours, staring at the candles as if she expects to learn something. It is most unusual behavior, and there is a look on her face that makes me worry; it is as if she has forgotten all her earthly cares, and thinks only of the candles and what they might tell her. She has been neglecting her chores during the day, and I am quite certain that she cannot continue to spend her nights in this manner.
 
   "What do you see?" I ask, deciding to try a different approach.
 
   "What do I see where?" she replies, still staring at the candles.
 
   "In the lights," I say, walking around to join her. I place a hand on her shoulder, hoping to distract her for a moment. She does not look up at me, but it feels good just to be touching her. "You stare at the lights every night," I continue. "Is there something you see in there? Is there some pattern that you, and only you, can discern?"
 
   She pauses for a moment. "I see only the flickering lights of a few candles," she says eventually, "but I am concerned not with what I see at present, but with what I might see. It might take just a moment, but I hope I shall bear witness to some kind of sign. Some symbol, or..." Her voice trails off. "You must think me insane, Albert."
 
   "Not at all," I assure her, although in truth I have begun to doubt her sanity. "I merely wish to understand the phenomenon that occupies so much of my dear wife's time. Clearly this is something that is very important to you, and I should like very much to know what is on your mind. Are you troubled, my dear?"
 
   "No," she says. "Not troubled. I merely seek..." She pauses again. "I fear, Albert, that you will doubt my sanity if I tell you the truth. If you ask me again what I seek when I look into the candles, I shall tell you the honest truth, but please be sure before you ask that you have faith in my strength of character. I cannot have you doubting me."
 
   I stare at her, watching her beautiful face in the flickering light of the candles. "I shall not doubt you," I say, "nor shall I believe you to be mad. I merely want to know what attracts your attention with such force. I want to know what drives you to rise from our bed in the middle of the night and spend hours sitting here. My dear, I ask you most humbly to explain."
 
   "I am waiting for a sign that he has woken," she says. "I am waiting for a sign that he was correct, and that he did not end his life in vain."
 
   "You are waiting for a communication from your uncle?" I ask. This is, in truth, what I had feared. "My dear, he has been taken by God. He does not walk as a spirit among us. Rather, he is in Heaven. His soul is at rest, and he waits with our maker for the glorious day when we shall all join him."
 
   She shakes her head. "You do not understand, Albert. I would of course agree with you in normal circumstances, but on this occasion you are quite wrong. My uncle is not dead. He is merely resting. He is preparing to return in some manner that I do not quite understand, but..." She falls silent for a moment, and she leans a little closer to the candles, almost as if she expects to see something. "He will awaken soon," she says eventually. "He told me himself that he could not be certain of the timing. He was worried about how long the process might take, but he was convinced that his calculations were all correct."
 
   "And you will see his return in the candlelight?" I ask, running my hand through Victoria's hair. I want so much to ease her burden, but I fear that she is losing herself in dreams that can never possibly come true. I was one of those who witnessed Thomas Paternoster's dead body first-hand, and I am quite certain that his death cannot be doubted: half of the man's head was blown away by the gun, and there was brain matter on the wall. Indeed, even now, his body is buried in a grave on the outskirts of Devil's Briar, awaiting completion of a headstone. The idea that any part of that man remains intact, and that he could deliver a message back to those of us who are still living, is quite absurd. Only in a fevered mind could such ideas take root and grow.
 
   "He is here," Victoria says. "Somewhere. He is around us, in the dark." Finally, she looks up at me, her beautiful eyes full of loss and wonder. "If you were in his position, would you not choose to communicate your presence in some way? The candlelight seems the most obvious choice, especially when one takes into account the qualities of light involved in my uncle's calculations."
 
   "Well..." I pause, not sure what to say.
 
   "Look!" she says, getting to her feet and hurrying over to the bookcase in the corner, from which she retrieves a small notebook that I recognize as being one of her uncle's. She opens the notebook and shows me a page full of handwritten calculations, along with a small diagram that appears to show a series of circles set against a cross. "Do you understand now?" she asks, staring at me in expectation.
 
   "I am not sure that I do," I reply hesitantly.
 
   "The light fractures along a medial axis," she says, as if such things make perfect sense. "When the light fractures, the incidence of temporal flow is draw from its natural arc for a fraction of a second. It is in these moments that travel such as my uncle calculated might be possible. There is a quantity of some matter, all around us, that we do not see or feel or otherwise detect, but it is there. My uncle took Tesla's work and changed it so that he could understand the nature of this matter. He measured it, and over time he learned how it might be manipulated, and so..." She turns the pages of the notebook, showing me further sets of calculations. "It's all here," she continues, suddenly thrusting the notebook into my hands. "If you go through this book from start to finish, you'll see. It's all written down. He accounted for everything."
 
   "I see," I reply, staring at the incomprehensible scribbles her uncle left behind. I am starting to wonder if that man was entirely competent in the head.
 
   "Don't you see?" she asks, her hands shaking as she reaches out and turns the pages of the notebook back to the beginning. "Tell me you understand, Albert. Tell me it makes sense."
 
   "I am not a man of science," I reply eventually. "I am afraid that I can make no sense of your uncle's work. That does not mean, of course, that I am dismissing his ideas. I merely say that I am in no position to..." I pause, realizing that I must seem like a fool. "Do you understand all of this, Victoria?" I ask, stunned that a woman - even one as clever as my dear Victoria - could make sense of such complex ideas.
 
   "Every word," she replies firmly. "Every calculation. My uncle taught me."
 
   "Quite a marvel," I mutter. "And to what end did your uncle complete all this work? What was his goal?"
 
   She stares at me for a moment. "He believed he could move from one point on the curve to another," she says, her voice trembling a little. "He was quite certain that he could disappear at a time of his choosing, and reappear in some other form when the moment was right." She grabs the notebook and flicks through to one of the later pages. "These are the calculations regarding his return," she explains. "He was not entirely certain about all the figures, but he observed certain factors in the natural world. He spent many hours calculating the trajectories of ghosts and determining the correct..." She pauses. "Albert, I suddenly have the most terrible headache. Do you think it would be too much if I went to bed?"
 
   "I think sleep would be a great aid to your condition," I say, taking her by the arm and leading her through to the bedroom. As she settles back into the bed, I observe a great tension in her expression, and I am overcome by a feeling of absolute helplessness. It seems as if there is nothing I can do to ease her burden, yet I must keep trying. She rests her head on the pillow and is asleep almost immediately. Careful not to make a noise, I walk back through to the study, where the candles are still burning. Staring into the little flames, I find myself wondering what foolish notions have been placed into my wife's mind by her uncle. The man might have saved her from an orphanage when she was a child, but he should have taken more care to cultivate her emotional and intellectual development. She will require help and patience, but I am ready to provide both. With a heavy heart, I lean closer to the candles and blow out their flames.
 
   "You could always fuck her while she's asleep," says a voice in my head. Lawrence Evans has been fairly calm since my wedding to Victoria, but from time to time he still pipes up and mutters a few obscenities. The rest of the time, he seems to be resting.
 
   "You would do well to resist the urge to mouth such obscenities," I say quietly.
 
   "That's as may be," he replies, "but I still wouldn't mind if you decide to give her a quick spin in the next few days. The only reason I keep my voice down at the moment, Albert old pal, is that this way you end up spending more time in bed with that lovely young woman. I sure do like watching you squeeze your pudgy little cock into her tight pussy."
 
   Deciding to ignore the voice, I turn and head back through to the bedroom, where Victoria is sleeping calmly. Once I am in bed, I listen to the silence of the town at night. I am grateful that Lawrence Evans seems to have quieted down once again, though I am quite certain he is still in my head somewhere. Rolling onto my side, I place an arm around Victoria, hoping that even in her slumber she will be reassured by my presence. Although she does not wake up, she responds by gently resting a hand on my wrist. This perfect, beautiful woman has fallen victim to many devious men over the years, and I am determined to rescue her from the nightmare in her heart.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   Staring at the monitor, I wait for the portable spectrometer to give some kind of reading. I'm sitting out in the middle of the town square, trying to use the machine to determine if any unusual light variances can be detected in the area around the huge metal cross. It's a bit of a long-shot, but we've already tried all the obvious tests and come up with nothing. I'm certain that we're missing some kind of clue, but right now it's as if Devil's Briar is determined to hold on to all its secrets. If the spectrometer doesn't deliver anything, I'll try every piece of kit in the truck until I finally find out what the hell caused Lawrence Evans to vanish when he touched the cross. Unfortunately, the spectrometer doesn't seem to be picking up anything unusual, so I guess it's back to the drawing board.
 
   Hearing footsteps coming up behind me, I switch the machine off.
 
   "If you've come to gloat," I say, expecting to find Ed standing behind me, "you're -" I stop speaking as I realize that there's no-one there. Glancing around, I see that I'm still completely alone in the town square. I swear I heard someone coming over here, but there aren't even any footprints in the dust.
 
   Turning back to the machine, I feel a shiver run through my body. Ever since the very first day I set foot in Devil's Briar, I've had a weird feeling about this town. Nothing major has happened, but I feel as if there's often something moving in the corner of my eye, and sometimes I have this weird sensation that someone is standing right next to me. I know it's crazy, and I know I'm probably just overreacting to the daunting strangeness of the place, but I can't shake the feeling that I'm being watched. I wish I could talk to Ed or Dr. Cole about this, but I'm pretty sure they'd dismiss my concerns, just as Bill dismissed them during the first visit. At the same time, I know what I'm feeling, and I'm even feeling it right now; someone, somewhere, is staring at me, and I know they're there even if I can't actually see them.
 
   "Paula!" calls out a voice, and I turn to see Ed coming toward me. I feel a shudder of relief.
 
   "Any luck?" I ask.
 
   He shakes his head. "Apart from the buildings, there's nothing here. No bodies, no documents of any real value." He stops next to me and looks up at the cross. "What about this thing? You got any closer to working out what the hell it's for?"
 
   "So far," I reply, "it just seems to be what it looks like. It's a big metal cross and no matter what instruments I use, I'm not picking up anything unusual. I'll crack it eventually, but right now it's refusing to give up its secrets. I'm starting to think there aren't any secrets at all."
 
   "And you're staying well back, right?" he says, looking down at the circle drawn around the base of the cross.
 
   "You think I'm an idiot?" I reply. "Of course I'm staying well back. There's no way I want to go the same way as Lawrence. Whatever's going on with this thing, I'm pretty sure I can get to the bottom of it without actually touching it." I take a deep breath; the heat of the midday sun is starting to become a little too strong, and I'm sweating buckets. I'm also feeling pretty nauseous, as if something's not right in my belly.
 
   "You want to take a break?" Ed asks.
 
   "Sure," I say, setting the equipment down and walking toward the hotel with him. "Where's Dr. Cole?"
 
   "Checking the perimeter again," he replies. "He says he wants to understand the area immediately surrounding Devil's Briar. I don't really know what he thinks he's going to find, but I guess he's got his own crackpot theories." He pauses for a moment. "So anyway, I was wondering. Have you noticed anything strange about the weather?"
 
   "It's hot," I say as we walk into the hotel.
 
   "Yeah," he replies, "and this morning it was freezing cold. And last night it was baking, and before that there was a little snow."
 
   "It's changeable," I add.
 
   "It's more than changeable," he continues. "It's freaky. This town has the most bizarre micro-climate I've ever encountered. It's as if the whole place just swings from one extreme to the other. Tell me how that's possible."
 
   "How would I know?" I reply, leading him through to the little saloon bar. "I'm not a weatherman."
 
   "I still think there's something very unusual going on here," he says.
 
   I can't help but let out a small laugh. "You think?" I say. "You know what, Ed? You just might be onto something."
 
   "You know what I'm talking about," he replies. "A dramatic swing from one set of climatic conditions to another is not unheard of, but this place seems to swing repeatedly from hot to cold. Didn't you notice that when you were here the first time?"
 
   "It snowed the first time," I say, drinking from one of the bottles of water we brought. "I'm not denying that the weather around here is pretty hyper-real, but I don't see that it's anything particularly mysterious. There are mountains nearby, and valleys. Couldn't those account for a prolonged period of unusually rapid transitions from -"
 
   "Not like this," he says, interrupting me. "This is something different. Something seems to be impacting the development of normal weather patterns in the area around Devil's Briar, and..." He pauses for a moment, with a slightly embarrassed look on his face. "Never mind."
 
   "Never mind what?" I ask.
 
   "It's kind of a crazy theory," he replies, before taking a deep breath. "Okay, don't shoot me down right away, but what if that big metal cross is some kind of device that's supposed to affect the local climate? What if in some way it's..." He pauses. "You know what? Now that I say it out loud, it seems completely ridiculous. I guess I was just clutching at straws."
 
   "So you think someone in Devil's Briar had managed to build a weather machine, huh?"
 
   "That's not what I'm saying at all," he says. "I'm not talking about some kind of B-movie sci-fi thing. But it's totally possible that some kind of concentrated magnetic disturbance could have a strong local impact."
 
   I smile, taking another sip of water.
 
   "So you agree with me?" Ed continues. "It's a crazy theory, right?"
 
   "It's not even a theory," I point out. "You've just noticed two apparently unconnected things and tried to explain them by shoving them together. Not very intellectually rigorous, is it?" I take another sip of water. "Have you looked at the body from under the bed?"
 
   "I didn't learn much," he replies. "It was definitely male, but the only distinguishing feature was some damage to one of the knees. I'm gonna bag him up so we can take him back to Boston, but I doubt we'll learn much from a DNA test. Something tells me the apples didn't fall far from the trees in Devil's Briar."
 
   "Still," I say, "he's the only one we've got so far."
 
   "And he was under the bed, huh?" Ed says.
 
   "God knows how he ended up there," I reply. "I guess he was hiding from someone."
 
   "Either that, or someone was hiding him," Ed points out. "I mean, there aren't many reasons why a fully-grown adult would happen to die while he's in the space under a bed. Especially in a hotel." He smiles. "Maybe there was some naughty business going on in Devil's Briar. Maybe -"
 
   Suddenly we both turn to the window, hearing the sound of someone calling for us. Hurrying out of the hotel, we find that Dr. Cole has returned to the town square, and he's in an agitated, breathless state. For a man who usually seems so calm and relaxed, the change is quite remarkable.
 
   "Come with me," he says, grabbing our arms and trying to pull us along.
 
   "Where are we going?" Ed asks.
 
   "I've found something," he says. "Come on."
 
   "Tell us first," Ed says as we both pull free.
 
   "I can't," Dr. Cole continues. "You really have to see it. I promise you, it's..." He pauses for a moment. "Just come with me!" Turning, he starts hurrying toward one of the side streets.
 
   After exchanging puzzled glances, Ed and I hurry to keep up with him. He leads up all the way along the street and finally out past the edge of the town. As he starts heading into the forest, I start to worry that maybe he's found something that indicates that Bill set out on his own when he realized he was stranded. If that's the case, it's another clear indicator that Bill probably died somewhere out in the wilderness.
 
   "Reuben, where the hell are we going?" Ed calls out as we struggle through the undergrowth.
 
   "Just a few hundred meters!" Dr. Cole calls back.
 
   "Can't you just tell us?" I shout.
 
   "Trust me!" he replies.
 
   "This is crazy," I say to Ed as we try to keep up with him. "What the hell are we supposed to find out here?"
 
   Up ahead, I see that Dr. Cole has suddenly stopped. As Ed and I finally catch up to him, I stare ahead and for a moment I see nothing more a seemingly endless expanses of woodland. After a moment, however, I notice something on the forest floor, a few meters ahead of us. It takes a moment for me to realize what I'm staring at, but I feel my chest tighten as I understand the true significance of what Dr. Cole is showing us.
 
   "Where the hell did they come from?" Ed says, clearly shocked.
 
   "I doubt this is a coincidence," Dr. Cole says, with a hint of awe in his voice. "Ed. Paula. We found them. Meet the survivors of Devil's Briar."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   "Best to let her rest," Henry Porter says as we sit in the hotel's saloon bar. "A woman's mind is a difficult thing to understand, Albert. Full of crazy ideas, but unable to make much sense of them. I used to think of my Haley's mind as being like a big soup that never stopped being stirred. There's not much you can do to help her, so just let it be, and hope that she comes right in the end."
 
   "Perhaps," I say, sipping from my tea, "but I fear she is merely sinking further and further into despair. The loss of her uncle seems to have unlocked some great cataclysm in her mind, and she is clinging to his old notebooks in some misguided belief that the man is coming back from the dead."
 
   "What's in these notebooks?" he asks.
 
   "Calculations," I explain. "Thoughts. Ideas. Diagrams. It's all part of the work he was undertaking."
 
   "And this work was..." He pauses for a moment. "I spoke to Mr. Paternoster on a number of occasions, Albert, but I was never sure about the nature of his work."
 
   "Nor was I," I say, "but I'm starting to believe his influence on Victoria was far from good."
 
   "Then burn the notebooks," Henry replies. "Look, Albert, I think the best thing to do is to leave Victoria to sort herself out. But if that option isn't appealing, then you have to go to the other extreme. Destroy all trace of Thomas Paternoster, and perhaps you'll be able to snap her out of this malaise."
 
   I take a deep breath. Some of Henry's ideas make sense, but I cannot help but think of his own wife. Haley Porter descended into a madness of her own, and eventually died by her own hand. While I am very keen to hear Henry's advice, I have to recognize that he was unable to help Haley. It might be the case that he has learned from his mistakes, and that his perspective is now extremely useful; on the other hand, this might instead by one of the few areas where Henry's advice would cause more harm than good. If I destroyed Thomas Paternoster's notebooks, Victoria would undoubtedly react very strongly. I am quite certain she loves me, but I fear her love for her uncle is stronger.
 
   "She is a rare creature," I continue. "I do not think she is especially delicate. Rather, I fear she is too strong for her own good. Emotionally, I mean. She has been through so much, Henry. Her parents died in a fire, and then she languished in an orphanage until her uncle collected her several years later. I do not wish to besmirch the name of a dead man, but I feel Thomas Paternoster failed to provide her with a stable life. They spent much of their time wandering from town to town until they finally came to Devil's Briar. Perhaps she is simply struggling with the process of putting down roots."
 
   "Either way," Henry replies, "she cannot continue like this forever. I have no doubt that she has potential, Albert, but she could yet end up..." He pauses for a moment. "Well, you know how things went with Haley."
 
   "There is nothing I would not do for Victoria," I say firmly. "Even if I have to take her on a trip to Florence, to see a doctor, I will gladly assume such an undertaking. Perhaps we must even make a longer trip, away from Devil's Briar for many months. There must be good doctors in California. It is too soon to think of such measures for the immediate future, but I fear that eventually I must seek firmer help. In truth, I do not know if my patience is a blessing or a curse. Every day the poor girl suffers, and every day I wonder if her condition is merely getting worse and worse."
 
   "Fuck her straight," Lawrence Evans says in the back of my mind.
 
   "You're the master of your house," Henry says, "and you're the only one who can decide what to do. I'm sure you'll make the right choice."
 
   At that moment, the door to the saloon bar opens and John Saxon enters the room. A curious, idle gentleman who arrived in Devil's Briar just over a week ago, Saxon seems to be content just milling around, spending his time drinking and gambling and getting to know people in the town. He seems harmless enough, although as Mayor I have a responsibility to keep an eye on all new arrivals. There is also the question of his link to Victoria; on more than one occasion, he has said things that make me think he has some prior acquaintance with both my wife and her uncle, and it certainly seems that the downturn in Victoria's mental health coincided with Saxon's first appearance. I cannot help but wonder whether it would be worth my while to gently suggest that he conclude his business in Devil's Briar and leave.
 
   "I guess I missed breakfast again," Saxon says, glancing across the bar.
 
   "Breakfast finishes at ten," Henry replies, "but I can rustle you up a cup of coffee and a sandwich."
 
   "Don't worry about the sandwich," Saxon says. "I'm not really hungry, I guess. Serves me right for staying up late with a bottle of whiskey. Wouldn't mind a coffee, though."
 
   "Coming right up," Henry says, getting to his feet and wandering over to the bar.
 
   "I trust you are having a pleasant stay in our town," I say to Saxon, hoping to engage the man in conversation so that I might better measure his character.
 
   "Pleasant enough," he says with a smile. "Pleasant enough."
 
   "Might I inquire as to your business?" I continue.
 
   "This and that," he says. "A little of this. A little of that. You know how it goes."
 
   "Quite," I reply, although the truth is that I have no idea what he means. The man seems content to just loiter, and if there is one thing I do not like, it is a man who loiters. I cannot help but think that he has some scheme in mind, and that it would be wise of me to keep an eye on him. "Won't you join me?" I ask, gesturing to one of the other seats at the table.
 
   "Don't mind if I do," he says, sitting opposite me. "I must say, Devil's Briar is a friendly little town. I've met a lot of good folk over the past week." He pauses for a moment. "How's Victoria doing? I haven't seen her around recently."
 
   I bristle at the mention of my wife's name. What business does such a ruffian have, asking after Victoria's well-being? "She is fine," I say as Henry brings Saxon's coffee to the table. "As you can imagine, she is busy getting used to married life. I'm afraid I was a bachelor for many years, and my household therefore requires a few changes to be made in order that it can accommodate a woman's touch."
 
   "Undoubtedly," Saxon says, sipping from his coffee. "I hope she hasn't been too affected by the death of her uncle. An awful trauma for a young lady, especially seeing as the guy blew his head off. God only knows what was going through that man's mind as he put the gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger."
 
   "Quite," I say.
 
   "This guy's trouble," Lawrence Evans whispers. "He knows something. Look how confidently he stares at you. He thinks he's got you over a barrel, Albert. I can't help wondering if he knows the taste of Victoria's sweet little pussy."
 
   "I must say," I continue, hoping to block out the voice in my head, "I am quite interested to discover the true nature of your relationship with the late Mr. Paternoster. I cannot shake the feeling that perhaps you and he knew each other before your time in Devil's Briar."
 
   Saxon smiles. "Did Victoria tell you that?"
 
   "Absolutely not," I reply. "It is merely a supposition of my own."
 
   "He's like me," Lawrence Evans says. "Think about it, Albert. We both arrived in town out of the blue. We both seemed to have nothing to really do in Devil's Briar. Maybe he and I come from the same place, if you know what I mean."
 
   "I must confess," Saxon says, "I have had dealings with Thomas Paternoster in the past. Many years ago, in fact. We were in Las Vegas at the same time. Have you been there?"
 
   "I have not," I reply.
 
   "They're really building something out there in the desert," he continues. "It's a real opportunity for a man who wants to invest some time and money and see if he can make a killing. That's where I first ran into Paternoster. We got on at first, but you know how these things go. Sometimes a man sours on another man, and things don't work out." He pauses for a moment, sipping from his coffee. "I don't want to get into the details," he says eventually, "but it would be accurate to say that Paternoster and I ended up not liking one another very much. It wasn't all his fault. Anyway, the point is, I never had nothing against Victoria. As far as I can see, she's a fine, upstanding young lady who'll make a pretty wife for any fellow who's lucky enough to land her. Of course, things might be complicated if she's all caught up in her uncle's plans and schemes."
 
   "And what plans and schemes would those be?" I ask.
 
   He smiles. "I'm not a smart man, Mr. Caster. I don't claim for one moment to understand what Thomas Paternoster was up to. All I know is he has these designs, and he was looking to build some kind of transmitter. He was always trying to raise money, and most of the time he ended up in trouble and had to skip town. From what I've heard, he never settled long in any one place." Getting up, he wanders over to the window and looks out across the town square. "That's a fancy big cross you got out there," he says after a moment. "Now, if I were to hazard a guess, I'd say maybe Paternoster himself was responsible." He turns to me. "Well? Wasn't he?"
 
   "Mr. Paternoster gave the town a magnificent gift," I say. "He was a very religious man."
 
   Saxon laughs. "If that's what you want to call him." Finishing his coffee, he sits for a moment and stares at me, as if he's daring me to ask another question. There's an arrogance about this man that I do not like, and I am starting to think that it might be better for all concerned if he took this opportunity to leave Devil's Briar. "I'm just messing with you," he says finally, getting to his feet. "Thomas Paternoster wasn't a bad guy, though I'd be careful around his experiments. They tended to go boom in a pretty big way, and I'm not just talking about the machines. Victoria might be beautiful, but she's still his work. You want to be careful. Don't turn your back. She goes from one extreme to the other, and it can get messy."
 
   "I don't need your advice regarding my wife," I say, trying to remain polite. "However, seeing as Mr. Paternoster is sadly no longer with us, and Victoria Paternoster is a married woman, I imagine you'll be wanting to get out of town in the near future. After all, a man such as yourself must have business elsewhere, surely?"
 
   "Maybe," he says. "I don't know, Albert. Sometimes I just like hanging around and watching people. You can tell a lot about folk just from their faces. Sometimes you can even tell their secrets. Those little dark truths they'd rather keep all hidden, like the names of their former lovers, or the way they used to pay people to cause terror in a small town just so as they could keep on going as Mayor." He walks to the door. "See you around, Albert. I'll be here a few more days yet."
 
   Once he has left the room, I take a deep breath and try to decide what I should do next. There is no doubt that John Saxon's comments amounted to a veiled threat. I do not know how, but he seems to have learned about my dealings with Lawrence Evans, to the extent that he might even start putting pressure on me. If this is some kind of extortion racket, I shall have to work fast to ensure that I nip it in the bud. On the other hand, Saxon seems like the kind of man who merely likes to play with the fears of others, in which case I should be more concerned about his plans for Victoria. As Mayor of Devil's Briar, I could have the rascal thrown out immediately, but I fear a better approach would be for me to bide my time and come up with a more effective plan. For now, my focus must be exclusively on Victoria and her problems.
 
   As the day draws on, however, and I continue with my various mayoral obligations, I find myself unable to shake the feeling that John Saxon has a distasteful interest in my wife. I cannot help but think that he wishes to steal her away from me, which is perfectly understandable given that Victoria is so beautiful. I am quite sure that she is loyal to me, but I also know that I am hardly the most attractive man in the world. I am older than her, and I am rather large and set in my ways. I am also old-fashioned, and my work as the town's mayor means I have to work long hours. Am I a fool to think that Victoria would be happy as my wife? After all, John Saxon is a good-looking man, and he seems to have known Victoria and her uncle before they came to Devil's Briar. It is even possible that Saxon and my dear wife had some kind of relationship long ago, in which case Saxon's aim in staying here must surely be to rekindle their romance. Finally, the entire situation makes sense to me and I realize that I face a terrible challenge to keep hold of my wife. If I am not careful, Saxon will steal her away and make me a cuckold. I take a deep breath and decide that I shall simply have to get rid of this troublesome man.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "They obviously didn't survive for long," Ed says, stepping forward and approaching the small collection of huddled skeletons. "And there's not enough of them. Where are the rest?"
 
   I move a little closer. There are clearly at least a dozen bodies here, all of them gathered together in a small clearing. It looks as if they died together, clutching one another; over the years, their bodies have rotted and the bones have collapsed into a heap, but there are a number of skulls dotted around the place. As I get closer still, I see that some of the skulls still have a few patches of skin and hair. My immediate thought is that these people were herded out here by someone, or they were sheltering from the cold. Then again, why would they do that when the town was so close?
 
   "Let's not make too many assumptions," Ed says. "We don't know that these people were from Devil's Briar. Even if they were, there's still the question of where everyone else went."
 
   "If these were the only survivors," Dr. Cole says, "perhaps they stayed behind for a reason. Perhaps the others went to get help, and they left the old and the sick."
 
   "It's possible," Ed says, peering at something on the ground. "There's a bible here," he continues after a moment.
 
   "There's another one over here," Dr. Cole adds. "Make that three."
 
   "A group of people, huddled just outside the town, clutching bibles," Ed continues. "Anyone got any idea what might have happened here?"
 
   "Isn't it obvious?" Dr. Cole says. "Something scared them. Something made them leave the town, but they didn't go far. Maybe the weather was particularly bad, and they thought the danger would pass, so they huddled here for a short while and then..." He pauses for a moment. "We found Victoria Paternoster on the road near Florence. Maybe she went off to get help, and never made it back."
 
   "Florence is too far away," Ed points out, "especially if the weather was bad. There's no way anyone would think they could make that journey on foot."
 
   "If they were desperate," Dr. Cole replies. "When people are desperate, they can be motivated to do things that would otherwise seem totally foolish. Suicidal, even."
 
   I walk over to the bones and crouch down, staring straight at one of the skulls. "Finally," I mutter. After all this time, rooting through the abandoned remains of the town, we've finally found at least some of the people who lived here. I was beginning to think we'd never make any progress in working out what happened to them, but now it looks like we've got somewhere to start. We can learn a lot from these bones, maybe even enough to be able to work out a cause of death.
 
   "Careful not to disturb them," Dr. Cole says as I reach out to touch one of the skulls. "We've got to analyze this site carefully."
 
   "Agreed," Ed says. "This might be our only chance to work out what happened here. We also need to check the surrounding area. There might be more."
 
   Glancing back toward Devil's Briar, I can just about make out some of the buildings on the very edge of the town. "This doesn't make sense," I say, before turning to Ed. "Why would they die here, when the town was just a few hundred meters away?"
 
   "Maybe they were lost," he replies. "Maybe conditions were bad, which would have meant visibility was low, and they became disorientated? Maybe..." He pauses. "I don't know, maybe they couldn't go back. Or wouldn't. Maybe Satan himself turned up in the middle of town, and a bunch of God-fearing locals ran screaming into the woods? Who knows?"
 
   Standing up, I walk around the piles of bones. It's so strange to think that they've been out here in the forest all this time, waiting to be discovered. It's also pretty odd to see that they don't seem to have been disturbed. There must be wolves and other creatures out here, but there's nothing to indicate that the bodies have been targeted by scavengers. These people just died here and rotted. No-one from the town came out to look for them, or came out and stumbled upon them by chance. Surely they would have been given a proper burial? The only explanation is that by the time these people died, there was no-one else left to bury them, in which case these must have been the last people to leave Devil's Briar.
 
   "We need to shift our focus," Ed says. "We need to examine these bodies and determine a cause of death."
 
   "That's going to be next to impossible without proper equipment," Dr. Cole points out. "Unless they were killed by some kind of trauma, we're going to need to get them back to a lab."
 
   "Agreed," Ed replies, "but let's do everything methodically. First, we need to do a toxicology panel and check for any kind of substance that might pose a threat. Then we catalog everything. I want to be able to recreate a detailed 3D map of every bone when we get back to Boston. I want to know exactly how these people were huddled together."
 
   "Look!" I say, pointing to one of the bones as something glints in the sunlight. Nestled in the palm of one of the hands, there's a small metal crucifix; it's almost as if the person was holding it, hoping it would protect them in their final moments. Without thinking, I reach out and take the crucifix, holding it up to get a better look.
 
   "Don't touch anything!" Ed says, grabbing my shoulder and pulling me back. "Paula, seriously, you can't disturb anything."
 
   "Sorry," I say, surprised at my own thoughtlessness. It's as if, just for a moment, I couldn't help myself. I stare at the crucifix in my hand and try to imagine what it must have felt like to have been facing death, and to have only this little thing to hold onto. I've never been religious, but there's no doubt faith can be a very powerful thing in the mind of a believer.
 
   "Why was this place called Devil's Briar anyway?" Dr. Cole asks. "I mean, it's not a very cheery name."
 
   "I guess they were very religious people," Ed says. "The name was probably historical, and they stuck with it for some reason. Maybe they thought it warded off evil."
 
   "Then this could have been mass hysteria," Dr. Cole continues, staring at the bones. "If the circumstances are right, people can panic over the smallest of things. I know you were joking earlier, Ed, but it's possible that these people really did believe that Satan was in their town."
 
   "There's another Bible," I say, spotting a book tucked under one of the skulls. I reach out and start to pull it loose, but Ed grabs my arm and drags me away.
 
   "Stop touching the site!" he says firmly, showing a flash of anger. "Paula, this is evidence! You can't go poking around. We have to preserve everything!"
 
   "Sorry," I say, shocked by how harsh he's being. "I just -"
 
   "Just leave it," he continues. "Maybe you should go back and finish your work on the cross."
 
   I stare at him for a moment. "You don't want me here?" I ask.
 
   "I think it'd be good if we compartmentalize our work," he replies. "If you work on the cross, Reuben and I can work on the bones. For now, anyway."
 
    "Sure," I say, taking a deep breath and turning to start the walk back into town. The last thing I want right now is to get into a full-on argument. It's weird, but I feel as if I'm starting to lose my focus. I've always prided myself on being able to detach my human curiosity from my scientific work, but now it's as if I'm getting caught up in the mystery. There's no way I should have just reached out and taken the crucifix from the pile of bones, and normally I'd never do something so stupid. I need to keep my head together.
 
   When I get back to the town square, I walk back over to the spectrometer and reach out to switch it on, before realizing that something's changed. The back of the machine is crumpled, and some of the wires are hanging out. I carefully isolate the battery before removing the rear panel, at which point I discover that the interior of the unit has been gutted. My heart starts to race as I realize someone must have done this deliberately. Glancing around at the buildings, I half-expect to see someone standing nearby, perhaps even Bill. After all, there's no way either Ed or Dr. Cole would have done this, and there's also no way they had the opportunity. This is deliberate damage, and it's firm proof that there's someone else here in Devil's Briar.
 
   "Bill!" I call out, convinced that he must be nearby. God knows why he'd decide to start sabotaging our equipment, but perhaps all this time alone has led to some serious mental problems. "Bill!" I shout again, but all I hear is my own voice echoing across the square. Lost in thought, I'm suddenly startled by movement in the corner of my eye. I turn and look toward the hotel, and it takes a moment before I realize that there's someone standing in one of the windows. It can't be Ed or Dr. Cole, so it must be...
 
   "Bill?" I say quietly, under my breath, watching as the figure moves out of view. "Bill!" I shout, running across the town square and racing up the steps that lead into the hotel.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   Sitting in the mayoral office, staring at the papers awaiting my attention, I try to decide what to do about Victoria. Although my instinct is to be patient, I'm very aware that I could risk further harm coming to her mind if I wait too long. I have been away from my house for most of the day, yet I am quite certain Victoria will have done none of the usual chores that one expects of a wife. She will not have cleaned, or run errands, or cooked dinner; instead, she will have spent the day reading her uncle's notebooks and trying to divine his presence through the flickering lights of the candles in my study. It pains me to think of her sitting alone all day, her mind so troubled, and I am starting to feel that perhaps I am an inadequate husband. After all, could not most men find some way to pull their beloved out of such a trough of despair?
 
   "You could fuck her back to her senses," Lawrence Evans whispers in my head.
 
   "Go to hell," I reply. Here in the privacy of my own office, I feel I can talk back to Evans and perhaps force him to leave me alone.
 
   "I'm just trying to help," he continues. "After all, you helped me out when I arrived in Devil's Briar."
 
   On that point, at least, he is correct. When Evans came wandering into the town, lost and disorientated, I took him under my wing and offered him a deal. At the time, I was struggling to maintain my position in Devil's Briar, and I realized that I needed to make myself seem stronger. To that end, I paid Evans to cause disturbances; the idea was that I would eventually stand up to him and drive him away, with the result that the townsfolk would recognize my authority and see me in a different light. Unfortunately, Evans quickly went too far, with the result that there were several deaths. I eventually shot the rascal, and I was lauded for my actions; still, I cannot help but wonder whether I was wrong to come up with such a scheme in the first place.
 
   "I'm going to be leaving you soon, Albert," Lawrence whispers. "How does that make you feel?"
 
   I take a deep breath. "I can only pray that you will be gone for good," I reply after a moment.
 
   "Oh, I'll be gone forever and ever," he replies. "Or until the wheel turns again and we're all back where we started. Either way, I've almost finished what I came here to do."
 
   "And what is that?" I ask.
 
   "I came here to find a man," he says. "It wasn't really my idea to find him, but I tagged along. I've found him now, or at least I've found out what happened to him. That's enough, isn't it?" He pauses. "I'll miss you, Albert, but there's still a little time left for some more fun. Why don't you go home and fuck your pretty little wife one more time? Give me one last look at her tits before I disappear."
 
   "You are a foul man," I reply. "The way you speak about my dear Victoria -"
 
   "The way I speak is the way you think!" he says firmly. "What do you think I am, Albert? A ghost? A spirit? Fuck all of that. I'm your guilty conscience, and I'm going to do you one last favor before I leave you alone. Now get your ass out of that chair and walk to the door."
 
   "I have work to do," I reply, picking up a pile of papers from my desk.
 
   "Get up!" he screams.
 
   I pause for a moment. Having considered this episode in my life to be over following Victoria's intervention, I am rather alarmed to find that Lawrence Evans seems to be asserting himself more and more fully in my mind. I dearly want to ignore his every utterance, but perhaps if I give in to his demands one final time, he will go through with his promise to stop tormenting me.
 
   "We both know you're going to do it," he continues, "so why not make this easier on both of us? Just get out of your fucking chair, Albert, and walk to the fucking door."
 
   Sighing, I put my papers down and rise from the chair, feeling a twinge of pain in my knee. I take my walking cane from the corner and make my way carefully over to the door, where I stand and wait.
 
   "Well?" I say, already tired of this game. "What now?"
 
   "Go outside," he says. "Go all the way out into the town square and walk over to the cross."
 
   I take a moment to button my coat, before heading out of the office. Lawrence Evans is mercifully quiet as I emerge into the town square and walk toward the cross. It is a fine day in Devil's Briar, and for once it seems as if the people of this town are getting on with their lives in a harmonious and most agreeable manner. I cannot help but wonder if the recent turmoil of Thomas Paternoster's brief spell as mayor has been mitigated by my own marriage to Victoria. Certainly, our wedding day was attended by almost everyone in town, and I feel that there is a new sense of community spirit.
 
   "Now what?" I say quietly as I reach the cross. "What do you want?"
 
   "What if I told you that everything Victoria says about her uncle is true?" Lawrence Evans asks. "What if I told you that she's absolutely fucking bang-on when she talks about his work, and when she tries to find some evidence that he's coming back."
 
   "My wife is under a great deal of strain," I reply quietly, keeping my voice low so as not to attract attention from passersby.
 
   "And you've just assumed that she's losing her mind," he says, "but why don't you consider, just for a moment, the possibility that she's right? What if she's simply continuing her uncle's work?"
 
   "I wish it were so," I mutter.
 
   "It is so," he hisses. "It's very, very so, Albert. You just need to have faith in that gorgeous little wife of yours. Trust her. She's smart. She's much smarter than you. She's even smarter than her uncle. Do you know she used to make corrections in his notebooks? Without her input, he'd never have got this far."
 
   "I don't see that Thomas Paternoster got very far at all," I reply. "The man blew his brains out."
 
   "All part of the plan," he says. "All part of the grand experiment. Now reach out and touch the cross."
 
   "Is there a reason for this?"
 
   "Just do it," he says. "You'll see."
 
   Sighing, I place my hand on the cold metal of the cross, and I realize to my great surprise that there is a faint tremor coming from within the structure. It is almost as if the cross contains some mechanism that is functioning deep inside its form.
 
   "You feel that?" Lawrence Evans asks. "That's the problem. Paternoster's machine is fucking up the air around this place. You've got no fucking idea how much energy this thing is churning, and that little vibration is just the tiniest fraction of the whole." He pauses for a moment. "You want to know something crazy, Albert? One day, people are gonna come to Devil's Briar and find the whole place is deserted, and they're gonna try to work out what happened, and they're gonna mostly go mad in the process. They're gonna try to slip the groove on the loop, and they're gonna fail."
 
   "I have done what you asked," I reply, taking my hand off the cross. "Will you now fulfill your side of the agreement, and leave me alone?"
 
   He laughs. "Is there any way I can persuade you to let me have one last look at your wife's cherry tits before I go?"
 
   "Leave me alone!" I say firmly, glancing up and seeing with relief that no-one is nearby to overhear my words.
 
   "Fine," he says. "You're on your own now, Albert. I could've stuck around to help you, but I can tell I'm not wanted. I don't wanna overstay my welcome, so I'll be off now. Seeya on the next trip around."
 
   I stand and wait for some sign that he is gone, but finally I realize that the silence in my mind is proof enough. Taking a deep breath, I turn and hurry across the town square, determined to find my dear Victoria and see if I can lift her burden. She was so good to me, rescuing me from the foul Dr. Collings and nursing me back to health, and I am quite certain I must repay her kindness. There must be some way to lift her from this malaise, so that we might embark upon a happy life together as husband and wife.
 
   As I pass the hotel, I glance at the window and see John Saxon staring out at me. From the curious smile on his lips, I can only assume he has been observing me, and perhaps he noticed that I seemed to be having a conversation with thin air over by the cross. A shiver runs through my body as I reflect that even if Lawrence Evans is truly gone, there is still one potential trouble-maker in town. If I am to truly ease Victoria's troubles, it might be that I must first chase this Mr. Saxon out of Devil's Briar. He is at the very least a disruptive influence, and his continued presence must surely serve to constantly remind Victoria of her uncle's passing. No matter what the means, I am determined to save Victoria from the tortures of her own mind, and from Saxon's lecherous advances. Even as he looks at me, I can see from the look in his eyes that he believes he can take Victoria away from me. Time is running out, and I must get rid of this man as soon as possible.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Bill!" I shout as I race up to the first floor of the hotel and start desperately searching every room. Every time I push open another door, I prepare myself to come face to face with Bill, but every time I end up disappointed. Finally, I come to a breathless halt and realize I've checked every room, and there's no sign of him. I stand in the hallway and try to work out what just happened. I swear to God, I'm not losing my mind: I saw a human figure in this place. Finally, I remember that there's one more room downstairs that I haven't checked, leading off from the kitchen. I hurry through, but all I find is the skeleton that Bill and I discovered earlier.
 
   "Bill!" I call out again, hoping against hope that he might be here somewhere. I listen, but the whole building seems to be completely silent. I want to call out to him one more time, but I force myself to wait a moment longer. If he's here, he clearly doesn't want to be reached. Taking a deep breath, I'm about to go back through to the hallway when I suddenly realize I can hear voices from somewhere else in the building. They're too muffled for me to be able to make out what they're saying, but I think they're coming from one of the rooms near the old reception area. With my heart racing, I make my way slowly along the corridor until finally I realize the voices are coming from the adjacent saloon bar.
 
   "Mr. Paternoster gave the town a magnificent gift," a male voice says. "He was a very religious man."
 
   "If that's what you want to call him," says another voice, laughing. "I'm just messing with you. Thomas Paternoster wasn't a bad guy, though I'd be careful around his experiments. They tended to go boom in a pretty big way, and I'm not just talking about the machines. Victoria might be beautiful, but she's still his work. You want to be careful. Don't turn your back. She goes from one extreme to the other, and it can get messy."
 
   "I don't need your advice regarding my wife," the first voice says. "However, seeing as Mr. Paternoster is sadly no longer with us, and Victoria Paternoster is a married woman, I imagine you'll be wanting to get out of town in the near future."
 
   Pushing the door open, I step into the saloon bar and the voices immediately stop. I find myself standing alone in the room, with nothing around me but empty silence. Still, I swear I heard those voices, and I'm pretty sure I haven't yet reached the point where I've started to imagine things. The voices were discussing names I've heard before: Thomas and Victoria Paternoster both appeared in the records we found here in Devil's Briar. Maybe my imagination is running overtime, but I'm certain that there's something else going on here. Last time I was in this town, I started to believe that ghosts might be real; this time, I'm absolutely certain that I've started to hear voices from an earlier time. All that remains is for me to find some way to convince Ed that this is all true, and to work out how to collect absolute, verifiable truth.
 
   "Hey," says a voice behind me. I turn to find that Ed has returned to the hotel. "You okay?" he asks.
 
   "Yeah," I reply cautiously, figuring I should probably keep quiet about the voices until I've worked out how to raise the subject without coming across as a total idiot. Ed probably already has doubts about me, after I started disturbing the bones out in the forest, and I guess the last thing I need to do right now is start rambling on about voices and ghosts.
 
   "I just wanted to apologize," Ed continues. "I was a little harsh on you back there."
 
   "It's fine," I say. "I just thought the -" Suddenly I realize that I've dropped the small crucifix. Somewhere between the edge of town and this room, it slipped from my hand. "Did you learn anything new?" I ask, trying to get the conversation back on track.
 
   "Not much," he replies, "but it's still early days. Cole's back there documenting the skeletons. It's his kind of work. He's loving it." He pauses for a moment. "So I couldn't help but notice the spectrometer took a bit of a dent. Did something happen?"
 
   "I don't know," I say. "It was like that when I got back from the forest."
 
   "Uh-huh," he says, clearly a little suspicious.
 
   "You think I did it?" I ask, immediately realizing that I sound kinda defensive. Then again, Ed is accusing me of sabotaging our work. "Why the hell would I do something like that?" I continue, when I realize he genuinely thinks I'm responsible. "Give me one good reason why I'd be motivated to smash up a piece of kit."
 
   "You're tired," he replies. "You're emotional -"
 
   "And that's why I'd start wrecking our work?"
 
   He stares at me, and I can tell that he thinks I'm turning into some kind of wreck. "You said yourself," he continues after a moment, "being up here is a little strange. It's a weird place, and there's the added strain of Bill's disappearance. I know you never wanted to come back to Devil's Briar, and I think maybe I pushed you a little too hard. I should never have -"
 
   I wait for him to finish the sentence. "Never have what?" I ask eventually.
 
   "When we got here," he continues, "I knew we needed you. I felt like your obstinate refusal to come up here with us and help us out was based purely on the fact that you were worried about running into Bill again. When we realized Bill wasn't here, I decided I had to get you up here, so I..." He pauses again.
 
   "So you lied to me," I reply, as I start to realize what he means. "You told me you couldn't find Devil's Briar, when you'd already found it."
 
   "Would you have come otherwise?" he asks. "If I'd phoned you up and told you we'd found it, would you be standing here right now? Even if I'd told you we couldn't find Bill, would you have packed a bag and made your way out here?"
 
   "That doesn't give you the right to lie to me," I tell him. "I came up here for one reason and one reason only. I came because you told me you couldn't find the place, and you told me that if I didn't come and help, you might never be able to get to Bill. You fed me some bullshit story about Devil's Briar disappearing and then reappearing -"
 
   "The maps were real," he says.
 
   "But the rest of it?" I stare at him for a moment, realizing how easily he managed to fool me. All it took were a few claims about the whole town not being here, and I started to buy into the idea of Devil's Briar being the focus of some kind of supernatural or paranormal activity. I started seeing movement in the shadows. Bill was right when he said that the human mind can play powerful tricks. Damn it, I started to believe in all this crap. I can't believe I was so gullible, but I guess this is a valuable lesson.
 
   "So do you hate me?" Ed asks.
 
   "Yes," I reply, feeling a kind of ice-cold anger start to rise through my body. I'm not a violent person, but right now I want to punch him in the face. "I didn't smash your precious spectrometer," I say, taking deep breaths in an attempt to calm down. "I didn't sabotage anything. Out of the two of us, I'm not the one who's being deceitful here."
 
   "Everything else is true," he replies. "You saw what happened to Lawrence. You've seen that Bill isn't here. You've seen the skeletons. Everything that's happened since you got here has been completely true. The only lie was in the method I used to get you to come back."
 
   I nod, realizing that I'm almost shaking with rage. I can't believe I allowed Ed to manipulate me so easily. "I want to leave," I say finally. "Are you gonna drive me, or do I have to take the truck and abandon the pair of you?"
 
   "Wait a couple more days," Ed says.
 
   "No!" I shout. "I've already been through all of that with Bill! I'm not hanging around while you finish your work. I'm leaving right now, for good, and I'm never, ever coming back to this place. I'm sick of all the lies and the tricks and the voices and the -" I pause, realizing I've said too much.
 
   "Voices?" Ed asks.
 
   "Nothing," I say. "I'm going to the truck. Right now. Are you coming to drive me, or are you going to pull the same bullshit Bill pulled? 'Cause in case you haven't noticed, that didn't really work out too well for him, did it?"
 
   "Let me go and tell Reuben," Ed says. "I'll tell him I'm driving you back to Florence."
 
   "Okay," I reply. "I'll grab my stuff and meet you at the truck." I try to walk past him, but he grabs my arm. "Get off," I say firmly.
 
   "Paula, I just wanted to say I'm -"
 
   "Get off," I say, pulling free. "If you're not at the truck in twenty minutes, I'll hot-wire the fucking thing and leave you both here." Walking quickly out of the room, I head upstairs and grab my bag from the little bedroom where I slept last night. As I'm about to leave, I glance out the window and see Ed slowly walking across the town square, heading to find Dr. Cole and tell him what's going on. Taking a deep breath, I take one final look across the room and notice the small painting on the wall. I walk over and see that it's the same painting I noticed on my first day in Devil's Briar: the image shows a woman bending over as she does some washing, while a devil leers at her. Reaching up, I unhook the picture from the wall and shove it in my bag as a kind of memento, before having a change of heart and hurrying to the door. At the last moment, I realize there's no way I want any kind of memento from this place, so I take the picture back out of my bag and place it on the table by the bed, before heading downstairs. All I want to do right now is get as far away from Devil's Briar as possible, and I meant what I said to Ed: if he isn't at the truck in twenty minutes, I'm going to drive out of here alone. I'll let the people in Boston know they need to send someone to pick Ed and Reuben up, but there's no way I'm hanging around this place a moment longer.
 
   As I walk out of the hotel, I spot the little crucifix on the ground where I dropped it. Annoyed at my own superstitions, I decide to leave the crucifix in the dust and instead I make my way quickly across the town square, heading for the truck. There's no sign of Ed so far, but hopefully - for his own sake - he'll be along soon to drive me back to town. I certainly don't want to end up with a repeat of the previous situation, where I drove away and had to arrange for someone else to come back and get Bill; nevertheless, I have this physical need to get as far from Devil's Briar as possible.
 
   "Paula!" Ed calls out. "Wait!"
 
   I keep walking, but he soon catches up to me and we walk together toward the truck.
 
   "So are we going to have this awkward silence all the way back to Florence?"
 
   "I guess so," I reply, not really in the mood for talking. I'm still fighting the urge to land a punch on his smug, lying face, and I'd rather just be alone and get my thoughts together. I never want to hear the name Devil's Briar again.
 
   "I'm sorry for deceiving you," he says as we reach the truck, "but I hope you can understand my reasoning."
 
   "Your reasoning?" I reply, opening the passenger's side door and climbing in. I sigh, realizing I can't handle a huge argument. I'm so tired, I just want to get this whole thing over with. "Don't talk to me," I say eventually, as Ed gets into the truck and takes the keys from his pocket. "I'm exhausted," I continue. "I just want to look out the window and get out of here. Is it too much to ask you to just drive me to Florence and not keep nagging at me?"
 
   "Fine," he says, trying to start the engine. After a couple of attempts, he checks the dials.
 
   "What's wrong?" I ask, starting to get this slightly panicky feeling in the pit of my stomach.
 
   "I don't know," he replies. "Everything looks okay. Wait a moment." Getting out of the truck, he walks around and seems to be examining the exhaust. I sit and wait for him to get done, and finally I notice that he's crouched down to look under the vehicle. "Shit!" he says eventually.
 
   My heart skips a beat. "What?" I ask, taking deep breaths in an attempt to calm myself down.
 
   "There's a leak," he replies. "The fuel tank's got a gash on the underside. All the gas has leaked out."
 
   I stare straight ahead, my mind racing. This can't be happening again. There's no way that another truck can have exactly the same damage as the first. Getting out and walking around to where Ed is examining the underside, I take a look for myself. Sure enough, the fuel tank has a large hole, and the strangest thing is that it looks like exactly the hole that I saw back on the first truck when I was here with Bill.
 
   "How the hell did that happen?" Ed asks, and I can tell from the tone of his voice that he's genuinely shocked.
 
   I take a step back from the truck, trying to work out what this means. There's no way in the world that this could be a coincidence. Two different trucks have developed exactly the same problem, and in both cases it was just as I was demanding to leave Devil's Briar. I turn and look at the town, and I feel my chest start to tighten as it becomes apparent that something is trying to keep me here.
 
   "I think we have some spares in the back," Ed says, but I just keep staring at the town. "Paula?" he asks after a moment. "Are you okay?"
 
   I don't look at him. All I can do is stare at Devil's Briar and think about my helplessness. I swear to God, this town is playing a trick on me; either that, or Bill's out here somewhere, trying to make sure we don't get away. Whatever's going on, it's obvious that we're being treated like playthings. All I want is to get away from here and never, ever come back, and now I feel as if I'm going to be stuck here forever. Is Devil's Briar going to keep me in its grip, constantly pulling me back until I finally give up and decide to stay?
 
   "Paula -" Ed says, putting his hand on my shoulder. Before he can continue, I turn and run, heading past the truck and out toward the forest. Somehow, for some reason, Devil's Briar is trying to make sure I don't leave. All I can think about is that I'm not going to stay here a second longer. I'm going to get away, or die trying.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   Waking from yet another restless dream, I turn and see that once again Victoria has left our bed in the middle of the night. I reach out and touch the space where she should be sleeping, and I feel that her side is cold. She has clearly been up for many hours, undoubtedly sitting in my study and trying yet again to see some sign of her uncle's presence. Sighing, I turn on my side and try to go back to sleep, reasoning that there is nothing I can do to help the poor girl; eventually, however, I realize I cannot possibly sleep while she is in so much torment, so I climb out of bed and walk through to the hallway.
 
   "You must come to bed," I say as I enter the study. "All this -" I pause, finding that there is no sign of Victoria. Her uncle's notebooks are scattered on the floor, and the candles have not been lit. Hurrying out of the room, I check every other part of the house until finally I realize that my wife is nowhere to be found.
 
   With a sense of rising panic, I quickly get dressed before rushing out into the street. The town is dark and quiet, and I cannot imagine what my dear Victoria could possibly be doing out here. Stumbling along, I head toward Thomas Paternoster's grave, which rests on the edge of town. When I reach the spot, however, Victoria is nowhere to be seen. Standing in the cold night air, I stare at the dark patch of earth where Paternoster's body was buried a few days ago. The headstone is not yet ready, but there is a strange atmosphere out here. After a moment, I feel a presence nearby, but I turn to find that there is no-one there.
 
   I hurry back into the town, desperate to find Victoria. She knows so few people in Devil's Briar, and I cannot imagine what business might have led her to wander off in such a manner. My biggest fear is that perhaps she has wandered out into the forest, in which case I have no idea how I might ever find her again. For now, I must simply hope that she is somewhere within the town itself, and I head for the hotel in case I can find her there. Storming up the steps and into the reception area, I go to the desk and check the ledger before hurrying upstairs and barging into the room where John Saxon has been staying.
 
   "Where is she?" I shout, almost shaking with rage, before I realize that Saxon is nowhere to be found. His bed appears to be undisturbed, which can mean only one thing: the pair of them have gone off together, eloping from Devil's Briar and leaving me to look like a fool. I should never have allowed myself to believe that such a beautiful, intelligent young lady might settle for life as my wife. Taking a deep breath, I realize that I was wrong to think I could tame such a wild spirit. Victoria has clearly run off with the younger, more handsome, more exciting John Saxon. I turn to leave the room, and it is only now that I see the awful truth.
 
   Slumped on the floor, partially hidden behind the open door, John Saxon's corpse stares up at me. He has clearly been dead for a few hours, and a large pool of blood has spread out across the floor. In his chest, there is a large wound where some kind of blade has sliced through his body. His dead eyes are looking in my direction, and I realize with dread that the most likely culprit in this murder is surely my own, dear Victoria. She blamed Saxon for her uncle's death, and she has now taken her revenge. By now, she is probably far away from here.
 
   Stepping over to Saxon's body, I reach down and close his eyes. I push his dead body under the bed, in order to keep it concealed for as long as possible, before I hurry out of the room and back down the stairs. I emerge into the bracing night air and realize that I must raise the alarm, and eventually people will start to understand what has happened. My reputation in this town is clearly ruined. The only solution will be for me to leave Devil's Briar forever and start again somewhere else.
 
   "Albert!" a voice calls out, and I look across the town square to see Victoria huddled on the ground, next to the cross.
 
   "My dear!" I shout, hurrying over to her. "Whatever are you doing out here?" I ask, as I see that her clothes are torn and she seems to have a number of cuts and bruises on her face. I get closer and realize that there is a terrible smell coming from, like sulfur mixed with some kind of chemical. "You must come home at once," I stammer, determined to get her out of sight and back to the safety of our home.
 
   "Of course," she says, getting to her feet. She seems remarkably calm, almost as if she does not recognize the enormity of what has happened. "I was just thinking about poor Catherine Collings. This is where she died, you know, except it was snowing that night."
 
   "Do not dwell on such things," I tell her, taking her by the hand and leading her back toward our house. "Poor Catherine is no longer suffering. She is at peace, and I am quite certain that she is in Heaven now, with God."
 
   "It sounds so easy when you put it like that," Victoria replies.
 
   "Nothing is easy," I say, "but at least the poor girl will have received her reward." As we reach the house, I reflect that this is the first time I have had a proper conversation with Victoria since her uncle killed himself. I cannot help but that think, finally, she is rousing from her melancholy, though the price of this recovery is far too great. Even now, I see blood stains on her skin and clothes. There can be no doubt that she is the one who killed Mr. Saxon.
 
   "I am sorry to have worried you," Victoria says as we go inside and I push the door shut. "I fear I have not been the wife you desired. Not yet, anyway."
 
   "Do not apologize," I reply. "We have the rest of our lives to look forward to. That, in itself, is enough to cheer my soul." I take a deep breath, trying to work out how I might ensure that Victoria's terrible actions do not become common knowledge. I shall endeavor to shield her from public scrutiny. There is yet a way that this whole situation can be saved.
 
   "You look so fraught, Albert," she says as she puts her arms around me, holding me tight. Finally, it is as if all the trauma of the past week has been washed away and Victoria is ready to move on from the loss of her uncle. Perhaps I was right all along; perhaps she merely needed some time to adjust to her new life, and to understand that she can still be happy even if Mr. Paternoster is no longer with us. As I told her over and over again, she retains all her memories from her time with him, and she must focus on our marriage. I take a deep breath, smelling her hair, and I realize that for the first time in my life, I'm truly happy; I can see a future for us, and I can see us one day having children. I also believe that eventually the world will come to recognize Devil's Briar as a model town, and this place will be famous across the nation as a perfect community. I cannot jeopardize all of these accomplishments; I must ensure that Victoria is not blamed for Saxon's death.
 
   "We must go to bed," I say eventually, looking into Victoria's beautiful eyes.
 
   "Come," she replies, taking me by the hand and leading me to the bedroom. "You need your rest, my dear. You have been under such a terrible strain of late, partly because of my own behavior. I can only apologize."
 
   "Think nothing of it," I tell her, deciding that as soon as she is asleep I shall gather up her uncles notebooks and burn them. Although it is certainly likely that Victoria will be angry at first, I believe that any short-term problems will be more than countered by the long-term benefits of ensuring that Victoria can make a firm break from her past. Otherwise, she might spend the rest of her life suffering under the influence of an unnatural obsession with a dead man.
 
   "Do not worry about my work," she continues. "I realized tonight that I have become far too engrossed in the minutiae of my uncle's experiments. I failed to see the bigger picture, and I allowed myself to become maudlin and self-obsessed. Fortunately, I have been able to see through these errors and recognize the need to take a different approach. I am still interested in pursuing my uncle's theories, of course, but not in a way that will cause problems for our life together." She turns to me. "You must have thought me quite mad when I spent so many hours sitting alone with the candles. I hope I did not cause you too much heartache."
 
   "Do not worry about it now," I say, hoping to reassure her. "I will ensure that everything is okay." I pause for a moment, staring into her bright eyes. If only I could find some way to ease her burden. "My dear Victoria, I shall straighten the whole situation out. For now, you must get out of these clothes. I'm afraid the odor is quite atrocious."
 
   Nodding, she starts to disrobe and I step back, trying to work out what is causing such a terrible smell. Finally, once Victoria is naked, I lead her through to the washroom, where I intend to scrub her clean. I draw a pail of water and prepare some cloths, as I try to work out how I am going to explain Mr. Saxon's death. The unfortunate truth is that there is no-one in Devil's Briar who might ordinarily be deemed capable of committing such a grievous crime. Eventually, however, I decide that the best approach is to persuade people that some old enemy of Saxon has come to town, struck him a mortal blow, and then departed under cover of night. The story is a little far-fetched, but I am quite sure that in my capacity as a respected man of the community, I can make the narrative stick. The alternative would be to let everyone know that my dear wife is a murderer, and I cannot possibly allow such a thing to happen.
 
   "I remember," Victoria says suddenly.
 
   I turn to her. "What do you remember?"
 
   "I remember what I was doing tonight, before you found me."
 
   "And what was that?" I ask.
 
   "Oh," she replies, frowning for a moment. "Yes," she says eventually. "It makes perfect sense."
 
   "What?"
 
   "Gasoline," she says.
 
   "Gasoline?"
 
   "I took all the gasoline I could find and I..." She pauses. "I used it."
 
   I stare at her for a moment. "How did you use it?" I ask.
 
   "I completed my uncle's work," she replies. "It took me so long, but I finally realized what I needed to do in order to set the stage for him to return. I had to cleanse the town, and I spent so long trying to work out how to do it until..." She pauses. "I had to burn everything," she continues eventually. "When the fire is over, all the bad things will have been burned away, and all the good things will be left, and then my uncle will be free to return. I can't let him sleep for too long, or he might not be able to wake up at all."
 
   "What did you do?" I ask, starting to worry that she has taken matters into her own hands. At that moment, I hear a scream in the distance, followed by various shouts and cries.
 
   "Tomorrow," Victoria says, smiling, "everything will be better. All the bad things will have been burned away."
 
   I turn and hurry through to the hallway, before opening the door and finding that the street is filled with smoke. Looking toward the town square, I see flames roaring up into the night sky. I make my way along the street and eventually find that a huge fire has enveloped not only the hotel, but also many of the other buildings. Wherever the flames began, they are spreading quickly from building to building. We have no means of putting a stop to the fire, and no means of calling for help. At this rate, the whole town will be destroyed. As more people emerge from their houses, I look back and see that Victoria has followed me. She is still naked, and she has a terrible smile on her face. It is as if she believes she has done a good thing, when in fact she might have doomed the entire town.
 
   Hearing a crashing sound, I turn to see the mayoral office building collapse into a burning heap. People are now running desperately from the flames, and thick black smoke is filling the streets. It is as if the whole of Devil's Briar is burning to the ground.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "You're lucky I caught up with you," Ed says, sitting next to my hospital bed. "If you'd got away into the woods, there's no way you'd have survived. Less than twelve hours later, a huge snowstorm hit the whole area. Four or five feet of snow came down. Frankly, we're all lucky we got back to civilization when we did."
 
   I nod, still trying to work out exactly what happened. My memory is pretty hazy, but I definitely remember running through a forest. It's as if I was trying to get away from something, and I have this overwhelming feeling of fear and anger, but at the same time I don't remember exactly what had happened. Clearly something had got me all riled up, but it feels like my mind is starting to cloud over. I've had this strange sensation of emptiness ever since I woke up a few hours ago.
 
   "There are a couple of other things you should know," Ed continues. He pauses for a moment. "First of all, we found Bill."
 
   "Where?" I reply.
 
   "Near Florence. Don't worry, he's okay. He just got beat up a little in a car accident."
 
   "A car accident?" I stare at him, my mind racing. "What the hell are you talking about? What was Bill doing in a car accident?"
 
   "We're still trying to work out exactly what happened," Ed explains calmly. "A local patrol found a crashed car at the side of the road. Inside, the driver was dead and the passenger had several broken bones. It wasn't for a couple of days that they learned that the passenger was Bill. We got the call yesterday."
 
   I take a deep breath. "Who was the driver?"
 
   "Some farmer who'd apparently picked Bill up on the side of the road. Like I said, parts of the story are pretty hazy, but the important thing is that Bill's okay. He's a little bruised and battered, but he's up and about. In fact, he's coming to see you today."
 
   "He is?" I reply, feeling a little alarmed. I don't remember everything that happened, but I have this strange feeling that Bill and I aren't on good terms. That wouldn't exactly be a huge surprise. After all, we've been unhappily married for a few years now. Right now, I'm kind of dreading the thought of seeing him again, even if I can't quite put my finger on a reason for such a visceral reaction. "What about Devil's Briar?" I ask, shuddering at the memory of that place.
 
   "What's that?" Ed asks.
 
   "Devil's Briar," I say. "The town." I wait for Ed to reply, but he just stares at me, looking a little confused. "Devil's Briar," I say again, "the -" I pause, and suddenly I realize that I'm not quite sure what I'm talking about. It's almost as if my memory is fading as I speak; moments ago, Devil's Briar seemed like the most important thing in the world, but now I'm not even sure where the place is, or whether I've even been there, or why it's important. It's like my memory is being picked apart, seam by seam.
 
   "I've never heard of Devil's Briar," Ed says. "I could look it up if you like..."
 
   "Sure," I say, "I just..." I take a deep breath, and it becomes clear that I have no idea why I was thinking about Devil's Briar at all. Feeling a cold chill run through my body, I realize that my mind seems to be playing tricks on me. I had so many questions to ask Ed, but they've all just fallen away. "I don't remember what happened to me," I say eventually. "Why was I out in a forest?"
 
   "We were out there doing some work in Colorado," Ed says. "Checking the local roads. Remember?"
 
   "Not really," I say. "Where's Dr. Cole?"
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Dr. Cole," I say again. "Reuben Cole, he was -" I take another deep breath, as I realize that the name Dr. Cole means nothing to me. I don't know why I even asked that question. A moment later, I can't even remember the name that was in my thoughts. "This all seems a little strange," I say cautiously, as I start to wonder whether I might have suffered some kind of head injury. "None of it makes much sense."
 
   "There's something else you should know," Ed says. "It's... big." Hearing a noise over at the door, we both turn and see that Bill has arrived. He's on crutches, and he has a few cuts and bruises on his face, but otherwise he looks like the same old Bill. "I guess Bill can tell you," Ed continues, getting to his feet. "I'll be heading back to the faculty. You know what it's like, Old Heller's gonna want to see me show my face eventually or he'll have my funding earmarked for a new office. I'll catch up with you two later."
 
   Once he's gone, Bill limps over and sits next to my bed. He has an awkward, nervous look in his eyes, and he seems quite different from the arrogant Bill I've come to hate over the years. "Hey," he says eventually, breaking the uncomfortable silence. "So how are you doing?"
 
   "I'm good," I reply, looking at the bruises on his face. "I'm not the one who was in some kind of accident."
 
   "Don't worry about me," he says. "It's nothing that won't heal. I just wish I knew what happened."
 
   "You can't remember?" I ask.
 
   "It's a little vague."
 
   "But you remember how you ended up in the car, right?"
 
   "Not really." He pauses for a moment. "I guess I banged my head pretty hard," he adds with a sheepish grin. "I don't know what to tell you. I just don't remember at all."
 
   "Join the club," I tell him, trying to sit up in bed but feeling a sharp pain across my chest. I relax, and the pain fades away. "What the hell's going on, Bill? I still don't get how I ended up in this hospital. I don't get how you ended up in a car wreck. I don't get... I don't understand where..." I pause for a moment, trying to remember the name of the town I was thinking about earlier. Damn it, I swear to God I've got huge gaps in my memory. The last thing I remember now is... being at work, at the faculty in Boston. At the same time, I'm certain that other things have been happening.
 
   "Don't worry," Bill says. "It'll come back to you."
 
   "Maybe," I reply, trying to stay calm.
 
   "So there's something else you need to know," he continues, smiling. "When they brought you in here, they did a full check-up, just to make sure you were okay, and... they found something."
 
   I stare at him. "Cancer?"
 
   He shakes his head. "So when were you going to tell me you're pregnant?" he asks. "Or didn't you know?"
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but I'm not sure what to say. Did he just say what I think he said?
 
   "You're about six weeks gone," he continues. "I'm gonna take it from your shocked expression that you had no idea."
 
   "I can't be pregnant," I say, looking down at my belly. "I don't feel anything..."
 
   "It's early days," he says. "Some people don't show for quite a while."
 
   I take a deep breath, remembering that I'd noticed my cycle was running late a few weeks ago. Still, I'd put that down to some new sleeping pills I'd been trying out, and it never occurred to me that I could be carrying a baby. Bill and I barely have sex at all, although I suppose I should have been more careful on the rare occasions when we tried to rekindle things. A baby is definitely not something I ever wanted, at least not now and not with Bill, but there's no way I can get rid of it. I guess I'm going to be a mother.
 
   "Are you okay?" Bill asks.
 
   I nod.
 
   "You sure?" he continues. "You look a little pale."
 
   "What do you want me to say?" I ask. "I'm in shock."
 
   "It's fine," he replies. "I was pretty surprised too. I mean, I thought you were using birth control."
 
   "Nothing's totally safe," I point out. "I guess..." I take another deep breath, trying to make sense of the jumble of thoughts that are rushing through my head.
 
   "We just got lucky," he replies, smiling.
 
   "Uh-huh," I say, swallowing hard. Right now, I don't feel lucky. I feel totally confused, as if everything I know has suddenly been ripped out of my mind. I can't shake the feeling that I've forgotten something really, really important, and that at the center of my brain there's a kind of fog. It's as if I know that something happened, but I can't remember what it was, or where, or how, or any of the details. The strangest thing is, I have this sensation of having lost Bill somewhere.
 
   "We're going to be good parents," he says, reaching out and holding my hand. "We're going to put our past problems aside and we're going to get ready for the future. This accident has really made me think about things, Paula, and I've realized what I jerk I was in the past. I swear, some time soon, I'm going to take you on the most amazing holiday."
 
   "Yeah," I say, pulling my hand away. "Let's not get carried away," I add. "If we're having a baby, we're gonna need to save money."
 
   "I know, I know," he replies. "I guess I just want to make sure you're the happiest you can be. I want to support you and -"
 
   "Don't worry about it," I say. The crazy thing is, I'm pretty sure I'd made up my mind to leave Bill, but the baby complicates everything. If I'm pregnant, I have to reconsider my plans. The last thing I can do right now is raise a child on my own, and Bill would probably be a pretty good father. Staying with him might not be ideal, but at least I could give it a try for the sake of the baby. "We'll work something out," I continue, still feeling kind of surprised that I don't feel pregnant.
 
   "You know, it doesn't mean life has to stop," Bill continues. "In fact, I've been working on something that I think you might want to help me with." He reaches into his pocket and pulls out a collection of print-outs, which he rather ingloriously shoves in front of me. "I didn't want to say anything at first," he adds, "because I thought people would think I'd lost my mind. I checked and double-checked, though, and now I'm certain I'm onto something. If I'm right, this could be a huge discovery."
 
   "What is it?" I ask, leafing through what appear to be a series of aerial photos.
 
   "A town," he says. "A whole town, undiscovered in the Colorado wilderness. Before you say anything, let me finish. This place is in no record books. It's not mentioned anywhere. As far as the world is concerned, there's no town at all. But I've been checking images from various sources, and I'm certain I've found what appears to be an entire, undisturbed, completely empty town."
 
   "Impossible," I say, staring at the images. To Bill's credit, it certainly looks as if there's some kind of settlement in a small clearing in the forest, but there's no way an entire town could go unnoticed.
 
   "I'm thinking of going out there to check it out," he replies. "Just a short trip, to see if I've lost my mind or... I think it's really there, Paula. The only information I've managed to come up with is a brief reference in one old journal to a town called Devil's Briar."
 
   "Devil's Briar?" I say, feeling a sudden rush of recognition. It's as if I've heard that name before, but... As I try to remember the context, my mind seems to cloud over again.
 
   "You okay?" Bill asks.
 
   "Yeah," I reply. "I just had this really strong feeling of deja vu for a moment, like... I don't know, I just felt like I'd heard that name Devil's Briar before."
 
   "Maybe it's the hormones," he says. "You know, the baby and stuff?"
 
   "Maybe," I say, resisting the urge to tell him to go fuck himself. Seriously, do I have to spend the next eight months being told that all my reactions are just due to pregnancy hormones? Bill's always been a slightly sexist kind of guy, and I really don't want to have to put up with too much more of his bullshit.
 
   "So what do you think?" he continues. "Do you want to head up there with me? It'll be like the old days, just the two of us, and we can scout around and see if this town really exists."
 
   "It's a hell of a long-shot," I say, but at the same time I can see that he's really animated by the prospect of this whole crazy idea. Bill used to be so ambitious and enthusiastic when he was younger, but over the years he's become kinda jaded and listless. Finally, some spark of passion seems to have been reignited in his eyes, and I don't feel like I can crush his hopes just yet. "Maybe," I say eventually. "If we plan the whole trip properly, I guess we could spend a couple of days up there."
 
   "I knew you'd be up for it," he says, leaning over and kissing me on the forehead. "We'll wait a few weeks and then we'll hit the road. I guess we need to get started before your pregnancy really kicks in."
 
   "I guess," I reply. The truth is: I feel like there's a real danger we'll find that this Devil's Briar place doesn't exist. After all, the chances of discovering an abandoned, unknown town out in the middle of Colorado are extremely low. These things just don't happen, not in the real world, and I'd hate to see Bill get excited only for his hopes to be dashed. Then again, there's no way I can shoot down his ideas just yet. We'll go up there, and we'll look around, and who knows what we'll find? I guess it's not completely impossible that this Devil's Briar place might actually exist.
 
   Once Bill has left, I get out of bed and wander along the ward. Something feels really, really wrong. The last thing I remember is being in my office at the university in Boston, after which... It's as if there are more memories in the back of my mind, but some kind of fog is preventing me from knowing where I've been or what I've been doing. I certainly don't remember going on some expedition with Ed, but at the same time I don't see why he'd lie. Every time I try to access those blocked memories, I come back to one basic feeling: it's as if the name Devil's Briar is somehow significant. Maybe I just took a bump on the head, and maybe my mind is playing tricks on me, but I can't shake the sensation that I've heard of Devil's Briar, and even that I've been there. For a moment, I feel like I'm about to remember something, but the fog remains in place. Taking a deep breath, I figure I'm just imagining the whole thing, and I turn to walk back to my bed.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   The fire rips through the town, devouring everything in its path. First one building falls to the ground, then another, and then another... People run screaming through the streets, desperate to get away from the flames and the smoke and the heat. In their panic, some of the people become disorientated, and some even collapse; some begin to see strange shapes around them, and soon there's panicked talk of the devil himself being in the town. Hysteria takes hold, and calm voices are drowned out by screams. As one group of people moves along a street, a burning building collapses directly onto them; the timbers continue to burn, and the flames flicker up to the night sky, sending thick black smoke curling past the large metal cross in the town square.
 
   


 
  

Book 8:
 
    
 
   Electrolyte
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   Fighting through the smoke and flames, I try to get down the stairs. There's an intense wall of heat ahead of me, but I know that I have no chance of survival unless I can somehow get down into the reception area and out through the front door. For a moment, it actually looks as if I might make it, but suddenly the stairs start to collapse and I crash to the ground. Catching my breath, I crawl from the wreckage and try to reach the door, but I feel the flames erupt across my clothes and I fall into a heap.
 
   Ahead of me, standing out in the town square, I see Victoria Paternoster. There's a curious, terrifying look on her face, as she's enjoying the fire. I'm about to call out to her, when I realize that there's another presence. I turn and look up, and I see a terrified woman staring down at me, panicking. I don't know who she is, but she quickly turns and runs.
 
   I make one final attempt to drag myself forward, before I realize that there's no point fighting any longer. I close my eyes and wait for the agony to stop. Finally, just as I feel the skin sizzling on the back of my neck, I let out a roar of pain and everything goes dark.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Devil's Briar was on a few early maps," shouts Bill, trying to be heard over the sound of the spluttering engine as our truck bounces along the dirt road, "but it was generally assumed that the place was just a small encampment. A few houses, maybe a water well, nothing of any real importance or even permanence." At that moment, the truck hits a particularly large bump, jolting us violently. "Those old maps were notoriously unreliable," he adds, barely even missing a beat. "Seriously, if we went looking for every scratchy little town that might or might not have existed, we'd be -"
 
   "Rock!" I shout, pointing at a boulder that's sitting straight in the middle of the road.
 
   Bill looks ahead and sees the boulder just in time. He turns the wheel sharply to the left and the truck careers off the dirt road and into the brush. For a moment, it seems like we might be about to overturn, but the heavily-laden truck just about manages to remain the right way up as Bill slows us down and we come to a halt at the edge of the tall pine trees that reach high up into the afternoon sky. "Are you okay?" he asks, turning to me and staring at my stomach.
 
   "Yeah," I say, taking a deep breath. I'm only a couple of months pregnant, and I'm not showing yet, but Bill has been treating me like I'm this delicate creature that can't bear even the slightest nudge. "Don't worry about me," I continue. "Worry about keeping your eyes on the road. In fact, do you mind if I take the wheel for a while?"
 
   Sighing, he unbuckles his seat-belt and climbs out. "I'm okay, you know," he says. "I just got distracted for a split second."
 
   As soon as I get out of my side of the truck, I'm struck by how cold it is out here. There are patches of snow all around, and I can see my breath as I walk around to the driver's side. "It must be below zero," I say, climbing back into the truck. "How much further until we get to Devil's Briar?"
 
   "Just a few more miles," he replies, getting into the passenger seat.
 
   "You said that a few miles ago," I point out, starting the engine, "and a few miles before that." Easing the gas pedal down to avoid spinning the wheels, I ease us slowly back up onto the dirt road. Frankly, this trip is starting to feel like a wild goose chase and a chore. For the past week, Bill has been able to talk about nothing other than the possibility of finding this once-buried ghost town out in the Colorado wilderness. It sounded like a far-fetched idea at first, but he gradually gathered enough evidence to persuade me to come with him. I mean, what kind of a wife would I be if I let my husband come on a cockamamie trip like this by himself? He tried to get a few other professors interested at the university, but none of them took his claims seriously. To them, the idea of discovering an entire lost town is too far-fetched. As for me, I'm willing to suspend my disbelief for a while, if only to humor my husband.
 
   "Are you sure there's no-one else out here?" I ask, feeling a little spooked by the thought of us being so far from civilization. "We can't seriously have this whole wilderness to ourselves."
 
   "There's nothing and no-one," he replies. "The nearest town is Florence. This is dangerous territory, Paula. It's not the kind of place you want to go wandering around aimlessly. Satellite imaging shows no signs of wheel-tracks or any other kind of disturbance."
 
   "And satellites can never be wrong," I say, unable to hide the cynicism in my voice. I've been supportive so far, but now I'm getting worried. The odds of us actually finding this forgotten ghost town are tiny, and I'm afraid that Bill's spirit will be crushed. Am I doing the right thing by indulging him in this journey? I'm desperate for him to get back into his work, but perhaps I've taken things too far? I'm starting to think that I should have let him down gently and encouraged him to find some other project. Something nice. Something safe. Something easy.
 
   "It's thanks to the satellites that we found this place at all," he replies. "Without..." He pauses for a moment. "Hang on, pull over for a second."
 
   "Why?" I ask, unable to see anything up ahead that might have piqued his interest.
 
   "Over there!" he says, pointing to the right of the road. "Paula, stop!"
 
   Sighing, I pull over and stop the engine. Bill immediately gets out of the truck and limps twenty or so feet across the desert, finally stopping next to what looks like a long line of wood, partially buried in the ground. At first, I assume it's just a fallen tree, but as I sit and watch him through the windshield, I realize maybe he's actually found something. Getting out of the truck again, I wander over to join him. After all this effort, it'd be pretty amazing if it turned out Bill was actually right about there being something out here. At the same time, I'm getting this really weird feeling, almost as if I've been here before.
 
   As I get to his side, I see what he's looking at: it appears to be the foundations of an old house. Laid out before us, six large beams are sticking up from the ground. It's not much, but the only logical explanation is that at some point in the past there was a dwelling here. A dwelling isn't exactly a whole town, but it's still more than I thought we'd find, and it should be enough to boost Bill's confidence. I guess this trip won't be a waste of time after all, but I can't shake the feeling that I've stood in this same exact spot before, staring at these same exact pieces of wood.
 
   "This isn't on any maps," Bill says, turning to me. I can see the excitement in his eyes. This is the kind of thing he lives for: discovering places that no-one else knew about, and digging up the secrets of the past. These past few years stuck behind a desk at the university, and then recovering in hospital from his accident, have left him drained of enthusiasm. The accident was hard for him, and hard for me, and... I pause for a moment, and I realize that I don't quite remember the details of the accident. Something to do with a car, and... I sigh, figuring that the pregnancy is messing with my hormones. Still, I shouldn't complain. Finally, and slowly, the old Bill - the man I fell in love with, the man I married, the man I hoped to have children with some day - seems to be coming back to me, and we have a baby on the way. I should be happy. I really, really should be happy, and the fact that I'm not makes me... what? An ungrateful bitch? What's wrong with me?
 
   "So is this it?" I ask. "Is this Devil's Briar?"
 
   He shakes his head. "The actual town's another mile or two to the north. This must have been an outlier. People lived here, Paula. They probably built this house with their bare hands. This is a part of American history that none of us have ever seen before. This is the American Dream. These foundations have laid undisturbed for decades, maybe even a century or more. Aren't you excited? This is literally new history being unearthed."
 
   "I'm very excited," I say, although I immediately realize that I'm a terrible actress. I don't sound excited at all. I sound bored.
 
   "We need to get going," Bill says, standing up and hurrying back to the truck. "There might be a whole town to explore!"
 
   Sighing, I waddle after him, keeping a protective hand on my belly. It's not that I'm disinterested in the prospect of discovering the remains of an entire town. It's just that I'm not sure how much we can determine about the place from a bunch of ruined foundations. It's not like we're going to find too much left behind, not if the whole place has been covered by snow and soil for almost a century. Still, I have to keep my cynical side in check for now. This trip is about Bill.
 
   "Think about what we might find out here," he says as we get back into the truck.
 
   "Huh," I say wryly.
 
   "Everyone needs to be passionate about something," he says. "Come on, Paula. Get with the program." He looks down at my belly. "I bet little Bill Jr's having a great time."
 
   Reluctant to say anything that might burst his bubble, I decide not to argue. Instead, I fire up the truck and we head off along the dirt road. For mile after mile we see nothing ahead of us but the dirt road lined on either side by pine trees. I start to worry that Bill's hopes of finding an abandoned town are going to be dashed. Just as I'm ready to give up, however, I spot something in the distance.
 
   "You see that?" I ask.
 
   He stares at the map for a moment. "It's not marked down here," he says. "It could be the ruins we saw on the satellite image."
 
   I smile nervously. As we drive closer and closer, it becomes clear that whatever we've found, it's more than just a set of ruins. The trees have been cut back and there are whole buildings left standing, arranged in what looks to be two contra-parallel streets. Whatever this place used to be, it was clearly never a big town, but it was definitely a town, with stores and houses. I park the truck right next to the closest building, and Bill immediately climbs out and takes a few steps toward the town before turning to me. He looks awestruck, as if he never expected to find anything so stunning. It's a small town. It must have been hidden by snow and dust for close to a century before a shift in the local conditions uncovered it. There are no historical records of the place, no firm mentions in any old books or letters. It's as if the place has just cropped up from nowhere: a hundred-year-old ghost town, ruined and abandoned in the middle of nowhere.
 
   "This must be it," Bill says, grinning. He turns to me. "This must be Devil's Briar."
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but instead I'm hit by a huge wave of recognition. For a split second, I feel as if I've not only been to this place before, but I've explored it and... I feel a sense of dread, as if something truly awful has happened, or is about to happen, or both. Feeling like I need some air, I climb out of the truck, immediately feeling extremely dizzy. I sit on the ground and try to take deep breaths to regather my composure. As Bill runs over to check if I'm okay, I look over at the town and I feel this dizzying sense of having been here before. Something about Devil's Briar feels really familiar and really wrong.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   Standing naked in the town square, I watch calmly as Henry Porter burns to death.
 
   In truth, I had always thought Mr. Porter to be a good man. He seemed wise and kind, and I assumed he would be spared as the flames cleansed Devil's Briar. However, this has not proven to be the case. Clearly, he was hiding some hidden sin that was known only to God. What other explanation could there be for his screams? As I watch, he tries to crawl from the burning hotel, but he is weak and injured. Eventually the flames take hold, burning all over his clothes and skin. For a moment, it's as if he's looking directly at me; then he falls still and the flames consume him completely. Finally, the front of the hotel creaks and comes crashing down. I take a few steps back and watch as the whole building collapses in on itself, becoming nothing more than a pile of burning timber. Somewhere in that inferno, Henry Porter's body continues to burn.
 
   "Why did Mr. Porter die?" I ask. "I thought he was a good man."
 
   "For the love of God, Victoria, what did you do?" Standing next to me, Albert seems awestruck by the flames.
 
   "What do you mean?" I ask, turning to him. Of all people, I thought my husband would understand my need to cleanse Devil's Briar. After all, Albert is a godly man and he surely recognizes that this place had become sinful. How could he not have expected the wrath of God to descend and burn away both the sins and the sinners?
 
   "You have destroyed everything!" he says, a look of total shock in his eyes. "All of it, Victoria. The whole town is going up in flames."
 
   "Not everything," I reply calmly. "Just the things that needed to be destroyed." I turn and look at the flames that are roaring through all the buildings around us, and I feel nothing but joy. After all, this is what my uncle wanted. It took me so long to decipher his notebooks and to understand his calculations, but finally I determined that the sinfulness of this town was preventing the experiment from being completed. Once all the bad things have been seared from Devil's Briar, only the good things will remain, and then finally my uncle can return from his glorious journey.
 
   "We must get out of here," Albert says, grabbing my arm and pulling me across the town square.
 
   "I want to stay and watch," I reply.
 
   "Where are your clothes?" he asks. "You cannot be seen out here naked!" Pulling his coat off, he drapes it over my shoulders. It is almost as if he considers my body to be a shameful thing.
 
   "I'm fine," I say. "Please, don't worry about me. I was troubled yesterday, but now I am free."
 
   "They will know it was you," he says, with tears in his eyes. "Everyone will know that you were the one who did this. They will know that you, my wife, burned down our town." He pauses for a moment. "Do you know how many people have died tonight, Victoria? The rest will blame me. They will think it is my fault that you were able to do such horrific things, and they will be right! I should have known. I should have stopped you."
 
   "No-one will blame you, my dear," I tell him as I look up at the large metal cross my uncle raised when we arrived in this town. "They will eventually recognize that this was necessary for the -" At that moment, there is a huge crashing sound as another building collapses. Fueled by the gasoline, this fire is ripping through the town at a breakneck speed. By the time dawn comes, Devil's Briar will undoubtedly be ready for its rebirth, and there will be no more barriers to my uncle's return. He will sleep no longer.
 
   "You're insane," Albert says, staring into my eyes with such love and sorrow. "My dear, it pains me to say this, but you have lost your mind. You have misplaced your sanity in the pages of your uncle's notebooks!"
 
   I smile. Poor Albert doesn't understand my uncle's work. As far as he is concerned, my uncle was a troubled man who arrived in Devil's Briar, erected a tall cross, and later shot himself for no apparent reason. If only Albert could understand the truth about my uncle's experiments. Perhaps I should have made more of an effort to explain things to my husband; perhaps I should have gone through the notebooks with him line by line, and shown him the calculations. I am sure that Albert would have struggled to understand everything that my uncle wrote, but he would at least have seen that there is order to this chaos. To him, the burning town must seem to be entirely out of control, yet it is all perfectly in order. In the end, everything will be clear, but I do not begrudge Albert this moment of fear.
 
   "This is supposed to be happening," I say. "Everything you see, Albert. This is how it is supposed to be."
 
   "Come!" he says, holding my hand firmly and pulling me away from the town square. We hurry along one of the narrow streets, making our way between the burning buildings until finally we reach the edge of town. Albert drags me into the forest, and we turn to see the conflagration as it devours the town. For a moment, I cannot help but wonder how many people have died in there, and how many were able to save themselves. God must be so busy tonight, judging each of the town's residents and deciding who should live and who should die.
 
   "Do you not think the flames are beautiful?" I ask, captivated by the gorgeous oranges and yellows that burn under the night sky.
 
   "Come here," Albert says, putting his arms around me and holding me tight. There are tears in his eyes, and he seems utterly distraught.
 
   "Why are you crying?" I ask. "I have already explained to you that everything is going perfectly."
 
   "My dear," he says. "I have no doubt that your heart is strong and good, and I know that everything you do is designed for a worthy purpose, but your mind is twisted and warped. You mistake order for chaos, and chaos for order. Surely you must recognize that this is wrong!" He stares at me for a moment, as if he is searching for some kind of answer in my eyes. "You must not blame yourself, Victoria. None of this is your fault. It is mine. I foolishly believed I could help you, that I could deliver you from this moment of madness. I placed the burden of your recovery on my own shoulders, and I was not strong enough to carry you from your torture. If only I had been a better man..."
 
   "Hush," I say, smiling as I put a finger against his lips. "You must try to understand, Albert. This is a wonderful night. It is the night when Devil's Briar changes and becomes whole again. It is the night when the town achieves its destiny and -"
 
   "The town is destroyed!" he shouts. "The whole town! Look at it! You have burned it to the ground! How can you talk of destiny and wonder when you have committed such an atrocity?"
 
   "You are wrong," I say, shaking my head. "Wait. You'll see. Everything will be perfect, Albert. You must simply have faith in my uncle."
 
   "Your uncle?" he replies. "Oh God, now I see the full extent of your madness. Your uncle is dead, Victoria."
 
   "No," I say. "He is merely sleeping. He will return soon."
 
   "The man is dead!" he shouts, shaking me as if to help me better understand. "He put a gun in his mouth and pulled the trigger! I saw the body and I saw the grave! You cannot keep deluding yourself into thinking that -"
 
   "He will return," I reply, smiling at Albert's complete lack of understanding. "You will see. There is no doubt. He will return and everything will make sense. Why, I imagine he is already in these woods somewhere, watching as Devil's Briar burns. It's all part of his plan, you see. He was just waiting for me to complete the last stage, but it took me so long to understand what he needed me to do." I cannot help but laugh at Albert's failure to understand. "Oh, my dear husband, I -"
 
   Suddenly, without any warning at all, Albert slaps my face and I fall silent, shocked that such a gentle man could commit such an act.
 
   "I am sorry," he says. "Oh, my dear, I am so, so sorry. Please forgive me. I just cannot let you keep rambling on about your uncle, when the plain truth is that the man is dead and rotting in his grave!"
 
   I take a deep breath, feeling tears in my eyes. Albert has never struck me before, and I was quite certain he was not the type of man to do such a thing. I thought he would never, ever hurt me, yet it is clear that in his confusion and fear he has reached a point of unprecedented anger.
 
   "You must overlook my actions," he says, reaching out and gently stroking the side of my face. "Everything will be okay, Victoria. I will look after you, I promise. I have been deficient in my responsibilities to you, my dear, but that is about to change. We must go away from here. We must go far, far away, and we must never speak of these events again. We can be other people. Time will heal your wounds. I love you with all my heart, Victoria. You know that, do you not?"
 
   "I do," I reply, even though my face still stings from the impact of Albert's hand.
 
   "Then we must go," he says. "We must go right now. There is nothing left for us here. Nothing at all."
 
   "No," I say, "we must stay." I turn and look back at Devil's Briar. The town still burns, but the fire seems to be abating a little and, in the distance, dawn is slowly breaking. As the night pall begins to lift, Albert will surely start to recognize why I had to cleanse the town with fire. The rebuilding work will be glorious, and we shall be led by my uncle, who is surely afoot even now. "The grave!" I say, suddenly realizing that I have been most remiss to not go and wait patiently for my uncle's return. Pulling away from Albert, I run through the trees until finally I reach the grave. Expecting to find my uncle waiting for me, I am shocked to find, instead, that the soil has been torn away, exposing the bare and empty grave from which my uncle has already risen.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Are you still saying this isn't creepy?" I ask Bill, as we sit on the steps outside the hotel. It's getting late now, and we've spent the past few hours exploring Devil's Briar. So far, we've found no sign of people, not even any bodies. What we have found, however, is a huge metal cross standing right in the middle of the town square. The thing looms over the darkening town, while all around us there are the empty buildings of a place that - for whatever reason - was forgotten for so long. Fortunately, I went and got some flashlights from the truck, so at least we'll be able to get around during the night.
 
   "It's calm," Bill replies. "And peaceful. It's not remotely creepy. Not unless you believe in ghosts and ghouls and things that go bump in the night." He takes a drag on his cigarette. "You don't believe in all that garbage, do you?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Thanks for agreeing to stay," he continues, reaching out and placing a hand on my belly. "I know it's not ideal. Are you sure you're feeling okay now?"
 
   "I'm fine," I say. The dizzy moment after we arrived has long since passed. I guess I under-estimated the effect that the pregnancy would have on me. "Besides, it's just for one night. We can work tomorrow during the morning, but I want to head back to Florence in the afternoon. Got it?"
 
   He nods. "I'll get a proper team together so we can come back next week. This could be the biggest find for decades. We're going to dig through the history of this town and find out exactly what happened. I want to know everything. Who lived here. What they did. What they ate. What they wore."
 
   "Where they went?"
 
   "Where they went," he agrees. "A town doesn't just stop existing like this. The people of Devil's Briar didn't just disappear into thin air. This isn't another Roanoke." He sighs. "There's a story here, Paula. I can feel it in my gut. Something happened in Devil's Briar. Something extraordinary."
 
   "Careful," I say, "you're starting to -" I flinch, feeling a slight pain in my belly.
 
   "What's wrong?" Bill asks.
 
   "Nothing," I reply. "Just a cramp."
 
   "Maybe we should get you to bed," he continues. "It's been a long day. You want to see our room?"
 
   "Our room?" I turn to him, before looking up at the imposing edifice of the hotel. "Right. Sure. Our room."
 
   Taking my hand, he leads me into the reception and then up to the first floor. "It's the largest room in the whole damn building," he says as he opens the door and shines the flashlight inside to disturb the darkness. "Welcome to the master suite. It's a little dusty, but I don't think we're going to get away from the dust while we're here. What do you think?"
 
   I step into the room and find that, surprisingly, it's not too bad. It's fairly large, and there's a big double bed over on one side. "We need to open a window," I say, walking over and struggling with the latch for a moment before I'm finally able to slide the window up. A cool breeze enters the room, immediately making the place seem less stuffy. "Give it a few minutes," I say, "and it should feel a lot better." I turn and shine the flashlight across the room. "Nice wallpaper," I add, feeling slightly creeped out by the yellow patterns all over the walls.
 
   "You think you can sleep in here?" Bill asks with a smile as he pushes the door shut and drops his rucksack on the floor. "You sure you won't be listening out for ghosts?"
 
   "I'll try to keep my imagination in check," I reply. "Like a good girl."
 
   "Bed's firm," he says, pushing a hand down onto the mattress. "We'll have to test it out later."
 
   "Maybe," I say, smiling as I spot something resting on the dresser by the door. Walking over, I find that it's a small painting. It's an old, fairly crude picture of a woman bending over some washing, while a little devil hides nearby. "Talk about some Freudian shit," I say. "You know, I bet the woman in this painting would have loved it if the devil had jumped her and given her a good session in the sack. I bet all the women of Devil's Briar used to hang up their washing and get all quivery at the thought that some horned beast was eying them up."
 
   "What nice young lady doesn't want to be deflowered by a devil?" Bill asks, coming over to look at the painting. He puts a hand on my waist and leans closer, kissing the side of my neck. "What do you think the good folk of Devil's Briar would say if they could see us now?"
 
   "I think they'd want us to put their painting back up," I reply, noticing a rectangular bare patch on the wall where the painting appears to have once hung. I walk over and put it back in place. "There," I say. "Now doesn't that look nice?"
 
   "Lovely," Bill says. "You know, I was thinking I might go and take a look around in some of the other rooms. Are you up for that, or do you want to rest?"
 
   "I'll come take a quick look," I say. "Just 'cause I'm pregnant, it doesn't mean I'm a cripple yet. Anyway -" As I turn, I see something on the opposite wall. Shining my light over, I'm astonished to see that it's a huge series of check-marks. Someone has been counting off numbers in groups of five, and the marks cover almost the whole wall. Counting them first in rows and then in columns, I realize there are 276 of the damn things. "What do you think this is all about?" I ask. "What happened more than two hundred times in this room?"
 
   "Something someone wanted to keep track of, that's for sure," says Bill.
 
   Looking down at the little table by the bed, I see a pencil. I reach down, pick it up and add another check-mark to the end. "There," I say with a smile. "Now it's up to 277." Suddenly I feel another rush of recognition. I know it sounds crazy, but I swear I've stood in this exact room before, saying these same things and adding to the check-marks. It almost feels as if I'm the one who's been keeping count of things here, although that's impossible since I've never been here before in my life.
 
   "Paula?" Bill asks. "You okay?"
 
   I turn and look at the bed. "Look under there," I say, suddenly filled with a belief that there's a skeleton down there. I can't explain how I know, but I just know that there's a dead body under the bed.
 
   "It's a bit dusty -" Bill says.
 
   "For fuck's sake," I reply, a little annoyed. I get down on my hands and knees and look under the bed, but to my surprise I find that there's nothing under there apart from balls of dust. I could have sworn that there would be a skeleton. In fact, I have a strong mental image of a skeleton staring back at me.
 
   "Paula?"
 
   I look up at Bill and see him staring at me with a look of concern.
 
   "I'm fine," I say, getting to my feet. Bill tries to help me, but I push him away. "Really, I'm fine. I think I just need to sit down for a while."
 
   "I'm going back to the truck to fetch some water and food, okay?" he says as I take a seat on the bed. "I've got some stuff in my rucksack. You just wait right here, and I'll be back in ten minutes."
 
   "Don't worry about me," I tell him. "I'll be fine, just -"
 
   He stares at me. "Just what?"
 
   "Gasoline," I say, as I get a strong image in my head of the truck's gas tank with a rip in the metal. "Bill, make sure there's no damage to the truck, okay? Make sure... Make sure you don't do anything to it."
 
   "Like what?" he asks.
 
   "Nothing," I reply, feeling a little confused. "Just make sure everything's okay."
 
   Once he's gone, I sit and take a series of deep breaths, hoping to calm down. There's something strange about Devil's Briar, but I can't put my finger on what's happening. It feels as if I've been here before, even though I know that's completely impossible. At the same time, I have some really strong images in my head. I feel like I remember seeing a skeleton under the bed, and I remember the truck running out of gasoline, and I remember arguing with Bill. I swear, there's this whole other set of memories that seem to be filling my mind, reminding me of things that can't possibly have happened. I had no idea that the pregnancy would affect my mind so strongly, but I guess I just have to make sure I stay calm and rational. The worst thing to do would be to panic and start believing in these strange ideas.
 
   "Hey," Bill says when he returns a few minutes later, carrying his rucksack. "I took a quick look in some more windows on the way here. This place is insane. It's going to take years to document this town, and -"
 
   "How was the gas tank?" I ask, suddenly overcome by a feeling of intense suspicion. I can't shake the feeling that maybe Bill has sabotaged the truck in some way, hoping to keep us here for a while. I don't want to believe that Bill would ever do something like that, but at the same time I'm convinced he's hiding something.
 
   "The gas tank was fine," he replies. "I took a look. No damage."
 
   "Good," I say, feeling bad for being so suspicious.
 
   "So what do you want to do?" he asks, handing me a bottle of water. "If we're only here for a limited time, I want to make the most of it, but I don't want to push you. Are you fine staying in here for a while if I go and take another look around?"
 
   "Sure," I say, even though it's not entirely true. I'd rather not be left alone in this dusty old hotel, but I guess I can't ask Bill to sit around here with me. "Go and have fun," I continue. "Let me know if you find anything interesting. I think I'll just take a nap and see if I can shake this weird feeling."
 
   Once he's gone back out to explore, I brush the dust from the bed and try to get some sleep. At first, I find myself staring at the check-marks on the wall, but finally I manage to doze off. I dream of being back in Boston, and being back at work with Bill and Ed and the others, and eventually I wake up to the sound of the door opening and Bill coming back into the dark room. I must have slept all through the evening and into the night. I don't bother turning to Bill; instead, I remain in this restful, half-asleep state as I wait for him to join me. I can hear him walking toward the bed, and for the first time in many months, I feel as if I actually want to make love. Bill and I have been through so much lately, and the pregnancy has caused all sorts of problems for my body, but at this moment I genuinely want to have sex with my husband. Eventually, I roll over to see what's taking him so long, and he kisses me on the neck.
 
   "What time is it?" I ask, somewhat amazed that I managed to sleep for so long.
 
   Instead of answering, he gently pushes me back down onto the bed and starts to undress me. Once I'm naked, I feel him kiss my breasts as he runs his hands over my skin. I take a deep breath, filled with desire as his kisses move slowly down my body until he slips his tongue between my legs. For the next few minutes, he goes down on me and brings me to a point of pleasure I haven't felt for a long, long time. Just as I think I'm going to climax, he moves back up my body and kisses me passionately, and I feel him slip his penis inside me. We make love for what feels like an eternity, the pleasure building and building until eventually we reach our point of climax together. I've made love to Bill many times before, of course, but it's never been so powerful. Finally, he rests on top of me, and I kiss his shoulder, and eventually I drift back to sleep.
 
   Sitting up suddenly, I glance around. Reaching across the bed, I find that Bill has gone, although I've got no idea what he's doing up in the middle of the night. I grab the water bottle, but in the process I accidentally knock it to the floor. Sighing, I reach down to pick it up, but something catches my eye and as my eyes adjust to the darkness I realize that there's a small object poking out from under the bed. A feeling of dread immediately starts building from the pit of my stomach as I stare at what is clearly a small piece of bone. With my heart racing, my first instinct is to turn and run out of the room, but I force myself to get down on my hands and knees. Under the bed, staring back at me, there's a full human skeleton.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   "What is the meaning of this?" Albert asks as he catches up to me. "Where -" He stares down into the empty grave, and we stand together in silence for a moment as the fire continues to burn nearby. "Where is the body?" he asks eventually. "Victoria, what have you done?"
 
   "I have done nothing," I reply, unable to hide a wide grin. Finally, I have found some proof of my uncle's resurrection. Albert cannot possibly doubt my story now that he has seen the grave ripped open. "He was right," I continue. "This is exactly what he said would happen. I thought perhaps I would have to help him up, but he had the strength to rise unaided."
 
   Albert merely stands and stares into the dark pit of the grave. It is clear that he has finally begun to understand the true gravity of the situation, and the nature of my uncle's experiment. For so many years, I have heard nothing but cynicism and mockery from those who could never understand the brilliance of my uncle's mind; he was ridiculed and pilloried, and run out of towns across the country, by people who lacked the intelligence to understand his ideas. Only in Devil's Briar was he able to hide his work so that he might put in place the final parts of his plan, at which point he was able to set off on the glorious journey that led him into the grave and then, finally, back out into the world.
 
   "We must find him," I say, glancing back at the burning town. I cannot be sure whether his first impulse would be to go into Devil's Briar to look for me, or to get as far away from this place as possible.
 
   "This is not real," Albert mutters. "This is some vile joke."
 
   "It's no joke!" I reply, turning to him. I can see from the look in his eyes that he is starting to contemplate the possibility that I have been right all along. Whereas moments ago Albert looked at me as if I had lost my mind, now I can see that his thoughts are racing.
 
   "This is a sickness," he says eventually. "A man cannot simply climb from his grave as if he were never dead. A man cannot blow his brains out and then return to the world as if nothing had happened. These are simple facts, Victoria. You cannot seriously believe that this man has risen from the dead!"
 
   "Then where is he, Albert?" I ask. "You see the empty grave for yourself. Where is my uncle?"
 
   "He is -" He pauses, and it is clear he has no alternative explanation. He sees the truth, yet he is unable quite to grasp the true ramifications of these events. Perhaps my initial assessment of my husband's intellect was a little wide of the mark; perhaps he is not able to contemplate such grand ideas, nor can he appreciate the importance of events even as they occur right in front of him.
 
   "Do not worry," I say, taking Albert's hand in my own. "You will understand soon. You will -"
 
   "No!" he replies, pulling away. "I do not know what you are, woman, but you are no wife of mine. You are some creation of Satan. You and your uncle came to Devil's Briar with the express intention of perverting everything that was good about this place! Even now, you stand before me with your hideous naked sinner's body, believing you can lure me further and further from the path of the righteous man. I can only pray that the Lord will recognize my good intentions and admit me back into his fold."
 
   "We must find my uncle," I tell him. "Then you'll see. I promise you, Albert, it will all make sense once you hear everything from his mouth. He is so much more eloquent than I could ever be, and he -"
 
   "Stop talking!" Albert shouts, backing away from me. "I have listened too much to you already, vile serpent." Turning, he hurries away, heading into the forest and leaving me alone by the empty grave. I must confess, I had hoped to persuade Albert to stay and see my uncle's brilliance with his own eyes, but I am still certain that he will eventually understand. His love for me is strong, and he will eventually overcome his petty superstitions.
 
   I turn and walk toward the smoldering town. The sun is coming up, bringing the dawn's light to witness the ruins. Not a single building has been left standing, and it is hard to believe that this was once Devil's Briar at all. Once there were streets and homes and shops, but all these things have been burned to the ground. The destruction has been complete, and the cleansing must now be followed by a period of rebuilding. The only thing that remains standing is the large metal cross, serving as a symbol of the town's continued faith and purity in the face of so much destruction.
 
   I walk through the destruction, stepping over burned, fallen timbers and listening out for any sign of my uncle. I cannot help but feel he would most likely have chosen to wait for me by the cross itself, although there is so far no sign of him. Then again, perhaps he is not quite himself yet? Now that he is out of his grave, he might be dazed and confused. He has undertaken a strenuous journey, and there is no way of knowing what toll this has taken on his mind. It might even be the case that he does not remember everything about his own actions, in which case I shall have to act as a guide. I am fully prepared to nurse him back to full health, but first I must find him.
 
   Once I am sure that he is not in the ruins of the town, I walk back past the grave and head into the forest. My uncle probably emerged disorientated while the fire was burning, in which case he will have headed into the darkness. I call out for him, but I hear nothing until, finally, I see movement up ahead. I hurry onward, hoping to finally find him, but instead I discover a small group of residents from Devil's Briar, dragging something through the undergrowth.
 
   "There she is!" shouts David Haynes, pointing at me.
 
   "Hold her down!" says Dr. Collings, as they run toward me. Before I can react, half a dozen people have me surrounded, and there's clear malice in their eyes.
 
   "I'm looking for my uncle," I say. "I merely wish to -"
 
   "You want your uncle?" Dr. Collings spits back at me. "Come, we shall take you to him." Grabbing my arm, he pulls me roughly over to a nearby clearing, where a bulky cloth sack rests on the ground.
 
   "What is this?" I ask.
 
   "See with your own eyes," he says, reaching down and pulling the sack open to reveal my uncle's corpse. Discolored and showing early signs of decomposition, and with a huge hole in the side of his head from where he shot himself, he looks to have been pulled out of his grave and dragged to this spot. His eyes and mouth are open, but his skull is filled with wriggling, squirming maggots.
 
   "I don't understand," I say, shocked by the lifeless body. My uncle should be returned to full health, and walking about of his own accord; instead, he looks to be still dead.
 
   "We dug him up," Dr. Collings continues. "We ripped his cursed body out of that hole in the ground, and we're going to leave him out here for the wolves. From the moment he came to our town, terrible things have been happening. The fire tonight was God's way of warning us to expel such darkness from our midst." Reaching into his pocket, he pulls out a small bag and starts sprinkling white powder over my uncle's body. "The final act is to salt the corpse, to ensure that no more evil can bloom from his blood."
 
   "Stop!" I say, pushing him away and kneeling next to my uncle, whose dead eyes stare up at the sky. "He's waking up," I explain, desperately hoping for some sign of movement as I brush the salt from his body. "He's coming back. You'll see. Just wait." Looking up, I realize that Dr. Collings has begun to sprinkle salt over my head.
 
   "You too are cursed," he says. "After all, you come from his stock, so it stands to reason that you would be equally responsible for this evil."
 
   "Kill her," David Haynes says. "We can't let her live."
 
   "We must show the Lord that we recognize evil," adds Andreas Dixon, standing nearby. "We must show that we are willing to cast out the sinners from our town." He pulls a butcher's knife from his pocket.
 
   "When one rebuilds a town," Dr. Collings continues, "one does not repeat the mistakes one made last time. One cuts out any cancers that were present. You, Ms. Paternoster, are such a cancer, and your uncle - dead though he may be - is another. He, conveniently, has already done us the courtesy of dying, though you remain alive." He smiles as he takes the knife from Mr. Dixon. "I can only hope that the pair of you are shown a sliver of mercy when you face your final judgment."
 
   "Something's wrong," I say, running my hand across my uncle's cheek. "Something's missing. He should have returned by now, unless..." I pause for a moment, and finally I realize what must have happened. "He has slipped his old body and taken a new form," I say, looking up at Dr. Collings as he towers above me. "Yes, that is what has happened. We must find him. We must help him, he is somewhere around us, but he..." Suddenly the blade of the knife catches the light, and I am faced with the enormity of the situation. These men intend to kill me.
 
   "Although nothing would give me greater pleasure than to be the one who ends the life of this filthy harlot," Dr. Collings sneers, "I believe it would be more appropriate if another were to wield the knife. Albert Caster, you must atone for your lustful embrace of this foul woman."
 
   From behind some of the other men, Albert appears. As he gazes at me, I see that there is a new coldness in his eyes; it is almost as if he has come to hate me, as if he has begun to believe the lies that spring forth from the doctor's lips.
 
   "Albert!" I say, refusing to give up hope. I try to rush over to him, but David Haynes holds me back. "You must help me, Albert!" I shout. "Make them understand the importance of my uncle's work. Make them understand that there is still time for him to come back to us."
 
   Taking the knife from Dr. Collings, Albert stares at me.
 
   "He is returning," I continue, determined to make Albert understand. Of all the people I have ever met, the only man who has ever truly believed in me is Albert Caster, and I remain convinced that he will not lose his faith in me, not when the final moment comes. "Albert," I say, "you must recognize that this is wrong. I have done nothing except..." I pause, and suddenly I look over at my uncle's rotting corpse. For the first time, it occurs to me that maybe these people are right; maybe I am evil. After all, I believed everything my uncle said, to the point even of burning down the whole of Devil's Briar. Countless people died in the fire, yet it seems that my uncle's return has so far not come about. Is it possible that everything I believed was wrong? Have I wrought death and destruction upon this town for no reason?
 
   "Remove her clothing," Dr. Collings says. "I want to see the knife slip into her bare skin."
 
   Before I can reply, Andreas Dixon steps forward and pulls the coat away, leaving me naked. As my faith starts to falter, I try to use my hands in order to cover myself from the prying eyes of these men, but David Haynes has a strong grip from which I cannot escape. Finally, he pushes me down onto my knees.
 
   "It is time," Dr. Collings says, turning to Albert. "You helped nurture her evil in this place, Albert. Now you must be the first to show the Lord that the people of Devil's Briar are capable of starting a new chapter. You know what you have to do. Every second that you wait, is another second that our town aches and weeps for its errors."
 
   "Albert..." I say, as my husband steps toward me. "Please, Albert, you cannot do this." I look down and see that while he has the knife in one hand, in his other hand he is holding a small crucifix. "Albert, think of the love we share. Think of how I helped you recover from your mistreatment at the hands of others. Do I seem sinful? The worst that can be said of me is that I... I made a mistake." I look down at my uncle's dead face. I believed in him. I was so sure that his work would prove successful and that he would return to life once the town began to burn. Perhaps I do deserve to die after all.
 
   "Cut her throat," says Thomas Parkinson, grabbing my neck and holding my head back. Other hands grab the rest of my body, clutching clumsily onto my arms and legs so as to hold me in place.
 
   "I am so sorry, Victoria," Albert says, with tears in his eyes. "I tried to save you, but I was too weak. I do not know when, exactly, Satan entered your soul, but I should never have allowed myself to be blinded by your beauty. Please do not think that I consider myself blameless in this matter. For the rest of my life, I shall mourn the fact that I was unable to wipe away the evil in your heart." He lays the tip of the blade against my neck, before moving it down to my left breast. "I will try to ensure that there is not much pain," he continues. "However, I feel that the only way to do this is to cut out your heart and pour salt upon it, even as it still beats." He adds a little more pressure to the knife, and the very tip of the blade perforates my skin, causing a drop of blood to dribble down the curve of my breast.
 
   "Albert, don't do this!" I sob, struggling to get free as tears roll down my cheeks. I simply cannot believe that after everything I have been through, I am to die at the hands of the man I love.
 
   "Dear Lord," Albert says, staring at me, "forgive me for what I am about to do. Judge not your faithful servant, and we beg of you to ensure that your child is taken into your flock and forgiven for all earthly sins. I beseech you to extend your forgiveness for these grave errors, and to recognize that your child was merely confused and misled. Show her -"
 
   "Enough!" Dr. Collings shouts. "Do it!"
 
   "Amen," Albert says. He pauses for a moment, and then he pulls the knife away, turns to Dr. Collings, and plunges the blade directly into his face.
 
   I watch as Dr. Collings staggers back. The knife has gone in through his left eye and is now buried up to the hilt. He starts to fall, but some of the others manage to catch him.
 
   "Run!" Albert hisses at me, with tears in his eyes. "Victoria, run! Go to Florence! I will meet you there, I promise! Just go!"
 
   My heart is beating wildly as I watch Dr. Collings being lowered to the ground.
 
   "Victoria! Go!" Albert says, pulling me away from the other men.
 
   "What about you?" I ask breathlessly. "I must stay with you!"
 
   He shakes his head. "I can deal with this, my dear, but only if you are already gone. Do not stop. Do not look back. Just go to Florence and wait for me there!"
 
   I stare at him for a moment. "I love you," I say finally.
 
   "And I you," he replies. "Go!"
 
   Without another pause, I turn and start running. I half expect to be caught and dragged back by one of the men, but after I have been running for a few minutes I realize that perhaps I am to get away after all. Eventually I permit myself to slow and glance back over my shoulder, and I see that there is no-one behind me. Glancing around, I see the dawn light shining through the mist that floats between the trees. Alone and naked, I feel overcome for a moment, as if I cannot possibly keep going. I want, more than anything, to go back and find Albert, to make sure he is okay, but he gave me an order to reach safety and I am determined to obey my husband's word. Looking down, I see the small cut on my breast where the knife briefly dipped into my skin. With a heavy heart, I continue running barefoot through the forest, heading for the faraway town of Florence.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   Hurrying out into the dark corridor, I try to stay calm. My heart is pounding and I can feel sheer, cold panic in my gut, but I keep telling myself that there's no reason to be scared. For one thing, a skeleton can't hurt anyone; for another, I know that wherever he is, Bill is nearby and I just have to go and find him. He's most likely still in the building, so I just have to stay calm. Fumbling along the pitch-black corridor, I carefully find the top of the stairs and start slowly making my way down to the reception area of the hotel.
 
   "Bill!" I shout, trying not to sound like I'm scared. I wait a moment, but there's no reply. "Bill!" I shout a little louder, reminding myself that there's no need to be afraid. I'm just experiencing a perfectly normal, totally natural autonomic response to a shocking moment, but I'm a grown woman and I can hold myself together rather than collapsing into a screaming mess. "Bill!" I shout for a third time as I reach the bottom of the stairs. At least down here, there's a little moonlight so that I can see where I'm going, but after a moment I notice a human figure on the floor. Running over, I kneel down, convinced that Bill has had some kind of accident. However, when I roll him over, I see that it's not Bill at all; it's a dead male with horrific burns over his entire body. Recoiling, I crawl away until I'm over by the wall.
 
   "Bill!" I scream, unable to contain myself any longer. "Bill!"
 
   I wait.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Deciding I have to get out of the building, I stand up and hurry over to the door. At the last moment, I glance back at the burned body and see to my shock that his eyes are open. I swear to God, those same eyes were closed a moment ago. Still, that's a perfect example of how the mind can play tricks on you when you're in a stressful situation. I stumble out into the town square, but I'm starting to get seriously worried about Bill. I can understand why he might have gone off to look around, but I don't get why he wouldn't have heard me calling him.
 
   "Bill!" I shout at the top of my voice, as I run to the center of the square. Glancing around, I see nothing but dark, looming buildings. I feel a slight cramp in my stomach as I hurry toward the street that I think leads back toward the truck, but after a moment I spot a nearby door hanging open. "Bill!" I call out, figuring that maybe he's out here somewhere. There's no reply, but this time I hear a noise from somewhere inside the dark little building. Without a second thought, I take a step into the building, before realizing that I can't see a thing. I call out for him yet again, but he doesn't respond, so I run around the outside and try to see in through the windows. After a moment, I spot something in one of the rooms; it takes a moment before I see that it's a coffin with the lid open, and the rotten body of a human figure can be made out in the moonlight.
 
   Stumbling back, I take a deep breath and try to regather my composure. I have to stay calm and make sure that I don't let a series of startling images overwhelm my senses. There's a rational explanation for everything I've seen, even if right now I have no idea what that explanation might involve. The more pressing matter is the fact that I can't find Bill anywhere.
 
   "Bill!" I shout. I listen to the night air, desperate for some sign that he's coming, but all I hear is silence. Turning, I run along the street, figuring that my best bet is to go and lock myself in the truck. At least that way, I know Bill won't have too much trouble finding me. After a couple of minutes, I reach the end of the street and emerge at the edge of the town, but I don't see the truck anywhere. I've clearly become disorientated, but I figure all I need to do is stay at the edge of the forest and work my way around the perimeter until I find the spot where we parked the truck.
 
   "Bill!" I call out again as I stumble across the muddy ground. At the last moment, I suddenly pull up as I realize I'm about to tumble into some kind of pit. I look down and see what appears to be an empty grave. Seeing movement in the corner of my eye, I look over at the town and spot a figure up ahead, standing in the darkness. At first, I assume it must be Bill, but then I see that there are others standing nearby, all of them shrouded in darkness. Panicking, I turn and run into the forest, determined to find somewhere to hide. We assumed that Devil's Briar was abandoned, but now I'm starting to think that perhaps we were wrong. I figure I need to take cover out here and wait until morning, and then I should be able to get a better idea of what's happening. A moment later, however, I trip and land hard on the ground.
 
   Hauling myself up, I look straight ahead and see that I'm right next to what appears to be a large pile of human bones. There are half a dozen skulls staring back at me in the moonlight, and my mind immediately goes blank. I have a strong memory of some other moment, and I feel like I've seen these same bones before. Just for a moment, I remember standing here in the daylight, with Ed and another man. I experience a vivid flashback to a day that can't possibly have happened.
 
   "Let's not make too many assumptions," Ed is saying in the flashback. "We don't know that these people were from Devil's Briar. Even if they were, there's still the question of where everyone else went."
 
   "If these were the only survivors," the other man says, "perhaps they stayed behind for a reason. Perhaps the others went to get help, and they left the old and the sick."
 
   "It's possible," Ed says, peering at something on the ground. "There's a bible here," he continues after a moment.
 
   "There's another one over here," the other man adds. "Make that three."
 
   "A group of people, huddled just outside the town, clutching bibles," Ed continues. "Anyone got any idea what might have happened here?"
 
   Sitting back, I find myself once more alone in the darkness as the memory fades. I scramble to my feet and run further into the forest, but I come to a halt as I find myself faced with yet another skeleton. This one has a large knife sticking out of its face, with the blade embedded in the left eye socket. Nearby, yet another skeleton is partially hidden in some kind of cloth sack. I turn to run, but I see a figure walking nearby; a naked woman, stumbling between the trees, she doesn't seem to notice me as she hurries away from the town. Fearing that the whole forest is full of these visions, I turn and run back toward Devil's Briar, determined to find Bill.
 
   Eventually I emerge in a small clearing and to my relief I spot the truck parked nearby. I run over and climb in, pulling the door shut and hitting the locks. Finally, I sit and take a series of deep breaths, determined to calm down and work out what just happened. I'm a calm, rational person, and I don't believe in ghosts. Still, over the past few minutes I've seen things that have sent my heart-rate soaring. All I want is to find Bill and get out of here. I stare out the window and see the town up ahead, and I try to decide what to do next. Earlier, I called Bill's name out over and over again, and there was still no sign of him. Devil's Briar isn't very big, so I don't get how he could not have heard me. I reach into the glove-box and pull out the keys to the truck. At least I can get out of here if necessary, although first I need to find Bill.
 
   I don't manage to sleep at all. I just sit in the truck all night, staring at the town and hoping that eventually Bill will come and find me. Eventually the horizon starts to lighten, and I watch as night becomes day. After a while, I realize that it's now or never, so I get out of the truck and start walking toward the town. I know it's crazy, but the place seems far less creepy now that there's better light. I can't help wondering if maybe the events of last night were just some kind of feverish dream. After all, Bill keeps reminding me that the pregnancy is playing havoc with my body, and maybe he's right? Maybe all that happened last night was that I panicked and started imagining things in the dark.
 
   I wander the streets of Devil's Briar, afraid to call out Bill's name. For as long as I keep quiet, I can tell myself that he'll be here somewhere; if I call for him and he doesn't reply, I'll have to face the very real prospect that he has vanished. While I can't even begin to understand how a man could disappear in a place like this, I'm starting to wonder if perhaps he was taken by a wild animal of some description. It's not inconceivable that a bear, or a pack of wolves, might have entered the town during the night and dragged him away. While that isn't a very likely explanation, it's at least possible and - right now - it's the only thing that makes sense.
 
   Eventually I reach the town square, and to my surprise I see a figure standing by the large metal cross. My first instinct is to rush toward him, but after a moment I realize that he's not wearing the same clothes as Bill. Whereas Bill should be wearing jeans and a shirt, this man is wearing some kind of dark suit. I stare at him, and he slowly turns and smiles, and I finally see that it is Bill after all.
 
   "Where the hell have you been?" I shout, running over to him. "What the hell are you wearing?"
 
   He stares at me, looking completely shocked.
 
   "Bill?" I say, as I get closer to him. "What are you doing?"
 
   "I..." He pauses. "I made it."
 
   "Made what?"
 
   He takes a deep breath. It's almost as if he's in shock. "This must be..." He looks up at the cross. "If Victoria..."
 
   "Are you okay?" I ask. "Who's Victoria?"
 
   "She's my..." He pauses for a moment, and finally he smiles. "Paula?"
 
   "Uh-huh."
 
   He turns and looks around at the buildings that surround the town square. "It all looks so..." He glances back at me. "We have to destroy the cross. We have to complete the loop."
 
   "What are you talking about?" I ask. It's weird, but Bill seems so different, almost as if I barely even know him. All I care about is getting out of here; once we're away from Devil's Briar, we can start to go through all the events systematically and work out exactly what happened.
 
   "There's... there's dynamite in the truck," he says, stumbling over his words a little. "Not much, but probably enough. Come on, we have to get it." He turns to walk away, but then he stops and looks back to me. "I know this won't make much sense right now, Paula, but I've missed you. You've got no idea where I've been, but trust me, I've learned so much. All we have to do is close the loop and then we can start picking it apart. I got the first part of the experiment right, and now I just have to make sure the second part goes according to plan."
 
   "I don't have a clue what you're talking about," I say, "but we have to get out of here."
 
   "As soon as we've got the dynamite and destroyed this thing," he says, glancing up at the cross once again before turning and running toward one of the nearby streets. I hurry after him, but the cramp in my stomach is getting worse. Eventually I have to pause by one of the shops, leaning against the wall as the pain gets stronger. I take a series of deep breaths, determined to get my mind together, but I can't help wondering if something's wrong with the baby. By the time the pain has subsided, Bill is on his way back from the truck, carrying a crate of dynamite.
 
   "You can't be serious," I say.
 
   "Trust me," he replies with a smile. "I've been waiting my whole life for this moment." He hurries past, and I have no choice but to follow. Whatever's going on, it seems almost as if Bill has lost his mind. I figure I just have to make sure I get him back in the truck, and away from this place, and hopefully we can start to put everything straight. I have no idea what's happening here at Devil's Briar, but I need to get us both away from this place. I don't know if Bill has lost his mind, but I can't think of any other way to explain his behavior. As I catch up to him, I find that he has already started to set the dynamite around the base of the cross.
 
   "Bill..." I say, terrified that there might be an explosion at any moment.
 
   "Just one moment," he says, grinning as he finishes laying out the dynamite. "I'm ready. After all these years, I'm finally ready to finish what I started. Victoria was supposed to do it, but she made a terrible mistake. So it's down to us." He turns to me and smiles. "Okay, Paula. This is where it's going to start getting a little complicated."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   1925
 
    
 
   Having wandered through the forest for hours, I'm starting to think that perhaps I will never reach Florence. Granted, the town is many miles from Devil's Briar, and I was expecting to walk for at least a day, but I am beginning to lose my sense of direction. I have been trying to judge my course according to the position of the sun, but slowly I am losing even this option; I do not know whether it is through tiredness, or hunger, but I feel as if it is getting harder and harder to concentrate. For all I know, I might even have begun to accidentally walk back toward Devil's Briar.
 
   "And even if you reach Florence," says a familiar voice nearby, "what will you do then?"
 
   Turning, I see my uncle standing a few meters away. I am no fool, though; having once believed that my uncle was returning from the grave, and having then been shown his rotten and discolored corpse, I know full well that he is gone forever. The image before me must be a part of my imagination, yet he looks so real; it is almost as if I could reach out and touch him, but the human mind is a powerful thing and I am clearly hallucinating.
 
   "How do you think the people of Florence will react to a naked woman wandering into their midst, Victoria?" He pauses for a moment. "How do you think they'll react when they learn who you are, and what you did to Devil's Briar?"
 
   "I was only trying to complete your work," I say, my voice harsh and dry after walking for so long.
 
   "That's not how they'll see it," he replies. "They'll see a heretic. They'll see a sinful woman, flagrantly baring her sexuality. They'll see someone who has destroyed one community, causing the deaths of many people, and who has come to destroy another. Do you really think they'll welcome you with open arms? You saw how the people of Devil's Briar reacted to you in the end. You'll face the same thing wherever you go, Victoria. I'm sorry, but you can no longer run."
 
   "Albert says -"
 
   "Do you really believe Albert will come for you?" he continues, laughing. "Albert would have said anything to get you to leave. Even now, he's organizing the survivors to start rebuilding the town." He smiles. "I once thought Albert Caster was a fool, Victoria, but now I see that he is indeed a wise man. He knew full well that you would never survive the walk to Florence, but he sent you out here anyway. He loved you, and he could not bear to see you die right in front of him, so he sent you on a journey that would protect him from having to witness the moment of your passing."
 
   "He's coming to join me," I stammer, although in my heart I am rapidly losing faith.
 
   "He sent you to die," my uncle replies. "He saved you from one death, so that he could deliver you into another. His job is to rebuild Devil's Briar, or to die trying. Personally, I do not think he will succeed. That town was on the brink of failure anyway. Those poor remaining fools will spend a few days trying to get started, and then they will undoubtedly freeze to death. Even if they huddle together for warmth, their work is doomed."
 
   "You are wrong," I say. "Albert will set off after me."
 
   "No," my uncle says, "he will not, and you know he will not. I'm not claiming that his love for you is anything other than strong and true, Victoria. But he's a pragmatic man, and he understood finally that he could not keep you with him. He knew that you had to die, and he chose to send you away. You still have faith in him, my dear, but his faith in you has faltered, and justifiably so. Sometimes, faith should die."
 
   I take a deep breath. I know, deep in my soul, that my uncle is correct. I wish it were not so, but I cannot argue with the cold, hard truth.
 
   "And what of your faith in me, Victoria?" he continues. "Do you still believe my work was good? Do you still believe that I will return from the grave?"
 
   "I..." I pause, not knowing what to say. Up until I saw his body on the forest floor, I was certain that my uncle would eventually complete his journey and return to me. Now, I am not so sure.
 
   "Perhaps I was just a fool," he says. "Perhaps I was just an idiot who came up with some crazy ideas and then made the ultimate sacrifice in an attempt to prove a theory that could never have worked. Then again..." He sighs. "Then again, maybe everything is going according to plan. Maybe I succeeded in creating the loop I required in order to travel. You remember when I told you of the loops, don't you? The only way in which a man might travel through time, beyond his own death, is to find the points where time itself loops back, and then to draw elements of those loops together so that it becomes possible to step from one point to another. That is what the cross was designed to do. At some point, maybe far in the future, the cross will be destroyed, and it is at that moment that the loop will be completed, as the two ends of its existence become anchored together. When you read my diaries, you suspected as much, but you misunderstood one crucial element. I did not want you to destroy Devil's Briar, Victoria. I wanted you to destroy the cross."
 
   I take a deep breath, realizing the depth of my folly. "Then it is all my fault," I say, shaking with shock. "Why did you not explain this to me fully before you left? Why did you leave me to make my own determinations based on your notes?"
 
   "You wish to blame me?" he asks. "You destroyed a whole town without cause, Victoria. People died, burning to death in agony. None of that needed to happen. Meanwhile, you prolonged my journey. That cross will stand, alone and unnoticed, for so many years. One day, some force will rip it down, and my work will be complete. Until then, I will be lost in the ether, sleeping in infinity."
 
   "I can go back," I say, although I realize immediately that my words are weak and futile. I can no more go back to the ruins of Devil's Briar, than I can keep walking to Florence. A cold, hard feeling fills my soul as I realize the truth. "I shall die out here," I say quietly.
 
   "What death would be better?" my uncle asks. "Would you like to freeze to death under the stars? Or would you prefer a pack of ravenous wolves to tear you apart?"
 
   "I want a death that hurts," I say. "I deserve to know true pain."
 
   He smiles. "Do you mean that, Victoria?"
 
   "I do," I say firmly.
 
   "Then you shall have it. A slow, agonizing, painful death. A death that befits one who has hurt so many people. Those men and women and children who died in the flames of Devil's Briar were at least able to die quickly, but your demise will be a great, long agony. Just keep walking, and you'll meet your fate."
 
   I take a deep breath, knowing that he is right. I deserve nothing but misery and pain in my final moments. I deserve to suffer all the agony of the people of Devil's Briar. Although my feet are cut to pieces from the long journey so far, I start walking forward. No longer do I hope to see the first signs of civilization ahead of me; instead, I hope to see the face of death, and to know that my suffering is coming to an end.
 
   "There is one more thing you should know," my uncle says, keeping pace with me as I stumble across the forest floor. "Although Devil's Briar has been destroyed, it will be seen again. One of the unintended side-effects of my experiments is that there will be ghosts and impressions of the past. Every second that cross stands, a thousand tears are ripped in the fabric of the town's existence. When the conditions are perfect, Devil's Briar will rise from the soil and appear as new. I am sure that this will be of little comfort to you, my dear, but at least know that the flames you spread have not entirely erased the place from the world. It is no longer anchored to its physical reality."
 
   "I can only hope that -" I start to say, before seeing something up ahead. It is as if the forest floor is giving way to some other form, and although at first I assume I have stumbled across a small river, eventually I get closer and realize that it is in fact a road. A narrow, rough road running between the trees. "Where does this lead?" I ask, turning to find that my uncle's image is no longer with me. Despite everything that he said to me, I cannot deny that I feel a small glimmer of hope that perhaps this road could lead me to Florence. Perhaps death would be too easy for me; perhaps I must instead atone for my sins by facing up to the consequences of what happened. If I can read Florence, I can arrange for a rescue party to go back and help those who are left at Devil's Briar.
 
   Several hours later, however, I am still walking along the same barren road, with no sign that I am any closer to Florence. As the sun dips below the horizon and night draws closer, I feel the temperature drop and it becomes clear that I have no hope of surviving the next few hours. When my uncle's voice told me to expect a truly painful death, perhaps this is what he meant: a moment of hope, followed by a cold night during which I shall slowly freeze. Nevertheless, I refuse to give up just yet, and I keep walking. Hours pass, and my body aches to stop, but I am determined to keep going. While there is even the slightest chance I could get help for Albert and the others, I must keep forcing myself along this road, hoping against hope that I shall find salvation for those whose souls I have damned.
 
   Finally, however, my body can no longer support my soul, and I collapse to the cold, hard ground. I try desperately to get up, but the pain is intense. It is as if I have already begun to freeze. I manage to crawl for a few more meters, still hopeful of reaching Florence, but eventually I have to stop, and finally I curl up and await death. I had hoped that maybe I could find some way to help Albert and the others, but God is denying me such a chance. Now that my final moments are here, I am filled with sorrow at the lives I have destroyed. My last thought is that God will surely forgive Albert and the others their sins, and that they will be raised to Heaven even as I am cast into the fires of Hell. I remember when I was a young girl and I was so certain that I would live a long and happy life; now those dreams are cast aside and made to seem ridiculous. Death is a cold comfort as it wraps its icy fingers around my body and sweeps me away into eternal darkness. As I die, snow begins to fall.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "When this thing was erected," Bill explains as he finishes setting the dynamite around the base of the cross, "it became an anchor point in time. When it's destroyed, there'll be a second anchor point. A loop will be created between those two points, and the loop will - should - be navigable. Are you with me so far?"
 
   I stare at him. I've known Bill since we were teenagers, and we've been married for years; he's always been kind of excitable and a little unstable, but I'm starting to think that he's completely lost his mind.
 
   "I've worked it all out," he continues. "I had notebooks. I should have brought them with me, but I wasn't sure... I know it seems to you that I only went missing a few hours ago, Paula, but from my point of view it's been more than a decade. I've been back in the past. I was in the year 1925 and I -" He pauses, suddenly closing his eyes and gasping as if he's in pain.
 
   "Bill?" I ask, starting to seriously worry about how I'm going to coax his out of these delusions. Whatever's going on here, it seems as if Bill has started to retreat into some kind of fantasy in which he believes he's been traveling through time. He's pulled together aspects of Devil's Briar and constructed this complex, completely ludicrous reality in which he actually thinks he's been traveling from one age to another.
 
   "I'm okay," he replies after a moment. "It's just a little strange. Maybe the journey messed with my head a bit. I've spent the past decade living under another name. I was known as Thomas Paternoster, and I traveled the country with my niece, searching for Devil's Briar. It took me so long to find the damn place, to get back here, but finally..." He pauses again, and this time it's clear that something's very wrong. "I'm fine!" he gasps eventually. "I've just been through a lot. Trust me, Paula, this will all make sense in a few minutes."
 
   "We have to leave," I say, desperately hoping I can get through to him. "We have to leave right now and go back to Boston."
 
   "Not yet," he says. "We have to finish what I started, except... Except I don't know where I'll end up." He sits on the ground next to the cross, and he rests his arm on the pile of dynamite. "Do you want to know the craziest thing, Paula? We've been around and around in this loop so many times, things have started to get out of shape. It's a paradox. I wouldn't have gone back in time and become Thomas Paternoster if Thomas Paternoster hadn't already set up all these things a hundred years ago. Then again, Thomas Paternoster never would have existed if I, Bill Mitchell, hadn't come to Devil's Briar in 2013. That's the part I don't understand. Two time periods, each dependent upon the other, but one of them has to have existed first, even if..." His voice trails off.
 
   Sighing, I kneel next to Bill and put a hand on his shoulder. It's pretty obvious that he's lost his mind. I need to get him out of this place, to take him back to Boston so that he can get some help. All's not lost, and I'm certain that some proper psychiatric work will end this insanity.
 
   "I don't know if I'm a man named Bill Mitchell who went back and became Thomas Paternoster," he continues, "or a man named Thomas Paternoster who came forward and became Bill Mitchell." He smiles. "Maybe it made sense once, but the loop has repeated hundreds of times, and now the details are starting to blur. The cause and effect have become detached from one another and they've merged into this mess of time and space. That's why everything's leaking from one point to another, and it's why we've been seeing things here, but we can fix all of that by destroying the cross."
 
   "Let's go," I say. "We have to get out of here, Bill. Devil's Briar is just a town. It's a strange place, but it's just a town. The cross is just a cross, put up by a community that wanted to show its religious devotion."
 
   "You're part of it too," he says, as if he can't even hear what I'm saying. "You've been to Devil's Briar hundreds and hundreds of times, trapped in the loop that I've created. Something's different this time, though, and I can't..." He looks down at my belly, and finally a grin spreads across his lips. "It's the baby. The baby is keeping you outside the loop this time. The past and the present are blurring together, but the baby is anchoring you to -"
 
   "You have to listen to me -" I start to say.
 
   "No!" he replies excitedly. "Think about it. We've lived this experience hundreds and hundreds of times. They were all the same, but eventually something changed. Against all the odds, in one of the loops, you finally became pregnant. And it's the pregnancy that's interrupting everything."
 
   "Bill," I say, "we have to leave. Whatever's happened to you, we can fix it, but we need to get you some help. You must see that this is all just a fantasy you've created in your head."
 
   "I have to finish my work," he replies. "This whole place is in flux, and it's my fault. I have to connect everything back together so that the loop becomes a finite thing rather than spinning out of control. If I don't, more people might get hurt. Like me. Like Lawrence Evans." He turns and plugs the fuse of the dynamite into a small controller, and then he presses a button. "You have to go, Paula," he says, turning back to me. "I have to stay with the cross, because I'm part of the paradox, but you have to go. When this is all over, you'll understand. You just have to trust me."
 
   "Stop it," I say, starting to panic as I watch the timer start to flash. "Bill, what did you just do?"
 
   "I set the timer," he explains, as if it's the most natural and normal thing in the world. "It'll go off in exactly two minutes. You have to run."
 
   "Turn it off," I say, trying to grab the timer from his hand.
 
   "It's too late," he replies, pulling away from me. "I won't die, Paula. I'll just be sent back to where I came from. I wish it could be another way. I wish I could stay with you, but I can't. Trust me, I already used a pistol to blow my brains out. That was how I started my journey. Now I'm going to destroy the cross and go back to the old town. It's my destiny. I don't know where I'll end up. The paradoxes have become too extreme. Two different eras are bleeding into one another."
 
   "You have to come with me," I say, trying to pull him away from the cross. "Bill, you've lost your mind! All this stuff you're saying, it's complete madness. There's no loop! There's no Thomas Paternoster, or if there was, he was a man who lived a long, long time ago. You're Bill Mitchell, and you're my husband, and you're -"
 
   "One minute," he says. "You're got one minute before this all goes up. Don't put yourself in danger, Paula. Don't put our baby in danger. Get away from here."
 
   I shake my head. "I'm staying right here. If you want us to survive, you have to switch off that timer, otherwise you'll kill us both."
 
   "You don't understand," he replies. "We've lived through Devil's Briar so many times, but now it's time to end the loop. Would you really prefer to just keep experiencing the same thing over and over again. The baby offers you an opportunity to escape, and I'm going to make damn sure that you leave." He smiles. "You can't argue with dynamite, Paula. Save yourself and the baby, and trust me when I say that I know exactly what I'm doing." He checks the timer. "Thirty seconds."
 
   I stare at him. After everything we've been through together, I can't leave him here to blow himself up, but at the same time there's no way I'm going to sacrifice my life, and the life of our unborn baby, just because he's got some kind of insane delusion lodged in his mind. I'm not going to let a madman kill me just to prove a point.
 
   "I love you," he says.
 
   "I love you too," I reply, with tears in my eyes. "But Bill -"
 
   "Ten seconds," he says. "Go, Paula. I won't turn it off."
 
   "I know you won't," I say, and that's when I make the decision. Getting to my feet, I turn and run across the town square. Just as I reach the steps of the hotel, there's a huge explosion behind me and the ground shakes, knocking me down. Steadying myself, I look back just in time to see the huge cross come crashing down amidst a cloud of dust and smoke. Smashing into one of the buildings, the cross finally comes to rest and a strange calmness starts to settle over the town.
 
   "Bill!" I shout, turning and heading back into the thick, dusty smoke. I can't see a thing, and eventually I find that I can't even breathe properly. I have to turn and go back over toward the hotel, but suddenly I find that the whole of Devil's Briar seems to have disappeared. Looking around, I see nothing but a few ruined timbers, many of them with burn marks. It's as if the entire town burned down while I wasn't looking. Although the dynamite destroyed the cross, the rest of the town seems to have just vanished into thin air. The burned timbers seem old, as if they've lain like this for decades.
 
   For the next few minutes, I continue to search for Bill, even though I'm quite sure he stayed at the base of the cross until the dynamite exploded. Whatever madness drove him to do this, he was certain in his mind that he had no choice. Finally, with tears in my eyes, I realize that it's over. The smoke begins to clear and I'm left standing in a large patch of barren land, surrounded by the collapsed ruins of a town that moments ago seemed so real. All I can do is turn and run to the truck. Starting the engine, I floor the throttle and start the long drive back to Florence. I glance one final time into my rear-view mirror, seeing smoke from the explosion still rising up into the sky. Finally, as tears continue to pour down my face, I have to pull over for a moment and take my shaking hands off the wheel. I start sobbing uncontrollably, unable to stop thinking about Bill's final moments. I should never have turned and run. If I'd stayed with him at the base of the cross, he'd have switched off the timer at the last moment. This is all my fault. If only I'd been able to find a way to help Bill, none of this would have happened.
 
   All I can hope now is that, wherever he is, Bill has found peace.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   I'm bathed in the most intense light, blasting down from above, and as I regain consciousness I realize there are people talking nearby.
 
   "Can she see?" asks a woman's voice.
 
   "The cataracts cover 98% of her field of vision," replies a man.
 
   I turn toward the direction of the woman, but something is wrong. I can barely see anything at all. Instead, everything is a burning, intense white, and I can make out only the most vague impression of the woman's face as she stares down at me. I seem to be in some kind of bed, but this is a place like no other. I am not in Devil's Briar, nor I think in Florence.
 
   "She -" the man continues, before pausing. "She's never done that before," he adds after a moment.
 
   "Never done what?" the woman asks.
 
   "She's never looked at anyone," he says, and suddenly something passes directly in front of my face. I narrow my eyes a little, trying desperately to work out what is happening; all I can see, however, is a blurry figure. "She's never shown any awareness of people being in the room with her," the male continues, as something flashes past my eyes.
 
   "I'm flattered," the woman says. "Maybe you should turn that dial back down. She might be in pain."
 
   Pain? I don't feel pain. I don't feel anything. I try to open my mouth, to ask these people who they are and what they are doing to me, but my jaw will not move. It is as if I am not in control of my own body.
 
   "Wait just a moment," the man says. "I want to see if there's any brain function. The figures show a small elevation in the..." His voice trails off.
 
   "A small elevation in the what?" asks the woman.
 
   "She's showing signs of cerebral activity," the man continues, "and generally elevated brain function. Nowhere near normal levels, of course, but far above anything we've ever seen her exhibit in the past. I think she's waking up. Let me try something."
 
   After a moment, I feel the most intense pain, throbbing through my spine and radiating out into the rest of my body. I want to scream, to beg them to stop, but I can't make a sound. Finally, the pain starts to subside, and I suddenly remember being in the forest. I was walking from Devil's Briar, trying to find my way to Florence; my uncle's image appeared to me, and then I found a road, and eventually I had walked so far that I collapsed. I felt the moment of death, and this was followed by a darkness that seemed complete, and I expected to be delivered into the pits of Hell. Instead, I am here in this strange place, being tortured by people I cannot see.
 
   "Anything?" the male voice asks.
 
   I hear movement nearby, and I see that the woman's faint image is walking around me. With great effort, I am able to turn my head and watch as she moves. The pain in my spine is slowly coming back, and I am filled with fear. Is this Florence? Are these people trying to kill me, or to save me? I want more than anything for Albert to appear, and for him to assure me that everything is going to be okay. Perhaps there is still time, if he gets here while I retain at least some of my strength. Then again, why would Albert want to help me? He is probably too busy at Devil's Briar.
 
   "There's definitely some new activity in her frontal lobe," the male voice says. "It's as if she's waking up. Try talking to her."
 
   I manage to open my mouth, but the process is slow and painful. It feels as if I have been asleep and immobile for so long.
 
   "Are you kidding?" the woman asks.
 
   "Do it," the male replies. "Use her name. Try to remind her who she is."
 
   "Hello Victoria," the woman continues after a moment. "My name is Paula Mitchell. I've just returned from Devil's Briar. The year is 2013, and you're at a medical facility in Boston, Massachusetts. You're perfectly safe. The people here are taking good care of you."
 
   I try to take in everything that she is saying. How can I be in Boston, when just a moment ago I was in Colorado? How can the year be 2013, when the last thing I remember is being in the year 1925? I cannot possibly have slept for so long. If I had, I would be an old woman by now, but such a thing is simply impossible. I want to ask questions, to find out the truth, but my attempts to speak are unsuccessful. Panic is filling my body and I am desperate to get out of here, and to find my dear beloved Albert.
 
   "The brain activity is fading," says the male. "Say her name again. Keep going."
 
   "Your name is Victoria Paternoster," the woman continues. "You were found near the town of Florence, in Colorado. We think you'd been to Devil's Briar, possibly with your uncle Thomas Paternoster. We're -"
 
   "She's shutting down again," the male says, as I am filled with horror at the memory of my uncle. Can it be true? Is this really the year 2013? Has my uncle returned, or is he still lost? If the latter is true, I cannot help but think it would be better for all concerned if he stayed that way. The thought of reopening the horrors of Devil's Briar is too much for me to contemplate.
 
   "Victoria," the woman says, a hint of urgency in her voice. "Can you hear me?"
 
   I try once again to speak, but the effort is too much and I am suddenly overcome by a feeling of great tiredness. I want to tell her that she got my name wrong. I am no longer Victoria Paternoster; I am Victoria Caster, wife of Albert Caster. I close my eyes for a moment, and when I open them again I am aware that time has passed. The room is no longer bright, and I hear no voices around me, but the most important change is that I feel stronger, as if I can finally speak. Slowly, I open my mouth.
 
   "Help me," I say, immediately shocked by the quality of my own voice. I sound so old and pained, and my throat is dry. I wait for someone to answer, but it seems the people from earlier have left. Finally, I take a moment to gather my strength before carefully sitting up in the bed. There are various wires connecting me to some kind of machine, but I am able to slowly unhook myself until I am eventually free. My bones creak as I force myself to get off the bed. Blinking a few times, I manage to make my vision a little clearer, and I can tell that I am in a small room with a single door. Everything looks so strange, as if the room is made of materials that I do not understand. I see no wood and very little glass; instead, the walls appear to be completely smooth. I walk over to the door and turn the handle, finally emerging in a long, deserted corridor, the likes of which I could never before have imagined.
 
   My body is already starting to struggle, but I am determined to keep going. I have to find the man and the woman from earlier, and find out what has happened at Devil's Briar. If the year is really 2013, almost a century has passed since the night of the fire, which means Albert... I pause for a moment, and my heart fills with sadness at the thought that Albert must surely have died long ago. Then again, if I am still alive, perhaps he too is to be found somewhere. I can only hope that perhaps the woman I heard earlier, if she has any compassion at all, will help me find my dear husband.
 
   "Albert," I whisper as I shuffle along the corridor and finally I come to a small glass door. For a moment, I see my own reflection; I am so old, and my hair has turned gray. Preferring not to examine myself in detail, I push the door open and head out into another corridor. I do not know where I am going, but I am determined to find the people from earlier and make sure they realize that Devil's Briar must be left alone. That place has already brought such heartache and tragedy into the world. My uncle's work should be forgotten, not praised, and I feel it would be better now if he were simply left to sleep for eternity. No-one else should ever make the same mistake that I made.
 
   Finally, I reach a door that opens out to a large field, and I emerge into a light sprinkling of rain. I'm not entirely sure how, but I have a strong feeling that I know where to find the woman whose voice I heard earlier. I feel as if we have some connection, as if we share certain experiences, and I start to walk away from the building. Ahead, I see bright lights burning in the distance under the night sky, and although at first I worry that there are fires raging, I eventually realize that this is what the world looks like in 2013. Above, a couple of small lights move slowly across the night sky. I have clearly been asleep while the world has made huge progress, and I cannot hope to understand everything that I see around me. All I can do is push on, defying my frail and weak body.
 
   I walk for hours, barely encountering a soul in this darkened, desolate city. The rain falls harder and harder, soaking me to the bone, but I no longer feel the cold. My progress is slow, but I am able to draw upon reserves of energy that I never thought I could possess. As I reach the outskirts of the city, I see huge buildings towering up around me, and bright lights all around. In the distance, there are voices shouting at one another. Eventually I reach an intersection, and I know in my heart that the woman is nearby. It takes me just a few minutes to find the right building and then the right window, and finally I see a figure inside, sleeping with a small lamp next to her bed. Reaching up, I tap my fingers on the glass, hoping to get her attention, and eventually she seems to stir. She switches off the lamp and walks over, and I try to speak as I reach down and push what appears to be a latch on the window. After a moment, the woman runs from the window, and I finally feel my weakened body start to break down. Carefully, I ease myself down onto the rain-soaked floor and take a deep breath.
 
   "What the hell are you doing here?" shouts the woman as she runs from the house and places a blanket over my shivering frame. "It's freezing. I'm going to go and call an ambulance." She turns to go back inside, but I grab her arm and force her to stay. "You need medical help," she continues. "You're going to freeze to death out here!"
 
   I open my mouth and try to speak, but I can't quite get the words out. My frail heart is pounding in my chest.
 
   "Let me go and get someone to help you," she replies.
 
   "Don't wake him," I manage to say finally, desperate to ensure that my uncle is never disturbed. "You must not wake him."
 
   She stares at me for a moment. "Who?"
 
   "Don't go back there," I say, feeling as if my time is running out. I have to make sure she understands, but I do not know where to begin. I am quite certain that I do not have time to explain everything. Death is surely close, and I can no longer feel the rain on my skin, even though I can see that the weather is getting worse and worse. It is as if parts of my body are shutting down, one by one, although I can still hear my heartbeat. "Don't go back to Devil's Briar," I manage to say. "Don't let anyone go back there. They must not wake him." I try to get flat on the ground, but the woman reaches out and supports me.
 
   "Victoria," she says. "I have to get you inside, and then I have to call an ambulance." She carefully lifts me up into her arms. I have not been held like this since I was a child; my mother used to carry me into the house after I had been outside playing all day.
 
   "My name..." I start to say, before feeling my throat seize shut. I have to make sure she knows my name, and earlier they seemed to have got it wrong. If I am to die, I must at least have a headstone that bears witness to my marriage. "My name is Victoria Caster," I say eventually. "Victoria Paternoster was the name I had before I was married, but then..." I pause, and suddenly my heartbeat, which has been loud in my head, stops. I open my mouth again, but my body is dead.
 
   "Victoria Caster," the woman says.
 
   I want to thank her. I want to tell her that she will be okay, so long as she does not go back to Devil's Briar, but this final effort is too much. I just hope that she understands, and that she leaves that place alone. Devil's Briar must be left to fade from the world, just as I myself am fading away. As the woman sets my body down on a sofa in her home, I look up at her. The last thing I see, as I die, is her kind, gentle face. I would so love to speak to her properly, to understand her world, but for that to happen I would have to be young again, and I can never be young again. Finally, the woman reaches out and closes my eyes, and I fall into darkness. As I die, the last thing I feel is the kindness of her touch.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   "So how are you going to tell him?" Ed asks as we sit on the balcony and watch Robert playing on the beach. He's drawing a series of circles in the sand, and he seems so carefree and happy.
 
   "Tell him what?" I reply, sipping from my glass of ice-cold water.
 
   "About his father and -"
 
   "There's nothing to tell him," I say firmly. "His father died, he already knows that. I really don't think I need to start going into the details with him. Not yet, anyway. I just want to try to give him the most normal life possible. The last thing he needs is to get caught up in the whole Devil's Briar thing."
 
   "Five-year-olds are smart," Ed says. "He'll start asking difficult questions some day, and you'll need to have planned what to say."
 
   "There'll be time for that," I reply. "I'm not gonna sit him down and start telling him about..." I pause, realizing that I don't really understand everything that's happened. Over the past few years, I've thought over and over again about what happened at Devil's Briar, and I still haven't managed to understand everything. The only explanation is that I temporarily lost my mind and imagined a lot of the things I saw, though in darker moments I find myself contemplating the possibility that perhaps I got a rare glimpse of something far darker.
 
   As for what happened to Bill, I think I've finally managed to work it all out. I found some papers in the truck that explained the work of a man named Thomas Paternoster, who lived in Devil's Briar many years ago and who appears to have embarked upon some kind of experiment that used the giant cross as a power source. From reading the papers, it's clear that Paternoster was a madman and that his ideas were insane, but for some reason Bill seems to have become obsessed with recreating the man's work. In the end, Bill lost his mind and started to believe that he was this Thomas Paternoster guy. I always knew that Bill was a little unstable, but it's still shocking to have seen how completely deluded he became, and to know that in his final moments he was willing to give up his life in an attempt to prove that he was right. At least I've stopped blaming myself; Bill made his own choices, and I made mine.
 
   One thing's certain: when a rescue team went up to Devil's Briar, they found parts of Bill's body. He was taken back to Boston for a funeral, although by that point I was living in San Francisco and I was too heavily pregnant to fly, so I didn't attend.
 
   "Heller wants you to come back to Boston," Ed says suddenly. "He understands why you might be reluctant, but -"
 
   "Not gonna happen," I reply firmly. "I'm fine in San Francisco. There are too many ghosts in Boston."
 
   Ed nods, but it's as if there's something else on his mind. "I should probably tell you that Heller wants to send a team back to Devil's Briar," he says eventually. "Just to get an idea of the history of the place, and the layout. He doesn't know what really happened, of course, but he thinks it's worth digging into."
 
   "Should I even bother to object?" I ask. "It's not like anyone would ever listen to me."
 
   "It's a valid site for scientific research," he points out. "Even though there's nothing there but a few burned timbers, we can learn some useful things about the place."
 
   I smile. Ed doesn't remember the time he went to Devil's Briar. For him, that reality never happened and the loop ended while I was there with Bill. I doubt there's any way I can get Ed and the others to listen to my warnings; I can only hope that with the cross destroyed, Devil's Briar poses no more danger. Still, Victoria Paternoster's final words continue to haunt me.
 
   "So there's no way you'd go back, I guess," Ed continues. "Is there?"
 
   I smile. The question is so ridiculous, it doesn't even merit an answer. The thought of going back to Devil's Briar fills me with dread. Quite apart from the bad memories, there's also the question of whether the strange occurrences have completely stopped. I feel as if I'm safe as long as I stay away, but going back to Devil's Briar would be a huge risk. I have a new life here, and a new job, and I have to take care of Robert. I'll happily read any reports that are written about Devil's Briar, but there's no way I'd return. Now that I'm finally out, there's no way I'm going back in.
 
   "Mom!" Robert shouts. "Can I go swimming?"
 
   "In a minute!" I call back to him.
 
   "I know this probably sounds crazy," Ed says, "but sometimes Robert really reminds me of Bill."
 
   "Me too," I reply, feeling a slight lump in my throat.
 
   "So how are you going to tell him?" Ed asks as we sit on the balcony and watch Robert playing on the beach. He's drawing a series of circles in the sand, and he seems so carefree and happy.
 
   "Tell him what?" I reply, sipping from my glass of ice-cold water.
 
   "About his father and -"
 
   "There's nothing to tell him," I say firmly. "His father died, he already knows that. I really don't think I need to start going into the details with him. Not yet, anyway. I just want to try to give him the most normal life possible. The last thing he needs is to get caught up in the whole Devil's Briar thing."
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The Journey
 
   


 
  

Prologue
 
    
 
   Having driven all night through the pounding rain, the truck was finally forced to stop just before dawn at a customs checkpoint on the border. A group of bored-looking, heavily-armed men emerged from a small shed and shone torches at the side of the vehicle, as one of them wandered slowly to the driver's-side window and tapped on the glass. It had been almost a week since the last travelers had passed this way, and the customs team figured they might as well get some practice, even if they had to get soaked in the process.
 
   "Papers," the official barked as soon as the window was wound down.
 
   "I'm from the Raftwood Museum of European Archeology in London!" the driver shouted back at him, his disgruntled voice barely audible over the rain. Glancing back along the side of the truck, he saw that the other officials were casually poking the tarpaulin.
 
   "That's nice," the official replied. "Papers."
 
   "I was told I wouldn't have any trouble!"
 
   "I still need to see your papers," the official said flatly. "You show me your papers, and if everything checks out, you won't have any trouble."
 
   The rain continued to pour down as the driver leaned over to his glove-box. Eventually, he retrieved a clipboard with a bunch of documents attached to the front, and he muttered something under his breath as he held the clipboard up, hoping to keep it from getting soaked. Having spent the past month negotiating with various contacts in the Bulgarian government, he'd thought that finally he might have a clear run out of the country. Now, however, he seemed to be at the mercy of a bunch of puffed-up provincial officials. With a sigh, he realized that he might be in for an argument.
 
   Taking the clipboard, the official wandered over to take shelter under the awning around the side of his shed. He leaned his back against the wall, pointedly displaying a complete lack of urgency.
 
   "I'm in a hurry!" the driver called out. "I have a flight to catch from Bucharest! I can't miss it!"
 
   "We're all in a hurry," the official said, setting the clipboard down on a small plastic table while he reached into his pockets and pulled out a packet of cigarettes. He took his time lighting up, while his men continued to shine their torches into the back of the truck. Having been stationed at this back-of-beyond little checkpoint, the official had no patience when it came to busy westerners. They always expected people to speed up and adapt to their timetables, whereas the official preferred to make them slow down and adapt to his needs. In this small way, he figured he might reduce their stress levels and improve their lives. Besides, he didn't need another ulcer.
 
   "You can't go in there!" the driver shouted, suddenly clambering out into the rain and hurrying around to push the men away from the rear doors.
 
   "Hey!" the official shouted, dropping the clipboard onto the dirty concrete and hurrying over to pull the driver back. "You keep your hands off my men, understand? We're only doing our job." He took a drag on his cigarette, which was still burning despite the rain, and then he nodded at the truck door. "Open it up. I want to take a look."
 
   "It's very delicate cargo," the driver insisted, unable to hide the annoyance in his voice. "You can't just go ripping the crates open. They're hermetically sealed to prevent atmospheric damage! The slightest disturbance could be catastrophic! It's all noted down in the paperwork if you just take a minute check!"
 
   "I know what's in these boxes," the official said calmly. "I pay attention to the news, you know? That's why I want to see them with my own eyes. You can either open it up here, or we take it to Sofia and file the necessary paperwork, and then we'll impound your truck and bring in a team to do a full search." He waited for his words to sink in. "I didn't make the rules," he added eventually. "I just follow them. To the letter." He smiled. "And I make sure other people follow them too."
 
   Sighing, the driver pushed past the men and began to undo the rear door. He hated the idea that these officious, bureaucratic little idiots were going to slow him down, but he'd been in similar situations before and he knew that the best thing to do was just to cooperate. Arguing always made things worse, and he had no desire to get held up in this little Bulgarian backwater. He figured he just needed to give them a little Pyrrhic victory, and they'd send him on his way.
 
   "How many are there?" the official asked, as his men shone their torches through the door. The interior of the truck contained a series of crates, each of which was carefully labeled. They looked so ordinary and uncontroversial, which was somewhat surprising to the official since he knew what was inside. Although he considered himself to be a rational and level-headed man, he couldn't help but feel a little uneasy in the presence of such things. It was almost as if the crates were staring right back at him. He almost made the sign of the cross across his chest. Almost.
 
   "There are fifteen," the driver said. "Fifteen crates, fifteen specimens."
 
   "And you're taking them out of Bulgaria?"
 
   "I'm taking them to London. We're going to study them -"
 
   "Are you going to send them back here when you're finished?"
 
   "Send them back?"
 
   "I know about the British. You take things, you say you're going to study them and look after them, you talk the talk about being historians and conservationists, and then you keep them for yourselves. You put them in a museum and make money selling tickets. Tell me, if I want to see a part of my country's history, why do I have to go to London and pay for the privilege?"
 
   "We're not going to put them on display," the driver replied, sick and tired of the man's truculence.
 
   "What about the mummies from Egypt? You put those on display, so why not these things? And the marbles from Greece. You Brits pilfer the treasures of the world."
 
   Sighing, the driver reached into his pocket and pulled out a small envelope. He knew there was no point getting into an ethical debate, partly because he was aware that he didn't have a leg to stand on. Instead, he was going to try a different approach. "I have full clearance from the Ministry of -"
 
   "Yeah, yeah," the official replied, waving the paper away. "It's okay. I'm just joking with you. You understand a joke, don't you?"
 
   "What are these things?" one of the other men asked, reaching out and running his hand against the side of one of the crates.
 
   "Don't touch that!" the driver shouted, pushing the man away.
 
   "Hey!" the official shouted, grabbing the driver by the arm. "You don't touch us like that, understood? We're not dogs. It's a good question. Tell him what you've got here."
 
   "It's not important," the driver said. "If you cause me to miss my flight, I'm going to register a complaint with your superiors. I'll make sure you're all fired. This is certified museum business and you -"
 
   "Vampires," the official said, taking another drag on his cigarette. "Fifteen vampires." He turned to his colleagues, and they exchanged nervous glances as the rain continued to pour down. "You hear what this man is doing? He's taking fifteen dead vampires on a little trip in the back of his lorry."
 
   "They're just bodies from the sixteenth century," the driver replied with a sigh. "Victims of superstition. Men and women like us. Not vampires."
 
   "People thought they were vampires, though," the official continued. "They buried them... in a certain way."
 
   "People thought a lot of things back then," the driver said. "I'm with the Lawrence group. We found these bodies in a mass grave near Lovech, and we're going to take them to London and study the rituals that were used. Vampires have a major role in Eastern European mythology, and we're going to see if we can learn more about the beliefs that fueled these superstitious ideas. It's all perfectly legitimate work!"
 
   "They're dead bodies," the official said. "Bones. People, once. It's not right, digging them up and flying them off to your museum. How would you feel if I did the same to your ancestors?"
 
   "I have full clearance," the driver said. "If you don't believe me, and if you don't accept my documents, then put a call through to the ministry. You'll soon find out that I'm telling the truth. I'm sure your bosses'll be thrilled to be woken at five in the morning and asked a question that could be answered just by looking at the fucking paperwork." He waited for an answer. "For God's sake, you know I have clearance! What are you waiting for, a bribe?"
 
   The official took another drag on his cigarette. "It's okay," he said eventually. "I believe you. I know it's true. All of it. I read about all this in the newspaper, so..." He stared into the darkness of the truck for a moment. "It's not my job to stop you. Your papers are in order. We just had to check, you understand? We needed to make sure you're not hiding anything else. Clearly you're not, though, so you're free to continue your journey. No bribe is necessary. We're honest people, like you."
 
   "Thank you," the driver continued, pushing the rear door shut. Hurrying back around to the cab door, his feet splashing in the puddles that were getting deeper by the minute, he began to climb up into the front compartment, at which point he noticed that the customs men had all come to stare at him. Standing in the rain, they made for a strange and slightly unsettling sight, especially with machine guns slung over their shoulders. For the driver, it was almost as if he'd stepped back in time a few decades to a time when bureaucrats carried weapons and westerners were viewed with disdain in this part of the world.
 
   "You're a brave man," the official said eventually, as the driver pulled his door shut. "Driving alone through the night with fifteen dead vampires in the back of your truck, anything could happen. You're not worried that while you're out on some lonely country road, you might start to hear a scratching sound coming from back there, are you? You're not bothered by the same superstitions that afflict us simple, old-fashioned folk?" Grinning, he took another drag from his cigarette.
 
   "They weren't vampires," the driver said, starting his engine. "They were ordinary people who were subject to certain rituals after their deaths because the locals made a mistake. People had strange ideas. It was a superstitious time, and these ideas spread. You understand? I've written papers on it, for God's sake. It's all laid out in black and white. There's no such thing as vampires."
 
   "I hope you're right," the official said, standing back to let the truck go. "If you're wrong about even one of those bodies, you might come to regret it, if you know what I mean. You carrying a gun?"
 
   The driver shook his head, as one of the other men hurried over and passed the clipboard back to him.
 
   "Figures," the official said. "Wouldn't do much good anyway. I don't suppose a gun would be much use against a real vampire. Good job they don't exist, I guess." Reaching out, he stubbed his cigarette out on the side of the truck. "Go on, get on your way. I'd hate for you to miss your plane and then start blaming me for doing my job. I'm just a simple peasant with simple beliefs. I can't afford to get fired." He paused. "The roads ahead are narrow and slippery, so you should be careful."
 
   "Finally," the driver muttered.
 
   "I just hope you know what you're doing," the official said with a smile.
 
   Without saying another word, the driver accelerated away from the checkpoint. Within a couple of minutes, he'd disappeared long into the night, leaving the customs workers to wander back into their shed. Once the others were safely inside, however, the official paused in the doorway for a moment. He wasn't a superstitious man, and he figured those fifteen bodies probably were just a bunch of random old bones, made more interesting by the strange manner in which they'd been buried. Still, the mere mention of vampires was enough to unsettle him. After glancing around at the darkness for a moment, he turned, headed back into the shed and pushed the door shut.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   As usual, Dr. Andrew Marlowe timed his walk up from the museum's storage room to perfection. He stepped out of the door at precisely 22:01, which meant that he was at the foot of the stairs by 22:05 and halfway up by 22:06; by 22:07, he was emerging on the main landing of the east wing, which meant that he was passing the elevators at precisely 22:08, by which point everyone else should have left the building. Marlowe hated being interrupted by other people, so he tended to wait until closing time before getting started with his own work. More than anything, he enjoyed the sensation of being the only person working in the entire museum.
 
   Tonight, however, he was out of luck. As he reached the hallway at the top of the stairs, he found a familiar face stepping out from one of the nearby offices.
 
   "We meet again," Dr. Kate Langley said with a knowing smile, as she pressed the button for an elevator. "This is becoming a habit. Or a ritual."
 
   "I was just down in the archive," Marlowe replied, holding up a rolled document that he'd grabbed on his way out, cursing his luck at the fact that he'd been interrupted.
 
   "You prefer working alone?"
 
   "I..." He paused, feeling a little embarrassed.
 
   "Where are your shoes?" Kate asked, looking down at his feet.
 
   "My what?"
 
   She smiled.
 
   "Oh. My shoes. Sorry, they make my feet sweat," Marlowe replied, glancing down and seeing that there was a hole in his left sock, exposing his big toe. "Um... yes, that's bad," he added unnecessarily.
 
   "So what time are they gonna throw you out tonight?"
 
   "They're supposed to close up at midnight," Marlowe explained, "but sometimes I persuade Jerry to..." He paused, before smiling awkwardly. "I shouldn't tell you any of this," he continued eventually. "Forget I said anything. It's just a little arrangement between friends."
 
   "You arranged a lock-in?" Kate asked, raising a quizzical eyebrow. "Seriously? A lock-in at the museum?"
 
   "They open up again at five in the morning, so it's not that long," Marlowe continued, stammering slightly. "I know it's against policy, but Jerry realizes I'm not going to do anything stupid. I just get on with my work, alone and uninterrupted, and then I head home when everyone else comes in. It's a little anti-social, but I get more done this way." He paused for a moment. "Not that I'm an anti-social person in general, of course," he added suddenly, with a hint of panic. "I just prefer to work in an anti-social way, and the result is that I don't have time to be social, which..." He paused, aware of Kate's amused smile. "I suppose that is rather anti-social of me, isn't it?"
 
   There was another awkward pause, which ended as the elevator door slid open. Lately, Marlowe seemed to be bumping into Kate Langley several times a day, and so naturally he'd begun to think about her a little more than usual. She was attractive and intelligent, but he knew that she was totally out of his league. He'd long ago given up the thought that such a woman would ever be interested in him, although he had to admit that she seemed friendly enough.
 
   "This is my ride," Kate said, smiling as she stepped into the elevator. "Have a good night!"
 
   Marlowe nodded politely, before turning to walk away.
 
   "Wait!" Kate said suddenly, reaching out and forcing the doors back open. She had a mischievous glint in her eyes, and a cautious smile on her lips. "Are you working on the stuff that came in from Bulgaria?"
 
   Marlowe stared at her, startled by such a direct question.
 
   "Well. Are you?"
 
   "Um..." Marlowe paused, suddenly feeling slightly sweaty. "I'm not sure I know what you're talking about."
 
   "The stuff from the burial site."
 
   "Um..."
 
   "Come on, I know you know."
 
   "I... No, I really don't..."
 
   "Liar," Kate continued, biting her bottom lip for a moment. "You know exactly what I'm talking about. The crates that are supposed to be secret, even though everyone's talking about them in the canteen. They arrived three nights ago on a flight from Bucharest. Before that, they'd come up by land from northern Bulgaria. Somewhere near Lovech, I heard." She waited for a reply, and there was a look in her eyes that suggested she wasn't likely to give up easily. "There's fifteen of them, right? Fifteen bodies in fifteen crates, all found with markings that suggested they'd been buried as vampires."
 
   "Official policy is to not discuss the bodies," Marlowe replied uncomfortably. "The Bulgarian government put some very strict restrictions on what we can do and who we can allow in there. They faced a bit of a backlash at home after they agreed to let us have them, so they had to make it clear that we'd be respecting the dead. I'm afraid I can't... I can't..." He paused. "I mean, I just can't talk about it at all."
 
   "I know it's a sensitive subject," Kate replied, "but it's not like I'm gonna tell anyone, is it?"
 
   "That's really not the issue," Marlowe muttered. "We have certain considerations to take into account."
 
   "Of course you do," Kate said. "You have to be culturally sensitive while you're pillaging the cultural history of a foreign country." She paused, and for a moment it was as if she was poised to ask something that she knew she shouldn't. "So... can I see them?"
 
   "Out of the question," Marlowe replied immediately. People had been bugging him for a peek for days, and he'd turned them all down. He had a strict policy when it came to the specimens, and he was determined to ensure that they didn't become some kind of freak-show. After all, they were people once, and they deserved to be treated with a modicum of respect.
 
   "Is there no chance at all?" Kate asked, stepping out of the elevator chamber. Seconds later, the doors slid shut. "I just want to see them. You've got them all laid out, right? They're in one of the rooms in this wing. Come on, Marlowe, I won't tell anyone. This is a once in a lifetime opportunity. What are you gonna do with them when the research is over? Ship them back to Bulgaria so they can be buried again?"
 
   "Dr. Langley, please -"
 
   "Call me Kate," she said with a smile. "And it's not just morbid curiosity. The work I'm doing on Indo-Chinese cultures has some overlaps. Vampires pop up in pretty much every socio-cultural narrative in the world, so the bodies you're studying could have relevance for researchers all over the world. All I'm asking for is a little sneak peek at what you're doing, instead of having to wait for your paper to come out next year. I'd owe you a big favor."
 
   Marlowe stared at her, trying to stay strong
 
   "Come on. Please?"
 
   "I really can't..."
 
   "I'd love to pick your brains about the specimens. Maybe after I've taken a look at them, we could get together and discuss them properly some time?"
 
   Marlowe opened his mouth to tell her that it was quite out of the question.
 
   "Maybe over dinner?"
 
   He swallowed hard, feeling himself starting to weaken.
 
   She smiled.
 
   "You can't tell a soul," he said eventually. "Not one person. Seriously, there are strict rules in place and there'll be consequences if it gets out that I've -"
 
   "It won't get out," Kate said, grinning. She seemed fired up with a rare kind of enthusiasm that had already begun to infect Marlowe. "Come on. It's late. The place is dark and deserted. If we screamed right now, no-one'd hear us. I think there might even be a storm brewing outside. So let's go. Show me the vampires!"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   The bodies were laid out on a series of metal trays, each of which was set upon a table in the main laboratory. A humming air-conditioning unit kept the temperature of the room low, which was just as well since the bodies were in various states of decomposition. Some were just a collection of bones, while others still had small amounts of skin; some were dull brown and yellow, while a few were bright and white, as if they'd been bleached by the sun. There was a small marker on each tray, giving the bodies an identification number, and various pieces of lifting and scanning equipment waited on the far side of the room for use later.
 
   "People were driven by fear back then," Marlowe said, as he and Kate walked slowly between the tables that held the bodies. "The Black Death was spreading across Europe. People were dropping dead, and no-one knew why. I guess it's no surprise that after medicine failed to provide an answer, people turned to other explanations. They started to anthropomorphize the disease, to give it a face. They sought to pin blame on foreigners and people who were different. It wasn't long before folk stories sprang up, warning of ghoulish figures that traveled the world, bring pestilence and death while sucking the blood of fair young maidens."
 
   "Gotta have some fair young maidens in the story somewhere," Kate replied wryly. "Even back then, sex helped to sell an idea." She paused by one of the trays, admiring a collection of hones. "So these people were killed because they were suspected of being vampires?"
 
   "Killed or exhumed, yes," Marlowe said. "These superstitious beliefs were flexible, so they could adapt to fit changing circumstances. Obviously there was no specific science involved in the various practices, so there tended to be a lot of variation in terms of how suspected vampires were treated. One thing remained constant, however. The main aim was to dismember the dead body in a manner that would prevent the dead from coming back to life. That's what people were scared of. They believed that the undead were the cause of mankind's suffering. In reality, of course, it was actually all caused by rats and their disease-infested fleas."
 
   The pair of them stopped next to a table that held a complete human skeleton. The bones were laid out fairly conventionally, with one notable exception: a large brick had been rammed into the mouth, evidently with enough force to break the jawbone in several places.
 
   "It seems crazy now," Marlowe continued, "but the idea here was that if the corpse's mouth was kept open, the vampire wouldn't be able to rise and claim new victims. As you can imagine, logic was in short supply. Bodies with bricks in their mouths have been found all across Europe. Based on initial observations of the way in which the bricks were inserted, it seems that some were introduced after death, but some might have been..." He paused for a moment, wondering how much graphic detail he should provide. He usually hated explaining his work to people, but for some reason he was enjoying this little late-night chat with Kate.
 
   "Some of them were killed by having the brick rammed into their mouth?" Kate asked, clearly more fascinated than bothered by such a gruesome idea.
 
   "Possibly," Marlowe said. "As I explained earlier -"
 
   "What about this one?" she continued, walking over to a nearby table where a skull was resting between a pair of skeletal legs. "Tell me about this one."
 
   "This was another common way of dealing with a supposed vampire," Marlowe explained. "The head would be removed, and then it would be placed between the legs. Sometimes the arms would be removed as well, possibly to ensure that the head couldn't be re-attached in the grave. The idea here seems to have been to make sure that when the creature inevitably woke up in the coffin, it'd have no way of escaping. Again, they were trying to ensure that the vampire couldn't put itself back together after it had been killed."
 
   "Quaint," Kate said with a smile. Like a kid in a candy store, she was rushing from table to table, examining each body in turn. She was being careful not to touch the specimens, of course, but her enthusiasm was infectious and Marlowe found himself enjoying her questions. "And this one?" she asked eventually, stopping next to another table.
 
   "Another ingenious attempt to prevent a vampire from returning," Marlowe said. "The body would be sliced in half lengthways, and one of the halves would then be placed upside down in the coffin. There are a few different variations of this approach. In some cases, the two halves were even buried in separate coffins. Again, the idea was to provide a physical barrier to the body's reconstitution. In the narrow space afforded to the corpse, there'd simply be no way for the vampire to fix itself. I mean, it's a ludicrous concept, but in the absence of clear and rational thought, people believed this kind of crap." He paused, looking down at the nearest body. "These were just innocent people who probably aroused curiosity simply by virtue of looking a little weird or behaving strangely, or happening to arrive in strange lands at a time when paranoia was running particularly high. They were scapegoats."
 
   "And people really believed that this kind of thing happened?" Kate continued. "They really thought these vampires were gonna wake up down there?"
 
   Marlowe nodded. "It wasn't entirely uncommon for people to be buried alive. Medical capabilities were somewhat primitive, so people could quite easily slip into a coma and be pronounced dead, only to wake up after they'd been placed in their graves. Imagine walking through a cemetery and hearing a faint banging sound from deep beneath the ground. Doctors often didn't want to admit that they'd made mistakes, so they were happy to encourage more lurid explanations."
 
   "It's freezing in here," Kate said, her eyes fixed on one of the corpses. "They must be so cold."
 
   "Have you heard of Mercy Brown?" Marlowe asked after a moment. "True story. Rhode Island, 1892. Mercy was a nineteen-year-old girl who died of tuberculosis. When multiple members of the same family were also struck down over the next few years, the locals decided a vampire must be responsible. The bodies of the victims were dug up, and all but one of them showed signs of decomposition. Mercy's body was apparently fresh and clean, as if it hadn't decayed at all. Naturally, this set tongues wagging, so the locals acted on their superstitions." He paused for a moment, enjoying the look of rapt attention on Kate's face. "They cut out Mercy's heart, burned it, and mixed the remains into a potion that they believed could cure people of various conditions. In their rush to defeat the monster, they acted like barbarians. In their rush to protect the innocent, they became savages."
 
   "The Mercy Brown case was over a hundred years ago," Kate pointed out. "People don't change, though, do they? Not really." Walking across the room, she stopped next to another of the bodies. "What about this one?" she asked eventually. "The head's still attached. No brick in the mouth. It barely looks to have been touched."
 
   "That's an interesting one," Marlowe replied, heading over to join her. "Look at the neck. Don't you see something?"
 
   Peering more closely, Kate saw that there was a jagged line running around the circumference of the corpse's neck. This was one of the few bodies that retained some of its skin and hair.
 
   "The head was removed at one point," Kate said eventually, "and then reattached. Do you know why they'd have done that?"
 
   Marlowe shrugged. "These were panicked, superstitious people. They might well have exhumed each body several times, doing different things on each occasion as they desperately tried to prevent the curse from spreading. But you're right, it is odd that they seem to have reversed track with this body. Look at the jaw, too. Signs of fracture around the edges. The only logical conclusion is that a brick was inserted into the mouth and later removed."
 
   "But if it healed," Kate said, examining the clear signs of trauma around the body's mouth, "that suggests..." She turned to look at Marlowe. "This one was alive when it was... for want of a better term, bricked."
 
   "Apparently," Marlowe continued. "They inserted the brick, then later, for whatever reason, they removed it and the poor bastard began to heal. At a later date, they also seem to have tried staking him." Grabbing a pair of latex gloves from a nearby counter, he made sure to cover his hands before pointing at a contusion on the ribcage. "See here? We've already done some scans of this body, and most of the heart seems to be missing, so I'm guessing they staked him and then opened him up to take the heart away. As for why they didn't take the whole heart, that's something of a mystery. Blind panic, I guess. The procedure was probably carried out by someone who lacked medical training."
 
   "Death by mob," Kate replied. "I doubt it's a very pleasant way to go."
 
   "Excruciatingly painful, I'd have thought," Marlowe said. "And probably quite terrifying. At least we have a name for this one, or at least a possible name. Edgar LeCompte. I can't help wondering what poor Edgar did to deserve such a horrific death. Whatever it was, it's almost as if the locals remained scared of him. The evidence suggests that he was dug up and re-buried half a dozen times. They must have been particularly scared of him."
 
   "The dangerous Edgar LeCompte," Kate said, staring down at the bones. "A man to be feared, huh?"
 
   "You want to know something crazy?" Marlowe asked with a half-smile. "When this specimen arrived, the jaw was closed, but last night I noticed it seemed to be open just a fraction of a millimeter. And tonight, it's open a little more. It's almost as if he's slowly opening his mouth. It's undoubtedly the result of structural pressures, and possibly a change in the gases deep within the bone, but nonetheless, it's a fascinating phenomenon."
 
   They stood in silence for a moment.
 
   "Do you ever..." Kate started to say, before pausing.
 
   "Do I ever what?" Marlowe asked.
 
   "Well," she continued, looking around at all the bodies. "I know these were all normal humans who fell victim to superstition, but when you're working here alone, late at night, don't you ever feel..." She smiled nervously. "You know what I mean, right? None of us can truly say that we don't think about things like that."
 
   "Do I ever wonder if they were actual vampires?" He paused. "No. Never. I've studied this kind of thing for too long to let it affect me. It's all about knowledge. If you can explain something, there's no need to be scared of it. If you can't explain something, put aside the fear and keep going until you have an answer."
 
   "You really believe that?"
 
   "I think humans are humans," Marlowe replied. "Any place, any time, humans have certain basic fears. Other animals do, too. Superstition is part of being alive. Until the day when we understand everything around us, every phenomenon and every event, we as a species are going to be prone to this kind of fear." He looked back down at one of the skulls. "Given the right circumstances, this kind of thing could easily happen again. This kind of paranoia and superstition. It's still inside us all, waiting until the next time we're scared."
 
   "Edgar LeCompte," Kate said, staring down at the nearest body. "What a way to die. Poor Edgar, huh?"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   "You're in a good mood," said Wade as he carried a set of beakers over to his desk, early the following morning.
 
   "Am I?" Marlowe replied, not looking up from his examination of some scar tissue on one of the bodies. "Sorry. I didn't mean to worry you."
 
   "Quite the reverse," Wade continued, pausing for a moment to watch his supervisor. "I might be out of line here, but I can't help noticing that every time I look over at you today, you have this weird little smile on your face. Don't get me wrong, it's a good thing, but you're normally less..." His voice trailed off as he realized there was no appropriate way to finish that sentence.
 
   "Less?"
 
   "Less... happy?" He watched Marlowe for a few seconds. "Did you talk to that woman again?"
 
   "What woman?"
 
   "That one you keep bumping into. The kinda hot one from down the hall."
 
   "I have no idea what you're talking about," Marlowe said gruffly, focusing on his work.
 
   "Yeah, you do. Kinda medium tall, good figure, dark hair, dresses plain but has a smile like maybe there's a bit more to her when you get under the bonnet."
 
   Marlowe turned to stare at him.
 
   "You know who I mean, right?"
 
   "I'm just getting on with the task at hand," Marlowe replied as he turned back to look at the scar tissue. He was determined to avoid all mention of his conversation with Kate the previous night, not only because it was of no consequence, but also because it was none of Wade's business. He'd never felt a desire to 'bond' with Wade, viewing the man as nothing more than an annoyance. The pair of them had no relationship away from the museum, and Marlowe was more than happy to keep things that way. "I'm just a little tired. How are you getting on with those samples? Can you have the first results ready by one?"
 
   "I can try," Wade said, with an annoyingly cheery tone to his voice.
 
   "Does the process involve sitting around and making idle smalltalk?" Marlowe continued, unable to hide his annoyance at the slow pace of work. "We've only got these bodies until the end of the month, so maybe we should push ahead a little faster. I still want to get some more imaging of each specimen before we're done."
 
   The two men worked in silence for a few more minutes, with Marlowe finally managing to drift into the 'zone' that allowed him to really get on with things. More than anything, he hated distractions and unnecessary complications; he was convinced that he'd get more work done if he didn't have to deal with an assistant, and he viewed Wade as little more than an annoyance. Still, his departmental heads insisted on supplying someone to 'help out', and that someone was Wade. It was tiring, having to come up with jobs for Wade to do each day, and having to answer inane questions. Sure, the guy was fully trained, but his personality type was a major problem. He just couldn't seem to stay silent while working.
 
   "Boss, did you change the markers?" Wade called out eventually, as if to prove Marlowe's point.
 
   "The markers?"
 
   "The little cone things on each table."
 
   "I know what the markers are," Marlowe replied tersely. "Why are you asking if I've changed them? Why would I do that? It'd defeat the whole point."
 
   Wade paused for a moment. "I thought specimen 1A was supposed to have a 5mm fracture around the lower left side of the face, but..." He turned to one of the other bodies. "I don't know, but I swear to God there's been a numbering mistake. This one's labeled as 1A, but it has..." He paused again, before grabbing a clipboard and double-checking the numbers. "Okay, 2B's causing problems. According to our original manifest and inspection, 2B is supposed to have minimal scarring and skin, but I'm looking at 2B right now, and I'm seeing both scarring and skin around the cheekbones."
 
   "No," Marlowe said, trying to hide his annoyance as he walked over to join Wade. "That's not right, 2B is..." He paused as he saw that Wade was right: specimen 2B definitely had some large patches of skin on the cheekbones and, upon closer inspection, also around the lower neck area. After double-checking the clipboard, Marlowe turned to look over at 1A.
 
   "Is there any way the markers could have been switched?" Wade asked. "Has anyone else been in here? A janitor, maybe? Anyone who didn't have authorization?"
 
   "Of course not," Marlowe snapped, before thinking back to his conversation with Kate. It was an insane idea, but the only logical explanation for the confusion was that somehow Kate had ended up moving a few of the markers. She'd probably done it by accident and then felt too embarrassed to admit to her mistake. Having relied on each marker to help keep track of the different bodies, Marlowe suddenly found himself uncertain as to which body was which. Apart from the visual clues, some of the sets of bones were very similar, and he wasn't yet sufficiently familiar with each body to be able to recognize them without referring to the paperwork.
 
   "Something's definitely gone wrong," Wade said. "I swear, I didn't touch the markers. I looked at them last night, right before I left, and I know I'd have noticed if there was anything wrong."
 
   "We'll have to check the photos again," Marlowe said with a sigh, realizing that a whole morning's work was now on the verge of being wiped out. "Get the images, hopefully they've got the markers in all of them and we can set things right."
 
   "Sure," Wade said, "but don't you think we also need to work out what went wrong? If it happened once, it could happen again."
 
   "I'll deal with that," Marlowe replied tersely. "Just do what I asked. Please. We're supposed to be good at our job, but apparently we can't even keep a fucking numbering system in order."
 
   "But if -"
 
   "Just do it!" Marlowe said firmly, momentarily allowing his annoyance to spill over. "Jesus, can't you just follow a simple order for once? Get the photos and match the original markers to the images, and make sure everything's back in place. I can't work if I'm not able to keep a clear indication of which body is which!" He looked down at the specimen that was currently labeled as 2B, and for a moment he was filled with doubt; he was certain that none of the bodies had displayed that particular formation of skin, but at the same time he also knew that mistakes could creep into even the most tightly-controlled situation.
 
   "Sorry," Wade muttered, heading over to the desk in the far corner. It was clear that he'd taken offense.
 
   Marlowe opened his mouth to apologize for the outburst, but the words didn't come. He didn't feel bad for what he'd said or how he'd said it, but he was worried that Wade might be a less effective worker if he felt under-appreciated.
 
   "Let's get this mess sorted by lunchtime," Marlowe said eventually, hoping to calm things down without necessarily having to resort to a full apology. "It's not a big problem. At least we caught it early, before it fucked everything up. Let's just get it fixed and make sure it doesn't happen again, okay?"
 
   Wade nodded cautiously.
 
   For the rest of the morning, the two men worked in silence. It was the kind of environment that Marlowe had been craving since the project started, except that he was coming to realize that it was the wrong kind of silence. Occasionally glancing over at Wade, he could tell that he'd caused offense with his outburst, which meant that Wade was probably pissed off. Sighing, Marlowe realized that Wade was just as annoying when he was silent, as he was when he was talking. Dead people, even five-hundred-year-old corpses, were infinitely better company.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   "I'm sorry to have called you down here," said Jerry, the museum's head of security, as he led Marlowe along a corridor, "but he's making a bit of a fuss. I've tried dealing with him, but he insists on speaking to you in person. I figured it might be best to just let him have his moment and then send him on his way. Frankly, he's been ranting at everyone in sight for the past half hour."
 
   "So I hear," Marlowe replied. Even before they reached the front hall, he could hear the man shouting angrily. Although he'd known that a protest like this was possible, Marlowe was still disappointed to find that it had materialized in such a vocal and uncivilized fashion. Besides, he thought that men like Jerry were paid specifically to deal with this kind of problem, so he didn't really see why he'd been dragged away from his work in order to speak to some idiotic member of the public. He made a mental note to speak to someone about Jerry's performance.
 
   "Mr. Varvel," Jerry said as he and Marlowe reached the main reception desk, where a short, angry-looking bald man was berating a startled member of staff, while banging the handle of his umbrella on the desk. Unfortunately, the little man was so busy shouting, he didn't seem to have noticed that anyone else was trying to talk to him.
 
   "Mr. Varvel!" Jerry said again, raising his voice a little.
 
   "What?" Varvel asked, turning to him with an angry look in his eyes.
 
   "Mr. Varvel, I'm sorry it took a little longer than expected," Jerry continued, flashing a fake and condescending smile, "but Dr. Marlowe was in the middle of some very important work. However, he's very kindly taken the time to -"
 
   "You're Dr. Marlowe?" Varvel asked with a thick Eastern European accident, waving his umbrella in the air as if he meant to use it as some kind of weapon.
 
   Marlowe opened his mouth to reply.
 
   "You're him, huh?" Varvel continued, regarding him with evident disgust. "You're the one."
 
   "I'm the one what?" Marlowe asked, feeling both annoyed and slightly amused by this angry little man. He took a step back, keen to ensure he was out of range of the umbrella.
 
   "Come on," Varvel said, lunging at him and grabbing his arm, before attempting to lead him back along one of the corridors. "You can take me to see. Right now, huh? You can take me to see them. We'll wrap them up for the journey home."
 
   "Get the hell off me!" Marlowe said firmly, pulling free.
 
   "Dr. Marlowe has come down here to answer your questions," Jerry said, clearly struggling to remain polite. "I thought perhaps he could allay some of your fears, but that's only possible if the situation remains non-violent and non-threatening. Can you do that, Mr. Varvel?"
 
   "Fears?" Varvel replied. "I have no fears. I'm just here to stop you from making a big mistake. You don't think there are consequences to disturbing hallowed ground? You think you can just rip bodies out of the soil and do whatever you want with them, and no-one's gonna notice?"
 
   "What are you talking about?" Marlowe asked with a sigh, before turning to Jerry. "No-one's been ripping bodies out of the ground, hallowed or otherwise. I don't have time for this bullshit..."
 
   "Gentlemen -" Jerry began to say.
 
   "This is ridiculous," Marlowe said firmly. "Mr. Varvel, or whatever your name is, I'm a busy man. If you have something to say to me, I'd appreciate it if you could say it. I'm not going to listen to you, but if it'd make you feel better to shout at me, at least do it quickly."
 
   "You're a smart-ass, are you?" Varvel asked, glaring at Marlowe.
 
   "I can assure you that Dr. Marlowe is not a smart-ass," Jerry said.
 
   "You're the one who's desecrating the bodies," Varvel spat back at Marlowe. "You have a load of human bodies up there, and you're cutting them open and playing with them and doing whatever you want! You're ignoring the will of God, and the will of the people who buried those bodies in holy ground!"
 
   "Not quite," Marlowe replied. "I'm conducting a series of tests -"
 
   "You're abusing them!" Varvel shouted. "You're playing with them! They were buried in accordance with the wishes of God, and you dug them up and brought them here so you could fiddle with them and stick things in them and do awful things!"
 
   "No-one's sticking anything in them," Marlowe replied, trying to remain calm. "No-one's cutting them or slicing them at all. We're using scanning technology to look inside the bodies and get a better idea of what happened to them. It's all perfectly valid science, and it doesn't harm the tissue in any way. The bodies are going to be in exactly the same condition when we're done as they were when they arrived, and then we're going to send them back and it'll be like they never left their graves."
 
   "And you think God won't notice?"
 
   "I don't think an imaginary deity has much to say about anything," Marlowe said coolly.
 
   "This is immoral!" Varvel shouted, before adding something in his own language.
 
   "That's your opinion," Marlowe said calmly, "but frankly, it's none of your business."
 
   "None of my business?" Varvel roared. "None of my business?" He turned to Jerry. "You hear this idiot? None of my business? He drags my countrymen halfway across the world and then he claims that it's none of my business! How would you like it if I dug up a load of your ancestors and hauled them off to some laboratory so I could poke them and dishonor their bodies? Those people were buried in accordance with God, and with respect to their souls, and now you come and dig them up like you're a dog digging up some juicy bones!"
 
   "I don't have time for this," Marlowe replied, turning to walk away.
 
   "Get back here!" Varvel shouted, finally making use of the umbrella by whacking it against Marlowe's arm.
 
   "Jesus!" Marlowe shouted, leaping out of the way.
 
   "Okay," Jerry said, stepping between the two of them. "I don't want to have to call the police -" Before he could finish the sentence, the umbrella thwacked him on the side of the head, sending him stumbling back a few paces.
 
   "You hide behind your security," Varvel said, keeping his eyes fixed on the startled Marlowe. "You tell yourself you have total rights to be doing what you're doing. So what? It's just words. You're going against the wishes of these people and their families and our traditions." He paused for a moment. "It doesn't matter how deep you hide yourself under your clever words. God will find you, Mr. Marlowe."
 
   "You have to leave now," Jerry said firmly, maneuvering Varvel to the exit. "Verbal disagreements are one thing, but physical violence is not tolerated. I'm going to have to physically prevent you from returning, do you understand? You're banned from this building indefinitely, and if you attempt to contact any member of staff in any capacity or at any time, the police will be involved. Okay?"
 
   "Whatever," Varvel grunted, pulling free and starting to walk down the steps. He called something back at them, but it was in a language that neither Jerry nor Marlowe understood.
 
   "Some people are nuts, huh?" Jerry said as he walked back over to Marlowe.
 
   "Next time some asshole comes and tries to cause trouble," Marlowe replied, "do me a favor, yeah? Do your job instead of calling me down to deal with him."
 
   "I just thought -"
 
   "Do your fucking job," Marlowe said again, before turning and storming back along the corridor. He'd had enough of all these interruptions, and he was determined to get back to work. Day in, day out, he came to the museum and got his job done. He hit every deadline and he came in under every budget, and he couldn't help thinking that if everyone else was so conscientious, the world would be a much calmer place. He hated dealing with other people. At least dead bodies stayed put, and didn't answer back. Sure, they occasionally revealed surprises and fresh mysteries, but at least they didn't get up and start causing trouble.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   As soon as his clock reached 22:00, Marlowe stepped out of the storage room and began the slow walk up to his office. Once again, he was hoping to avoid bumping into anyone. Wade should have left an hour ago, and all the other offices should be empty by now. With the building empty, Marlowe would be able to get on with his work, free of interruptions. All he needed was peace and quiet.
 
   When he reached the elevators, he was relieved to find that there was no-one around. After a moment, however, he stopped to undo his shoelaces and retie them. He told himself at first that his shoes had felt a little loose, but eventually he had to acknowledge the truth: he was loitering in case Kate Langley happened to be around. As much as he hated to admit it, he'd come to quite enjoy their accidental meetings. Tonight, though, there was no sign of her. Figuring she'd probably left earlier in the evening, Marlowe walked dejectedly through to his office and then finally to the laboratory, where the fifteen sets of skeletal remains were laid out as before. With Wade having spent the afternoon reassigning the markers and re-cataloging the condition of each specimen, the main work could finally begin in earnest, and Marlowe had decided to spend yet another night alone, doing what he did best: getting on with things, without any interruptions.
 
   "Let's start with you," he said as he approached specimen 2B. "You're my favorite."
 
   In many ways, 2B was both the most interesting and the most puzzling of all the bodies. For one thing, 2B was the corpse that seemed to have had its head removed and then later reattached; for another, 2B had considerably more skin and hair left, which Marlowe assumed was a result of different environmental factors. There were even pieces of cartilage left in some of the sections, which was remarkable given that the body was recorded as having been buried in 1680. Every time he came to look at 2B, Marlowe was surprised by the amount of extant tissue. If he didn't know better, he'd think it was slowly growing.
 
   In fact, if he was a superstitious man, he'd also swear that the lower jaw was moving a few millimeters each day, as if the skull was very slowly opening its mouth.
 
   "What did they do to you?" Marlowe whispered, leaning closer and examining the thin, dry skin that still clung to parts of the face. The left side, in particular, seemed to be partially preserved, and there was even a small amount of matter left in the eye sockets, as if the eyeballs had shriveled in the grave. Peering into those two dark voids, Marlowe felt the irresistible tug of his imagination, trying to make him believe that there might be some vestige of the body's soul still lingering in the bones like a fine mist. Smiling, he reminded himself that this was just the way the human mind worked, and that souls existed only in fairy tales.
 
   Looking closer at the cut around the neck, Marlowe noticed two unusual things. First, the incision seemed to be very clean and neat. Given that most decapitations in the seventeenth century would have been performed with a blunt instrument such an ax, Marlowe was surprised to see that in this case, a much sharper and more delicate instrument had been used. Second, he couldn't help but notice that the skin on either side of the cut seemed to have partly begun to heal. Again, this was something he hadn't noticed when examining the remains earlier. The only logical explanation was that the head was placed back on the neck shortly after decapitation, which meant that the skin perhaps made a cursory attempt to patch the wound even though the man was already dead. Although this was kind of an odd idea, it was the only thing that made sense right now, and Marlowe made a mental note to consult with a few colleagues in order to see if the theory could be defended.
 
   "Wait here," Marlowe said, deciding that he wanted to get a better look at the wound. Setting his voice recorder on the table next to the corpse, he hurried through to the next room, where he grabbed a thermal imaging camera and quickly attached the lens he needed for such a delicate job. He was hoping to get a very specific and highly magnified image of the edges of the cut, in order to see if he could get a better estimate of the time difference between the head being severed and then the attempt to place it back on the neck. If he could -
 
   Suddenly he heard a noise from the main room, as if something had been knocked to the floor. Setting the camera down, he hurried back through, but there was nothing to be seen. All the bodies were still in their usual place, and the main door was still shut. Still, Marlowe knew better than to question his senses, and he was certain that he'd heard something. Walking slowly between the tables, he was looking out for any sign that something unusual had happened. He was very much aware that a lesser mind would be filled with fear, but he reminded himself that he was a man of logic. Finally, he spotted something on the floor, and it took him a moment to realize that his voice recorder had somehow dropped from 2B's table.
 
   "Don't like modern technology, huh?" he said with a smile, as he walked over and rescued the device. He was sure he'd placed it well away from the edge of the table, but he figured he must have made a mistake. Putting the voice recorder in his pocket, he went back through to finish setting up the thermal imaging camera, and he made an extra effort to ensure that there were no more sloppy mistakes.
 
   After working for a few more minutes, he finally had the camera ready. This, he reminded himself, was why it was always better to work alone. No-one to explain things to, no-one to pester him with inane questions; just him, and his equipment, and his subjects, and silence. He knew this preference probably made him seem like a bit of a loner, and he was quite prepared to accept that he was anti-social, but he'd come to accept these aspects of his personality a long time ago, and he was tired of fighting them. At the age of thirty-two, he figured he'd achieved as much emotional development as was likely, and he was happy to just settle for his own company and his own way of doing things. The last thing he needed was disruption. In fact, the last thing he needed was other people at all.
 
   "Hey!" said a voice suddenly.
 
   Almost dropping the camera, Marlowe spun around to find Kate standing in the doorway, with a faint smile on her lips.
 
   "Sorry," she said, "I didn't mean to startle you. It's just..." She paused for a moment. "Well, I was late leaving work, and when I got to the elevators, I was waiting by myself and I realized..." She paused, as if she was about to say something embarrassing. "Well, I kind of wanted to come and check up on how things are going." She glanced back through to the main room. "So have you come to any conclusions yet?"
 
   "Not really," Marlowe said, trying to seem calm and collected. For a man who wanted to be alone, and who didn't like company, he had an annoying habit of becoming slightly clumsy whenever Kate was around. "Just bumbling along, you know? Working methodically and..." He paused, realizing that he was giving a dry and very academic answer. "One of the specimens is particularly interesting," he continued, figuring that it might be fun to share his findings with someone other than Wade. "Do you want to see?"
 
   He spent the next few minutes showing Kate specimen 2B, and explaining the unusual nature of the cut that had initially severed the head from the body. Although he worried that he was going into too much detail, he reminded himself that he and Kate shared similar professional backgrounds, which meant that she should have no trouble following his train of thought. It was her intellect, as much as her looks, that attracted him, and he appreciated the opportunity to talk on level terms with a professional equal.
 
   "One thing I've learned," Kate said eventually, after Marlowe had finished explaining the mysteries surrounding specimen 2B, "is that you can never discount irrationality. Humans sometimes do the weirdest things, for reasons that only make sense in their own minds. Sure, you can figure things out most of the time, but occasionally you'll get totally stumped. It's a good lesson in life, actually. People are weird, and there's nothing any of us can do about it."
 
   "The other fourteen bodies have a substantial number of common traits," Marlowe continued. "This one, however, just seems a little different. The skin is so well-preserved in places, and the traces of hair..." He paused, trying to come up with some kind of explanation. Sure, he'd been telling himself that environmental factors in the burial might have played a part, but in the back of his mind there was a voice that kept nudging him and reminding him that this was unlikely. The mystery excited him, not because he believed in vampires, but because he was certain that there was a rational explanation waiting to be discovered.
 
   "There was a case in South America where a number of Inca burial sites were found to contain well-preserved bodies," Kate replied. "Have you considered the possibility that herbs were used to create some kind of balm? That's what the Inca were up to."
 
   "There's no comparative tradition in the region," Marlowe said, "and besides, I've already done a cursory examination and I found no traces of any kind of substance. There's probably some other explanation. Rule out everything else, and what you're left with, no matter how improbable, is likely to be the truth."
 
   "You want to get a drink and talk it over?" Kate asked suddenly.
 
   "What?" Marlowe asked, feeling his chest tighten and his blood start to run cold.
 
   "A drink," Kate continued, a little tentatively. "You know, liquid in a container, poured down the throat?" She waited for a reply. "Just a thought..."
 
   "I just had a coffee, actually," Marlowe replied, staring down at the body. Suddenly, in the back of his mind, a dusty part of his consciousness kicked into gear and forced him to look over at Kate, and he realized he was starting to swear profusely. "You mean... now? As in... outside... somewhere?"
 
   "You're planning to work late," she said, looking a little disappointed. "I'm sorry, it was a crazy idea..."
 
   "No," Marlowe replied, desperately trying to back-peddle, "No, it's not. I mean, I have a lot to do, but -"
 
   Before he could finish, a door opened at the far end of the room and Wade appeared, carrying a large plastic crate.
 
   "What the hell are you doing here?" Marlowe asked, feeling as if his late-night sanctuary was being completely invaded.
 
   "You always said I should show some initiative," Wade replied, placing the crate on a nearby desk, "so I bribed Jerry to let me stay overnight. I thought I could get some work done by myself. Don't take offense, Dr. Marlowe, but I've been thinking about it and I've come to the conclusion that I kind of work better alone, when there's no-one to disturb me. I tend to second-guess myself too much if I think someone's watching. I'm sure I can be more productive if I work like this, although obviously I'll have to go and take a nap in the morning."
 
   "But..." Marlowe started to say, before realizing that somehow, in a twisted, roundabout way, he and Wade were maybe a little more alike than he'd realized. He'd never pegged Wade as someone who could show such dedication, and it was the first time in many years that he felt he'd genuinely been proven wrong about someone.
 
   "I should get going," Kate said. "Good luck with the -"
 
   "I'll come with you," Marlowe said, deciding to seize the moment.
 
   "You will?" Kate replied, looking shocked.
 
   "We'll get that drink," Marlowe continued, feeling a sense of relief flood through his body. "We'll talk about the Inca and their body preservation methods and anything else you think might be useful." He paused, realizing that he didn't really sound much like himself right now. "I'll see you in the morning," he added as he turned to Wade. "Don't forget to get thermal images of 2B's neck area. I've already set the camera up, so..."
 
   He turned back to Kate, who had a faint smile on her face. For a moment, Marlowe was overcome with fear; he'd spent so long daydreaming about spending time with Kate away from the museum, he'd neglected to prepare adequately for the possibility that it might actually happen. For a fraction of a second, he felt compelled to cancel the drink, before he realized that it was now or never. Even if he did feel faintly embarrassed by his juvenile reaction to the whole thing.
 
   "Come on," Kate said. "I know a bar just a few streets away. They don't play the music too loud, so we should be able to hear each other."
 
   Glancing at Wade, and seeing the amused look on his face, Marlowe hurried over to the hatstand and grabbed his coat.
 
   "Seeya in the morning," Wade muttered as he pulled some equipment out from one of the crates. It looked as if he was more than capable of getting on with things.
 
   "Don't forget to add some extra iodine to the rinsing solution," Marlowe reminded him as Kate stepped through the door, "and don't forget to record glucose levels every three hours, there's a -"
 
   "I won't forget," Wade replied. "Go on. I'll be fine, honestly. I'm looking forward to getting some proper work done."
 
   Marlowe opened his mouth to remind Wade about a few other things, but finally he realized that he was fussing too much. Turning, he saw that Kate was holding the door open, waiting for him. With a cautious, slightly nervous and embarrassed smile, Marlowe followed and they headed toward the elevators.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   "Hydrogen diglyceride," Marlowe said, staring down at his glass of wine for a moment. "Could that have somehow got into the groundwater and then seeped into the coffin? If it had pooled in sufficient quantities, it might have absorbed any moisture within the coffin itself."
 
   "Maybe," Kate replied. "Do you have a water table report for the region where the bodies were found?"
 
   Marlowe shook his head.
 
   "It's definitely possible," Kate continued, "but unless you've got a full analysis of the soil, it's just guesswork. If you've got contacts out there, you need to get a sample here as soon as possible. I'd be happy to help take a look, if you like. I mean, I don't want to impose on your work, but I think it could be useful for my own research."
 
   Marlowe stared at her for a moment. The last thing he wanted was to have someone else hovering around while he was working. Then again, Kate might be different. He felt that they were on the same wavelength, and that they might actually work rather well together.
 
   "Or not," she said, seeing the shocked look on his face. "It's fine -"
 
   "No, I'd be happy to have you help out," Marlowe stammered.
 
   Kate smiled.
 
   There was an awkward silence. Sitting in the corner of a quiet little basement bar, Marlowe and Kate were sharing a bottle of wine, although neither of them had actually touched a drop since their brief, slightly forced toast after the bottle was opened. Instead, they'd been engaged in rapt conversation, discussing the details of Marlowe's corpses.
 
   It had already occurred to Marlowe that this wasn't how dates normally went. Most dates involved stilted conversations about simple topics, whereas they'd been talking almost exclusively about water tables and methods of scanning the interiors of dead bodies without disturbing the skin. Then again, Marlowe couldn't be certain that this was a date, and he didn't even know if he wanted it to be a date. He'd never been very good at understanding women, and Kate seemed particularly inscrutable. Despite his skepticism, however, he couldn't deny that they'd been bumping into one another with increasing frequency over the past few days, and there was a chance that she was interested in more than just a set of old bones.
 
   "You know something that's just occurred to me?" Kate said eventually. "Fungus. There are types of fungus that form very plain, very smooth joins with one another. Don't be insulted by this suggestion, but the skin you think you've found on this 2B specimen... Could it actually be a fungal growth that just looks like skin? Have you actually tested it yet? Sometimes it's the simplest explanations that we ended up overlooking, and you wouldn't be the first person to get fooled like that."
 
   "It's not fungus," Marlowe replied. "I've already removed a sample. Besides, there's also hair, as well as the fact that some of the skin around the neck wound seemed to have started to heal. How can a body even begin to heal a severed head? It's..." He paused, lost in thought. "There's an explanation somewhere. There's an explanation for everything, but right now..."
 
   "This is when a lesser man would start thinking the unthinkable," Kate said.
 
   "Such as?"
 
   She shrugged. "Vampires. Werewolves. Monsters in the night."
 
   "Too easy," Marlowe said. "I'd rather keep digging and find the real answer. All the other bodies are explicable. I can show you what happened to them, how it occurred, and what happened next. 2B, though, is infuriating. It doesn't make any sense. In fact, it flies in the face of reason completely. But that doesn't mean there's something supernatural going on. It just means I haven't seen the problem from the right angle yet."
 
   "Have you thought about doing the most obvious thing?"
 
   Marlowe stared at her.
 
   "Remove the head," she continued with a faint smile. "See what the joins are really like from the inside. I know you can take images and create 3D models, but maybe you should just pull the damn thing off and take a look? Really poke around in there. Get your hands dirty."
 
   "We can't," Marlowe replied. "The Bulgarian government only let us have the bodies if we promised to keep them intact. We're barely even allowed to breathe around them."
 
   "They won't know," she said, lowering her voice to a conspiratorial hush. "If you do things by the book, you might miss something. You'll end up sending the bodies back at the end of the month, and you won't have got to the bottom of the whole thing. Can you really do that? After all this work, are you really prepared to send the bodies home when you know there are other things you could try?"
 
   "I can't willingly break the terms of the agreement," Marlowe said. "Besides, I wouldn't learn much by doing something so drastic." He paused for a moment, wondering whether he should mention the other thing that had been bothering him. "There's something else," he said eventually. "This might sound crazy, but you have to remember that I'm certain there's a rational explanation for everything. Still..." His voice trailed off for a moment. "No, forget it. It's ridiculous."
 
   "You can't leave me hanging," Kate replied. "What's wrong?"
 
   "It's just... I swear, when specimen 2B arrived, its jaw was closed. And then yesterday, I noticed it was open slightly, just a millimeter or two. And today, it seemed to have opened a little more."
 
   "Like it's opening its mouth."
 
   Marlowe smiled awkwardly. "How about that for something out of the ordinary, huh? Obviously there's an explanation. Chemical reactions in the ligaments, maybe, or..." Again, his voice trailed off. "You see how easy it is to let this kind of thing get to you?" he said eventually. "The mind fills in the gap between all sorts of basic observations."
 
   "Either that," Kate replied with a mischievous grin, "or your specimen 2B is waking up."
 
   Marlowe nodded wearily. Checking his watch, he saw that it was close to midnight. They'd been sat here for an hour and a half, and all they'd done was take a circular route back to the basic facts. So much for any hope of a big breakthrough. On a professional level, the evening had been something of a washout, although he was still enjoying this time alone with Kate. He always considered himself to be a bit of a loner, but now he was starting to realize that he just needed the right type of people around him.
 
   "So tell me about yourself," Kate said suddenly.
 
   "About me?" Marlowe asked, shocked by the question.
 
   Staring at him, Kate bit her lower lip.
 
   "Well," Marlowe replied, "I... You know what I do, right? You know about my background and my -"
 
   "What about away from work?" she continued. "I mean, you do have time away from the museum, don't you? Please, don't tell me you live in the basement."
 
   Marlowe paused, feeling as if his mind had suddenly been wiped. "Well," he stammered, "I mean, I, well..."
 
   "I'll tell you what I do," Kate replied, clearly hoping to guide him through the conversational minefield. "I like going to the cinema. Sometimes with friends, but also by myself. I know it's supposed to be weird to go alone, but fuck it, I don't care. It's almost obsessive. I have to go several times a week, even if the only films that are showing are total crap. I mean, I never go and see anything twice, but..." She laughed nervously, before taking another, bigger sip from her glass of wine. "Do I sound like a total sad-sack?" she asked eventually.
 
   "Not at all," Marlowe said. "If you want to see a film, why should you wait until -"
 
   "But it's not even like I want to see the individual films," she replied. "I just want to go out. I want to go to the cinema. I want to smell the popcorn." She paused, as a set of sirens roared past the door to the bar, obviously heading to some far-off emergency. "Of course, I suppose it'd be fun to have someone there with me, and the ushers wouldn't give me such withering stares of condescension."
 
   "Don't you have any friends?" Marlowe asked, before realizing that he could have phrased that better. "What I mean is -"
 
   "Not really," she said suddenly. "There. I admitted it. I've never been very good at shallow connections. I look for real, strong friendships. I'd rather have two or three really close friends, instead of -" She stopped speaking for a moment as another siren blasted past. "Sounds like there's a party somewhere," she said nervously. "I'm sorry, this is veering toward some kind of confessional thing, and that's really not what I wanted." She paused, keeping her eyes fixed on him. "I don't know why I mentioned anything," she said eventually. "I just thought, if you wanted to go with me some time..."
 
   "To the cinema?" Marlowe asked, shocked at such a suggestion.
 
   "It was just..." She smiled nervously. "I mean, it was -"
 
   Suddenly there was a muffled buzzing sound, and Kate reached into her bag for her cellphone. "Sorry," she said, "I've got to take this. It's my research assistant." She raised the phone to her ear. "Hey, Deborah, what's - " There was a pause, and after a moment the color seemed to drain from her face. "What?" she asked, almost knocking her wine glass over as she got up from her chair. "Say that again."
 
   "What's wrong?" Marlowe mouthed.
 
   "I'll be right there," Kate said, before ending the call. She stood in stunned silence for a moment, before turning to Marlowe as another siren blared in the distance. "There's a fire at the museum. The whole place is going up in flames."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   By the time they reached the museum, it was too late to do anything but stand and watch as flames engulfed the building.
 
   Fire crews were already on the scene, but they were being beaten back by the heat as flames billowed from the doors and windows of the grand old building. High above in the night sky, a helicopter approached the scene and, moments later, dropped its payload of fire-retardant chemicals onto the top of the conflagration; nothing seemed to work, however, and the museum continued to burn with startling intensity. Even though the building housed its fair share of chemicals and flammable materials, this seemed like something different, something more intense: a white hot heat that showed no signs of abating any time soon. It was as if the mouth of Hell had opened up deep inside.
 
   "Was anyone inside?" Kate asked a passing fireman, who simply shrugged. "Was anyone in there?" she asked another, who ignored her completely.
 
   Marlowe, meanwhile, was trying Wade's cellphone, which went straight to voice-mail every time. His eyes fixed on the flames, he couldn't help but think of those fifteen invaluable corpses being destroyed, and he wanted to know whether Wade had managed to rescue any of their specimens before the flames took hold. After all, those bodies could never be replaced.
 
   "Come on, Wade," he muttered, before realizing that the Bulgarian bodies weren't the only things that might have been lost in the flames. After all, there was no sign of Wade either.
 
   "This is insane," Kate said, standing next to him. "I can't even begin to calculate the losses. Didn't we have fire safety measures? There were sprinklers and alarms all through the building. How the hell did this get so big? It's like someone just doused the whole place in petrol and lit a match."
 
   Marlowe had no answer. Turning to look across the crowd that was gathering to gawp at the scene, he spotted an ambulance, and after a moment he saw a familiar figure being given treatment.
 
   "Jerry!" he shouted, running over and finding the security guard wrapped in a blanket, taking regular breaths from an oxygen machine. "What happened in there?"
 
   Jerry shook his head. He looked old and tired, and it was clear he'd been badly shaken by the whole experience. His uniform was scuffed, and one of his hands had been wrapped in a gel pack, the contents of which were supposed to be cooling a series of burns.
 
   "Come on!" Marlowe continued, shaking Jerry's shoulder. "Talk to me! What happened?"
 
   "He's in shock," said a paramedic, gently easing Marlowe back.
 
   "I don't give a fuck," Marlowe shouted, "I need to know what happened in there!"
 
   "I'm not letting you talk to him," the paramedic said firmly.
 
   "It's okay," Jerry said, his voice barely audible above the chaos. "Let him."
 
   "Let me talk to him," Kate said, pushing past and crouching next to Jerry. "Was anyone in there?" she asked, her tone sounding a lot calmer and more caring than Marlowe's. "Do you know if everyone got out? Did you see anyone left in the building as you were leaving?"
 
   "There wasn't supposed to be anyone in there at all," he replied, his voice filled with shock. "It was supposed to be empty."
 
   "It wasn't empty," Marlowe snapped at him. "There were priceless artifacts in there!"
 
   "There were people, too," Jerry continued. "I let Dr. Marlowe's assistant stay late. I know I shouldn't have done it. It was stupid, but I never thought... It's my fault he was in there."
 
   "Did he get out?" Kate asked.
 
   "No-one's seen him," Jerry replied. "No-one's seen anyone, except -"
 
   Before Kate could ask another question, there was a loud crashing sound as a section of the building collapsed, sending a plume of dust and smoke into the air. The force of the tumbling masonry was strong enough to make the ground tremble.
 
   "What caused this?" Marlowe asked.
 
   "Something in your lab," Jerry said, looking over at him.
 
   "My lab?" Marlowe paused for a moment. "There was nothing in my lab that could possibly have started this. We had safety precautions and set procedures, we had a full series of fire safety protocols. We didn't even have anything particularly flammable, we..." His voice trailed off as he thought once again of those precious bodies being consumed by the flames, taking their secrets with them. There was still a chance that the bones might survive, but the flesh would be lost forever.
 
   "I heard a noise from up there," Jerry continued. "I was down in the main hall and I heard... I don't know, it sounded like a struggle, and there were things being smashed. It sounded like bedlam. I grabbed my radio and started going to take a look, but before I'd got to the stairs I heard a kind of whooshing sound, like something igniting. I swear to God, as soon as I saw the flames, I called for help, but the whole place just went up in a couple of minutes. The sprinklers had no chance."
 
   Marlowe turned to Kate. "Someone did this deliberately."
 
   "Why would anyone want to burn down a museum?" Kate replied sceptically.
 
   "God knows, but it's the only thing that makes sense. Maybe they wanted to cover something up. Maybe they stole something and they didn't want anyone to know. There are collectors out there who'd pay enough to make a stunt like this happen. I don't know who's being it all, but this has to have been deliberate."
 
   "It's my fault," Jerry continued. "I knew I wasn't supposed to let people work late, but I just wanted to be helpful. I figured it didn't matter. I never thought there'd be a problem. He seemed like such a nice guy. I mean, I let you work late so many times, Dr. Marlowe, and there were never any problems."
 
   "When you said you heard a noise," Marlowe said, "what exactly do you mean? Did it sound as if someone was fighting?"
 
   Jerry nodded.
 
   "There was a man earlier," Marlowe continued, turning to Kate. "He was angry about the work we were doing. I mean, it never occurred to me that he might be dangerous, but what if he came back late at night and tried to stop our work by burning the place down?"
 
   "That's a pretty big leap," Kate pointed out.
 
   "It explains everything," Marlowe said, looking over at the burning building. "He probably brought petrol, which explains why the fire took hold so quickly. He was probably waiting outside, and then he probably saw us leave and thought there'd be no-one in the lab."
 
   "We have motion sensors on the doors and windows at night," Jerry replied. "I'd have known if someone got inside."
 
   "Clearly you weren't paying attention," Marlowe snapped back at him.
 
   "There's something else," Jerry said, before taking another deep breath from his oxygen mask. "You're gonna think I've lost my mind, but..." He glanced over his shoulder, as if he was checking to make sure that no-one could hear them. "Maybe I have lost my mind, but I swear, just after I called for help, I came out here to wait and..." He paused again. "The flames were really strong, you know? Like, nothing could even get close to the place. I went around to the side, to see if there was anything I could do. And that's when I saw the figure."
 
   "A figure?" Marlowe replied. "A man? Running away? Burning?"
 
   "Not running," Jerry continued. "Walking. Not burning, either. All I saw was his silhouette, and he was limping a little. He didn't look quite right, like his body was kinda twisted and stuff, and he was moving awkwardly. He was right in the middle of the flames, and he was just making his way slowly through them, like he didn't give a damn. He stopped for a moment, and I think he looked at me, and then he just walked away. The flames were so bright, I lost sight of him eventually, but I swear to God, he was real."
 
   "Someone might be hurt -" Kate started to say.
 
   "I told the police," Jerry continued. "They looked, but there was no sign of anyone. I could see it in their eyes. They thought I was some kind of idiot, but I swear he was real."
 
   "Who was real?" Marlowe asked, trying to untie the knot of Jerry's ramblings. Glancing over at Kate, he saw that she was busy talking to a police officer. "You can't have seen anyone come out of there," Marlowe continued, turning back to Jerry. "Look at the place. It's an inferno. What you're describing is literally impossible. You don't seriously expect any of us to believe such a ridiculous claim, do you?"
 
   "I saw him," Jerry continued, "as clear as I see you standing here right now. I don't know where he went, though. The flames were so bright. He was right in the middle of them, and then he just seemed to walk off into the darkness."
 
   Sighing, Marlowe turned and looked once again at the burning museum. It was quite clear that the entire building was going to be destroyed. Parts of the structure had already collapsed, and anything left standing would undoubtedly have to be demolished. He couldn't even begin to understand what the repercussions of this disaster might be, but he knew without doubt that his work on the bodies was over. For a moment, he couldn't help but think of Wade's corpse burning in the heart of the inferno. If this accident had happened on any other night, it would have been Marlowe himself who'd have been in there, except that he had a lingering feeling that he wouldn't have allowed such a fire to take root in the first place.
 
   "They say it won't be out until morning," Kate said tiredly, turning away from the police officer. "The fire crews are going to focus on containment for now, and they figure whatever's fueling the flames, it'll start burning out within a few hours. None of their usual methods are working. Something's driving the fire, and they won't know the cause until they can get in and look through the rubble, which might take days."
 
   "So they're not going to try to save anything that's in there?" Marlowe asked incredulously. "They're going to let the whole place and its contents burn?"
 
   "Come on," Kate said, as Jerry was loaded into the back of the ambulance. "There's no point standing around here. We should both get some rest so we're ready when we're really needed, in the morning."
 
   Realizing that she was right, Marlowe turned and walked away with her. It pained him to leave the building behind, and it pained him even more to think of how the site would look in the morning. He'd spent the past five years working at the museum, and now the entire place was being incinerated. He knew it was wrong to feel more strongly about the demise of a building than about the death of his assistant, but he couldn't help how he'd reacted. The museum had been his professional home for so long, and the Bulgarian vampire bones had promised to push his research to the next level. Now it was all gone, and he'd have to start again.
 
   A couple of weeks later, once he and the rest of the museum's staff were back at the still-steaming site, Marlowe began the laborious task of recovering what remained of the bones. Charred and scorched, they'd nevertheless survived without turning to ash, and Marlowe went through the motions of trying to sort them back into their original batches. He worked on the project alone for the next two weeks, trying endless permutations and consulting hundreds of photos that he and Wade had taken. At first, people offered their help, but he always turned them down. He even rejected Kate's offer of help, since he was determined to work alone. After a while, no-one checked on Marlowe at all, and he began to be seen as a complete loner. Some people even questioned his sanity.
 
   Still Marlowe kept working. Day after day, night after night, often forgetting to sleep and eat. He was rarely seen outside his makeshift office in one of the museum's other buildings, and eventually he forget about the outside world completely. Frantically thin, wearing the same clothes he'd been wearing for weeks and weeks, he worked without sleep. He knew there was an answer somewhere in this pile of bones, but the truth just seemed to be constantly out of reach. No matter what Marlowe tried, no matter how many times he checked the images and tried to rearrange the bones, he could never come up with fifteen separate sets. Fourteen, yes, but never fifteen. There always seemed to be one set of bones missing.
 
   


 
  

Resurrection
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   "MOMMA!" Eva screamed, standing at the back door. "MOMMA! WHERE ARE YOU?"
 
   Seconds later, she heard a set of panicked feet racing down the stairs, and eventually her mother appeared at the back door, staring at her with a look of terror in her eyes.
 
   "What's wrong, Eva?" she asked, fumbling to get the door unlocked. "Are you hurt? Did someone hurt you?"
 
   Eva stared up at her, waiting until finally the door swung open.
 
   "Let me look," her mother said, kneeling in front of her. She pushed the hair from across Eva's face and looked frantically for any sign of injury. "Where are you hurt?" she continued, her voice trembling. "Eva, where is it? Tell me! Talk to me, sweetheart!"
 
   "I'm not hurt," Eva said, finally allowing herself to smile. "I just couldn't get in the back door, that's all. Someone locked it again."
 
   "You..." Her mother stared at her. The panic had been all-consuming, and it was clear that she was taking a moment to reset her thoughts. "You know we keep the back door locked these days, sweetheart. You have to use the front door. I told you that."
 
   "I didn't want to go all the way round," Eva said. "Sorry, I didn't mean to scare you."
 
   For a moment, Eva could see a hint of anger in her mother's eyes. If she was annoyed at her daughter's actions, however, she quickly managed to contain herself. More than anything else, she was just relieved that nothing bad had happened. Reaching out, she put her arms around Eva and gave her a hug.
 
   "You mustn't scare me like that," she said eventually. "Sweetheart, when you shout and bang on the door, it makes me think that something's wrong."
 
   "You worry too much," Eva said, allowing herself to be hugged but not reciprocating. She knew it was mean, but she couldn't help having fun with these little tricks that she regularly played on her mother. "I'm eleven, Momma. I'm not gonna get hurt every time I go outside."
 
   "No," her mother said, releasing her from the hug. "You're not. And do you know why you're not? Because you have a mother who takes care of you, and who looks after you, and who keeps you safe." She glanced across the back garden, her eyes briefly fixing on the nearby woods. Ever since they'd moved to this new house, Eva's mother had been haunted by the thought of the creatures that could be lurking between the trees. She had constant nightmares of foxes, badgers and all sorts of other beasts attacking her precious little daughter.
 
   "I just wanted a drink," Eva continued, feeling a little bored with the game now. She'd only wanted to scare her mother, not to drive her into total panic.
 
   "What kind of drink?" her mother asked, getting to her feet and walking through to the kitchen.
 
   "Cola," Eva said, following her.
 
   "You know we don't have cola in this house," her mother said. "That stuff's full of sugar. We have water, milk or fresh juice."
 
   Eva sniffed, before glancing over at the phone. She hated the phone. Any second, that phone could start ringing with bad news. Eva didn't understand why the phone couldn't just be disconnected and thrown away.
 
   "Water, then," her mother said, grabbing a glass. "You don't want cola. God knows what's in that stuff. I don't think bubbles are good for you, either. There are all sorts of chemicals in those drinks, and God knows if they test them properly. No daughter of mine is going to eat or drink anything that doesn't have a proper list of ingredients."
 
   "Have you heard from Daddy?" Eva asked, still staring at the phone.
 
   "No," her mother replied quickly, having anticipated the question. "It's Tuesday. We never hear from him on Tuesdays. You know that."
 
   "We did once," Eva said. "About a year ago, he was supposed to call on a Wednesday, but he called a day early instead."
 
   Her mother opened her mouth to argue with her, but finally she realized that there was no point. Passing Eva the glass of water, she took a deep breath and tried to stay calm. She'd learned long ago that arguing with her daughter only made things worse. Eva was an intelligent girl, and she often rang rings around her mother thanks to her ability to accurately recall even the tiniest detail of past events.
 
   "Do you think Daddy's mission went well?" Eva asked.
 
   "I don't know anything about your father's missions," her mother said.
 
   "But you know they're dangerous. He goes out in big army jeeps with lots of guns. That's got to be dangerous."
 
   "Well..." There was a pause. "He's in a dangerous part of the world, sweetheart, but he's going to be okay. He's got all the training and all the equipment he needs, and if he really gets into trouble, he can phone a friend who'll come and blow up the bad guys for him."
 
   "Why do people keep trying to kill him?" Eva asked.
 
   "No-one's trying to kill him."
 
   "People shoot at him."
 
   "They're shooting at the army, not specifically at your father."
 
   "But he's still there," Eva continued. "He could still get shot."
 
   "He's not going to get shot!" her mother snapped, raising her voice a little. "Oh," she added, rushing forward and giving Eva another hug, spilling half the glass of water in the process. "I'm sorry, sweetheart. Momma never means to shout at her angel, it's just..." She paused for a moment. "You mustn't think bad thoughts. If you think bad thoughts, you're tempting fate. You must think good thoughts, only good thoughts. Happy thoughts. Daddy's coming home in six weeks. That's not really such a long time, is it? Just six more weeks of good and happy thoughts. Do you think you can manage that?"
 
   "I suppose," Eva replied non-committally.
 
   "That's my girl," her mother said, stepping back and smiling. She had tears in her eyes, which was pretty much par for the course these days. It was clear to everyone, even to Eva, that her mother was cracking up. Sometimes, Eva felt as if her mother lived in a bubble, spending all her time worrying about other people. Even her mother's rare smiles seemed forced and nervous.
 
   "I'm going to go and play again," Eva said.
 
   "Where?"
 
   "Outside."
 
   "Where outside?"
 
   "In the woods."
 
   "Are you sure you want to do that?" her mother asked nervously. "Wouldn't you like to play inside, with your books or your dolls? I'll even let you watch a DVD if you're good."
 
   "I won't go far," Eva said. "I promise. I'll make sure I can always see the back gate, and I won't go too far, so that I can hear you if you call for me." She was just parroting the instructions her mother had given her many times before; she had no particular intention of staying within those boundaries.
 
   There was a pause, and Eva wondered if she was going to be made to stay inside again.
 
   "Fine," her mother said eventually, sounding tired. "Just... not for too long, okay? I'm worried it might rain, and you could get ill if you end up soaked, do you understand? The last thing I want is to have to tell your father that his little princess has got pneumonia."
 
   Eva nodded.
 
   "I mean it. I'll be mad at you if I have to come and search for you out there."
 
   "I'll stay close," Eva said. "I won't be more than an hour, and I won't go any further than the old oak tree."
 
   "No climbing."
 
   "I won't climb it," Eva replied, turning and heading back out into the garden.
 
   "I'll know if you climbed it!"
 
   "I won't climb it!"
 
   "And if you meet anyone out there," her mother called after her, "come home immediately, do you hear? You're not allowed to talk to strangers!"
 
   "I won't," Eva said, hurrying along the garden and out through the little gate. This was when she was at her happiest: running away from the house, alone, heading out into the wilderness beyond. She knew that if she went far enough, she wouldn't be able to hear the phone, even if it rang all day.
 
   Finally, she was back at the edge of the woods. With her mother having become a nervous wreck lately, Eva loved spending as much time as possible out here. Of course, she kind of wished that she had some friends, perhaps just one person she could bring out here and teach about the place. The problem wasn't that Eva was anti-social, it was just that there were no girls her age nearby, and she hadn't started at the local school yet, so she had no choice but to play alone. Anyway, these woods were good for her; they fired her imagination and kept her busy, and she was happy to just wander between the trees, making note of the things that she saw and occasionally collecting little samples of foliage.
 
   She felt safe out here as she trudged through the piles of dead leaves. Safer than she felt at home, where the phone might ring at any moment with bad news from the other side of the world.
 
   Eva was used to spending time alone in the woods. Occasionally, she imagined she heard someone nearby, but it always turned out to be the wind or some kind of harmless animal. One time, she even saw a deer. Few people in this dull little town ever bothered to venture out here, and Eva knew that she didn't have much to worry about. Besides, she was good at running, and she felt certain that she could easily get home without anyone being able to catch her. The woods were her world, where her rules applied, and she felt much safer out here than she did when she was in town. At least in the woods, everything moved nice and slowly. Eva had even come up with a plan to move out here one day and just live in the wilderness.
 
   Hearing a screeching sound high above, Eva glanced up and saw a small black creature circling the forest. At first she thought it might be a bird, but as it swooped down and flew past her, she realized it was darker and more ragged. A bat, maybe.
 
   After a few minutes, she reached the large old oak tree that stood alone in a clearing. Towering several meters above her, the tree had obviously suffered some kind of disaster in the past, and its trunk was split and twisted, opening at the top into two gnarled arms that seemed to reach up to the sky. Eva liked to imagine what kind of tragedy had struck this tree long ago in the past; a lightning strike, perhaps, or some kind of huge battle between a pair of giants. So many of the trees in the forest were tall and thin and straight, but this tree was different. It seemed powerful and important.
 
   It was this tree, more than any other in the forest, that attracted Eva's attention, and she kept promising herself that one day she'd try to climb all the way to the top. Looking up, she could see thick branches that would surely provide support, and she longed to know what it was like up at the very top, beyond the leaves. She couldn't help imagining herself all the way up there, breaking through the canopy and looking out over the whole world. She'd never come down again, either. She'd just stay up there forever and ever, watching the rest of the world and not having to talk to anyone or wait for the phone to ring.
 
   But today wasn't the right day. Climbing the tree would require preparation, and she knew it might be a long time before she was ready. Still, she was pleased that she had a goal in life. One day, she'd live in the old oak tree and just watch the world from a distance. All things considered, she felt that it wasn't a bad plan. Some people wanted to be lawyers, some people wanted to be teachers of pop stars, and Eva wanted to be the queen of the forest. Even her mother would have to agree with it eventually, since no-one could hurt Eva if she was up in the tree. Besides, she'd need her mother to come and deliver food, since Eva didn't much fancy eating bugs and leaves for the rest of her life. There were still a few flaws in the plan, but she was sure she'd have everything worked out eventually.
 
   As the afternoon draw on, and as she played at the base of the old tree, she became more and more aware that sooner or later she'd have to go home. At one point, she even thought she heard the phone ringing, even though she was certain that she shouldn't be able to hear anything from the house, not when she was this far out in the forest. Delaying her return as long as possible, she waited until the light began to dim before accepting that it was time to go back. Still, though, she loitered, delaying the inevitable.
 
   A couple of hours later, when Eva returned home, she found her mother sitting by the phone with tears in her eyes.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Eva had never been to a funeral before.
 
   Basically, what happened was this: a bunch of people turned up, some of whom Eva recognized, and then there was a car journey to the local church. Everyone sat around and listened to the priest, while Eva's father's coffin was displayed at the front, with the lid closed and a Union Jack flag draped over the top. After that, everyone went to the cemetery and the coffin was put into the ground, and then some people threw dirt down into the hole before everyone went back to Eva's house and had lunch. It was much neater than Eva had expected, and much more quiet. Everyone seemed to be whispering most of the time, and although some of the people were trying to pretend that they were smiling, they weren't very convincing. Every so often, one of the adults would look over at Eva and tell her that she was brave, which made no sense at all.
 
   She didn't feel brave.
 
   Eva couldn't stop looking at the photo of her father in his military uniform. She remembered when the photo was taken, and she found it odd to think that it was now being used to mark his death. He looked so proud and heroic, and Eva kept imagining that uniform being ripped to pieces and covered in blood. She knew she shouldn't be thinking about such things, but she was bored. No-one really spoke to her at all during the whole day, and even her mother seemed busy with other things. For the most part, Eva was left alone.
 
   Although no-one had officially told Eva what happened to her father when he was killed, she'd managed to work most of it out by listening to conversations. It seemed that he'd been out on patrol in Afghanistan when a bomb exploded by the side of the road. The vehicle was badly damaged, but Eva's father and another solider managed to get away. They were properly hurt, but they started making their way back to their base on foot. Eventually, however, Eva's father got too tired, probably because he was bleeding a lot. The two men had to stop, and although help turned up after a while, it was too late for Eva's father, who turned out to be dead. It wasn't quite the heroic death that Eva had hoped for, and she wasn't sure why her mother kept insisting that it was a noble act of sacrifice and courage. Still, Eva was aware that she was probably still too young to understand the whole thing; she felt as if she was experiencing everything through a filter that prevented her from understanding the truth.
 
   As the afternoon wore on, Eva's boredom became more and more intolerable, until finally she decided that she'd had enough. She tried to go and tell her mother that she wanted to go outside, but the house was so full of guests that it was impossible to even get to the front room, so Eva figured she'd just go out to the woods for a while. Opening the back door, she made her way to the gate and then out toward the trees. As soon as she crossed the threshold, she felt something change deep inside. It was as if being out here made everything better, almost as if the trees themselves were able to take away all of Eva's doubts and fears. She glanced back at the house and found herself wondering why everyone else didn't come out with her. Then again, she didn't particularly want them to interrupt her private world, so she decided not to go back and invite them.
 
   Walking between the trees, she found that her mind was getting emptier. This, she felt, was a good thing, since it prevented her from thinking too much about her father. Because her mother had cried so much, Eva had barely cried at all. She figured her mother had borrowed all her tears, so she had none left. She felt that her mother should share the tears, but for now there was nothing to be done about all of that.
 
   Unfortunately, thoughts soon came tumbling back to fill the void. What she wanted, really, was to just forget about everything. She knew that her mother was going to be a mess for quite a long time, and she was dreading the whole thing. The funeral would be over in an hour or two, but life without her father would last forever. Sure, he hadn't been around much lately, but there'd always been the idea that he'd eventually come home. Now, however, Eva knew that he was gone for good, and that his final moments had been spent bleeding to death on the other side of the world. Although she didn't really like thinking about it too much, she couldn't help imagining what it must have been like for him as he died. She hoped it hadn't been too painful, and that he'd thought of his family.
 
   While the trees made her feel much better, it was the old oak tree that really calmed her nerves. She had no idea why, but this twisted old tree seemed to understand her. In fact, it seemed to understand the whole forest, as if it was the heart of all the other trees. As soon as she reached the trunk and put her hand on the bark, she felt like she was reunited with an old friend. It occurred to her that, now her father was gone, this might be a good time to climb up the tree and start a new life, but she knew deep down that she still wasn't ready. There was a great deal of planning and preparation to undertake, and the last thing she wanted was to rush things and end up having to come back down. No, the whole idea was to go up the tree and stay there, which in turn necessitated a more thoughtful and guided approach. Still, it was nice to think that one day she'd be able to leave the ground behind and live alone among the branches.
 
   As she stood with her hand on the tree, she suddenly realized that there was a noise nearby. Glancing over her shoulder, she frowned. She was used to hearing little noises out here, but this seemed different. It was almost as if someone was breathing, and Eva was filled with the sense that she was being watched from somewhere. Looking in every direction, she tried to work out who or what could have snuck up on her, but there was nothing to see. Still, the sensation persisted, and although she kept her hand firmly planted on the tree, she craned her neck to look around the other side of the trunk. She was absolutely certain that someone was out here with her, and she was pretty certain it wasn't another deer.
 
   And that's when she felt it.
 
   Something wet and warm on her hand.
 
   Slowly, she turned and saw that a single, dark red line of blood had dribbled down the side of the tree, picking its way over the rough bark, between two of Eva's fingers, and onto the flesh of her hand. There was a now a small bloody bead making its way slowly down toward her wrist.
 
   For a moment, all Eva could do was stare at the blood. It wasn't hers, but that wasn't necessarily a good thing. Eva knew that blood had to come from somewhere, and trees couldn't bleed, so...
 
   She knew she should look up.
 
   She knew should look straight up and see what or who was bleeding. Whatever it was, it must be up in the tree. Still, she was nervous, and she wasn't sure she wanted to know what was happening. There was a part of her that wanted to turn and run, but at the same time she also felt as if she had to be brave. Wouldn't her father want her to be brave? Then again, it was being brave that had got her father into trouble in the first place.
 
   She took a deep breath.
 
   She watched as the bead of blood trickled all the way down to the cuff of her shirt.
 
   She took another deep breath.
 
   Her heart was pounding.
 
   Slowly, she looked up into the tree.
 
   There was nothing.
 
   Squinting, she tried to peer into the darkness, but she couldn't see a thing. Her first thought was that somehow there was a mistake. Perhaps a tiny bird was the source of the blood, or maybe it was just some kind of weird red sap, or the juice from a berry. After a moment, however, she realized that there was a more likely explanation. Whatever was up there, it must simply be higher in the branches, out of sight.
 
   Hiding.
 
   "Hello?" she called out. Immediately, she realized she might have made a mistake. After all, she wasn't sure if she wanted to draw attention to herself.
 
   Silence. In fact, the only sound came from the wind, gently rustling the nearby leaves.
 
   "Is someone up there?" Eva continued. "Are you hurt?"
 
   She waited.
 
   No reply.
 
   Looking at the blood on her hand, she realized that there was no blood anywhere else. She couldn't help wondering if this was a coincidence, or if whatever was in the tree had chosen very specifically to bleed onto her.
 
   "Is anyone up there?" she called out again as she took her hand away from the tree. "If you're there, just say something, just so I know."
 
   Again, she waited.
 
   Again, there was nothing.
 
   "If you don't say anything," she continued, "I'll assume there's not..." Her voice trailed off as she suddenly found herself wondering whether she'd lost her mind. After all, the death of her father had left her feeling strangely blank and unemotional, and now she was starting to think that the stress might be coming out in other ways. Then again, the blood on her hand was real. She could see it and she could feel it. To test herself, she forced herself to lick the blood, and its taste immediately filled her mouth. She was certain she couldn't have imagined such a strong sensation, so the blood had to be real, which in turn meant that it had to have come from somewhere.
 
   "One drop of blood isn't much," she said, looking up at the tree. "If that's all you've lost, you must be okay. I mean, no-one ever bled to death from..."
 
   Again, her voice trailed off. This time, she found herself suddenly thinking about her father. Hadn't he, out in Afghanistan, ended up bleeding to death after he was injured by a bomb? Staring up at the tree, Eva briefly allowed herself to think that perhaps her father was trying to send her some kind of message; after a few seconds, however, she realized that there was a more likely explanation. Suddenly, everything made perfect sense.
 
   "Are you a soldier?" she asked, staring up into the dark branches.
 
   Silence.
 
   "Are you hurt? Did you get hurt by a bomb, or a gun or something like that?"
 
   Silence, and then a low groan, almost like a growl. It was brief, and barely audible, but it was definitely there.
 
   Eva took a deep breath. She was fairly sure she knew now what was happening. It was a little unlikely, especially since she thought all the wars happened on the other side of the world, but it was the only idea she could come up with. Somehow, an injured soldier from far away had found his way to the woods, and he'd climbed the tree. Obviously it was quite a big coincidence that this had happened just after her father's death, but Eva knew that coincidences did happen from time to time. Just because something was unlikely, she knew it couldn't be ruled out if it was the only logical explanation.
 
   There was a soldier in the tree. It was the only thing that made sense.
 
   She couldn't help thinking about the poor, injured man hiding up there. He was probably scared and in pain. Although Eva hoped that his injuries were minor, she knew that war could be nasty and that there was a strong chance the soldier was badly hurt. He probably didn't really know where he was, and he was probably scared of Eva. She wanted to help him, but she knew she'd have to win his trust first.
 
   "My name's Eva Wilson," she said, trying to sound calm and friendly. "I live nearby. I play in these woods a lot. This is my favorite tree, but it's okay, you can use it and I won't tell anyone."
 
   She waited for a reply. Staring up into the branches, she desperately tried to see some indication of who or what was watching her. She knew it could be an animal up there, but she had a strong feeling in her gut that she was being watched by something more intelligent, something that understood her words. Perhaps, she reasoned, the injured soldier was still scared of her, or maybe he couldn't speak properly.
 
   Either way, she felt that she had a duty to help him, especially since no-one had been able to help her father on the other side of the world. This soldier probably had a daughter of his own, and Eva didn't like to think of that other little girl having to go to a funeral. The horrible phone call, the crying, the pain, the constant dreams and thoughts about death, the family gathered at the church... Eva had been through it all, and she wanted to make sure that this soldier's daughter didn't have to do the same.
 
   "Do you want some food and water?" Eva asked. "I can bring you things. You don't have to thank me if you don't want to, but at least I can bring it out to you. Would you like that?"
 
   Silence.
 
   "I might not be able to come back for a few hours," she continued. "I don't think my mother would understand, so I'm not going to tell her. She'd tell me to stay away, and she'd probably call the police and an ambulance, but they probably wouldn't be able to help you. I'll try to come out when it gets dark. Is that okay? Can you wait that long?"
 
   Silence.
 
   "Okay," she said, taking a deep breath. "I'll be back, I promise. Don't worry, you're going to be okay. I swear, you can stay up in that tree as long as you need. I'll make sure you have something to eat. I can even keep you company. There's no need to be scared."
 
   With that, she turned and started running home. For the first time in her life, she finally felt as if she had something important to do. No-one had been there to help her father when he was dying in Afghanistan, but now she'd been given the chance to help another soldier, and she wasn't going to let him down. He'd be her secret, and he'd be a chance for her to prove to herself that she could do things without her mother's help. By the time she reached the back gate and ran through into her garden, she was already planning what to take out to her soldier later.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   As quietly as possible, Eva pushed the back door open, disturbing the fine mist that had spread from the forest to the house. It was close to midnight, and she couldn't be certain that her mother was sleeping. After all, for the past few hours she'd been able to hear her mother sobbing in the main bedroom, and the sobbing had only ended a few minutes earlier. Eva knew she should probably wait a little longer, but she lacked the patience. Besides, she was worried about the soldier in the tree, and she felt that even a minor delay could prove fatal.
 
   Once she was certain that she hadn't been heard, she hurried out across the grass. She'd decided not to wear shoes, since she didn't want to make too much noise. It was a cold night and the grass was damp, but Eva figured wet feet were a small price to pay. As she reached the garden gate, she climbed over rather than risking the squeaky latch. Stopping for a moment, she glanced back one final time and saw that there were still no lights in the house. Her mother was clearly asleep, at least for now. If she woke up and found Eva's empty bed, there'd be hell to pay, but Eva figured it wouldn't take too long to just go and deliver her little food parcel to the soldier. Her mother would never have to find out.
 
   Eva had never been out in the forest at night before. The further she got from the house, the wetter the grass seemed to get. She'd often dreamed of doing such a thing, of course, and she'd even managed to convince herself that there were probably all manner of strange creatures out here. Strangely, though, she wasn't scared. If she'd headed the other way and into town, toward all the people and cars, she'd have been terrified, but out here among the trees she felt as if she was among friends. At the same time, she knew that she had to stay calm, and she was fully aware that there was still a danger of getting hurt. She was taking a risk, but it was a calculated risk that she felt was necessary. After all, a soldier's life was at stake.
 
   As soon as she reached the old oak tree, Eva slowed down. The clearing seemed so calm, as if the buzz of insect life had completely died away. She was always so aware of the sounds around her, and now she felt that all the bugs had moved away from the tree, leaving it in the middle of a kind of dead zone. With every step closer to the tree, she could feel the grass getting less wet, until eventually it felt dry and crispy between her toes. The mist seemed stronger and thicker in this part of the forest, as if the soldier was pulling it around the tree like a shroud, in order to keep himself hidden. Eva couldn't help but think that the entire scene seemed a little unusual, as if this part of the forest had been drained of all its life. She understood why the soldier might be hiding from his enemies, but was he also hiding from every living creature?
 
   "Hello?" she called out, immediately noticing that her voice sounded thinner in the night air. "I brought you some food!"
 
   She waited for a reply, hoping against hope that the soldier would recognize her kindness and start to trust her.
 
   "Hello?"
 
   Nothing.
 
   "I'm not going to hurt you," she continued, as her bare feet crunched cautiously through the dry grass. "I'm just worried about you. I don't know..." She turned and looked over her shoulder. Mist was drifting in the moonlight between the trees, but there was no sign of anyone else nearby. In fact, it was hard to believe that the rest of the world existed at all. "I don't know who you're running from," Eva continued, turning back to look up into the tree again. All she could see was darkness, but she was certain that he was up there somewhere, watching her. He was probably terrified. "There aren't any wars around here. Not that I know about, anyway. And there's no-one here with me. If you're running away from an army, I think you've lost them. I haven't seen any armies nearby. Don't worry, it's safe to come down."
 
   Again she waited, and again she was disappointed. Still, she was certain there was a soldier up there. She could feel his presence, as if his mind was reaching out toward her. She imagined his thoughts as a series of thick dark tentacles reaching down from the tree, poking their way into her brain and finding out as much as possible about her. Closing her eyes for a moment, she focused on happy, friendly thoughts, with the aim of making him feel more comfortable. The most important thing was to make sure that he recognized her as a friend, or at least as someone who cared. Slowly, however, she felt those imagined tentacles slipping back out of her brain and retracting back up into the tree. Finally, she opened her eyes again.
 
   "It's not much," she said after a moment, unwrapping the small parcel to reveal some cucumber sandwiches and a bottle of water. "It's from the funeral lunch. Normally we have nicer food, but today..." She stared at the pieces of cucumber that poked out from between the fluffy white bread. Somehow, the sandwiches represented everything she'd hated about the funeral. "I know no-one likes this kind of stuff, but I had to be careful and only take food my mother wouldn't miss. Maybe tomorrow it'll be steak or something. She normally makes really nice food, but today was a bit unusual. My father -" She paused, realizing that the soldier might get upset if he knew about her father's death. "Would you like meat tomorrow?" she asked eventually.
 
   For a moment, she heard nothing but silence, but finally there was the faintest hint of something moving up in the branches. It was a subtle, quick sound, as if the bark of the tree was being slowly scratched. Although she still couldn't see him, Eva was convinced that she'd attracted the soldier's attention, and she was determined to get him to at least acknowledge her presence. He was clearly scared, but that was no reason for him to be alone. She wished that her father had been visited by someone with cucumber sandwiches while he was dying. No-one should ever have to die alone.
 
   "Here," she said, holding one of the sandwiches up, hoping that the soldier might reach down and take it.
 
   No response.
 
   "It's good for you," she continued, still holding the sandwich up. She stood on tip-toes, keeping the sandwich wobbling high above her head for as long as possible. "Just eat it tonight, and I promise there'll be something nicer tomorrow. This is just to keep you going."
 
   No response.
 
   "What's wrong?" she asked after a moment. "Don't you like cucumbers? I don't either, but I didn't have any choice. Can you please just maybe think about eating them, just this once?" She paused. "I'm sorry," she muttered eventually, balancing the cucumber sandwich on one of the lower branches. "I did my best. There just wasn't anything else in the house."
 
   There was a faint creaking sound from high up in the tree. Eva didn't know if this sound was caused by a slight breeze, or by the soldier moving through the branches.
 
   "I hope you're not mad at me," she continued. "I did my best, even if it wasn't the best food in the world." Kneeling in front of the tree, she set the rest of the sandwiches down, and then she loosened the top on the bottle of water, just in case the soldier's hands were hurting. Finally, once the meal was laid out, she stood up and stepped back.
 
   "No-one knows about you," she said. "I swear to God, I didn't tell anyone, and I made sure I wasn't followed. I'm the only person who knows you're here, and I'll make sure it stays that way. You can trust me, I promise."
 
   More than anything in the world, she wanted to see the soldier and to watch as he ate the food, but at the same time she knew that she shouldn't be too pushy. There were probably lots of reasons why the soldier might not want to be seen. He might be badly hurt, or he might just be shy. After peering up into the darkness of the tree one final time, she took a deep breath and turned to walk away.
 
   And that's when she saw it.
 
   Over by the edge of the clearing, next to one of the smaller trees, there was a body. Something dead.
 
   Eva's first reaction was to turn and run, but she managed to make herself stay calm. Her heart was racing, but she could already tell from the shape and size that the body obviously wasn't human. Instead, as she stepped closer, she saw that it was a small deer. She'd seen deer in the woods from time to time, although she'd never seen a dead one before. This one, though, seemed to have been ripped apart. As she got to within a few feet, she could see that its neck and most of its torso had been torn away, exposing blood and bone, while two of its legs appeared to have been chewed. The creature's head was mostly intact, although there was a pair of deep round holes just below its jawbone, and the animal's eyes and mouth were wide open, as if it had died screaming.
 
   Slowly, Eva turned to look back at the tree. She was certain that this deer hadn't been here earlier, and she was also sure that these woods weren't filled with predators. Although it pained her to think such a thing, she couldn't shake the idea that perhaps her soldier had climbed down and killed the animal. He must have been so desperate for food, and so crazed with pain, that he used his bare hands to rip the beast apart. For a moment, she imagined him wrestling the deer, forcing it to the ground and pummeling it into submission; as she pictured him ripping the animal's flesh apart and eating its raw meat, she couldn't help but shudder.
 
   Glancing at the cucumber sandwiches, Eva suddenly realized that her own offering seemed pitiful in comparison to the feast that the soldier had caught for himself. Whereas she'd previously assumed that the soldier was weak and frail, now she began to imagine him as something altogether stronger. If he could bring down a deer, even one that looked to be relatively young and small, he must be fairly powerful. In which case, she wondered, why was he still hiding up in a tree? Was he recovering from his wounds, or was he scared of something? Or was he just waiting?
 
   Without saying another word, Eva turned and began to make her way home. She was starting to think that her understanding of this situation might not be quite right, and while she was glad that she'd taken food out to the soldier, she felt that it might be dangerous to go again. Walking faster and faster, she eventually broke into a run and, by the time she reached the back gate, she was out of breath. Hurrying through the garden, where the grass was once again wet underfoot, she got to the back door and was just about to reach out to grab the handle when she heard a noise nearby. She froze, not daring to look back, until finally she heard another noise, closer this time, and she spun around.
 
   There was nothing.
 
   She stood on the back step and stared across the garden, her eyes fixed on the dark woods. She almost expected to see a figure moving between the trees, but there was nothing. The soldier hadn't followed her at all. In fact, he was probably barely even aware of her existence. Feeling a little relieved, Eva slipped quietly back into the house, making double-sure that the door was locked behind her.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Standing in the doorway, Eva watched her mother sleep.
 
   It was almost 2am, and although it was more than an hour since she'd got back from the woods, Eva still felt wide awake and restless. She wanted to go and climb into bed with her mother, but she was worried that she might face a barrage of questions. For one thing, Eva felt like she smelled of the forest, and for another she knew that her mother could always tell when she was lying. There was also the fact that her mother was sleeping so peacefully, which was something of a miracle given that the funeral had only ended a few hours earlier.
 
   "Are you awake?" Eva whispered, even though she knew it was a bad idea.
 
   There was no reply.
 
   "Are you awake?" she asked again, raising her voice a little more.
 
   Again, no reply.
 
   Glancing at the bedside table, Eva spotted a pill bottle. With a heavy heart, she realized that her mother was using sleeping pills again, which meant it'd be almost impossible to wake her. Whenever stress got on top of her, Eva's mother always took to the pill bottle, with the result that she ended up sleeping long and hard. It was at times like this, with her mother virtually impossible to rouse, that Eva felt as if she was completely alone in the house.
 
   Heading through to her own room, Eva pushed the door shut and decided that she should probably just go to bed and try to close her eyes for a while. A week after her father's death, she was still waiting to cry properly, and right now she was expecting the tears to ambush her at any moment. She was worried about bursting into tears while she was out in public, so she figured it'd be better to make it happen in the safety of her own room. She wanted to cry, to get it over with. Now that her mother didn't cry all the time, Eva felt that there might be some spare tears left for her.
 
   Unfortunately, no matter how hard she tried, she just couldn't quite manage to make the tears come. Even when she spat on her hand and wiped the saliva into the corner of her eyes, she knew it wasn't real. She blinked a couple of times, trying to wash the saliva all over her eyeball and maybe kick-start the tears, but it was no use. She could only conclude that she was obviously a very bad daughter, and that she hadn't loved her father enough. She wished, on reflection, that she was a better person.
 
   Before going to bed, she walked over to the window. Staring out across the back garden, she focused on the woods. The whole scene looked so calm and peaceful, with moonlight streaming through the faint mist that drifted between the trees. Eva found it hard to believe that, just an hour ago, she was out there all alone. There was still a part of her that hoped she might one day be able to leave the house behind completely and live permanently in the woods, and she felt that the big day was slowly getting closer. There really wasn't much that she liked in the world, and she felt there was little point forcing herself to hang around other people when she knew she'd be happier living in the woods.
 
   "One day," she whispered. "I'll be a much better -"
 
   Suddenly she stopped speaking, as she saw movement out in the forest. Although she immediately told herself that it must be a deer or some other kind of animal, the tightening sensation in her heart told her that it was something more. She watched as, slowly, a dark shape moved awkwardly between the trees, coming closer and closer until finally it stopped on the very edge of the forest, just a few feet from the garden fence.
 
   The soldier. Her soldier.
 
   Eva waited for the figure to come through the garden gate, but instead it just seemed to be waiting. It was clearly a human figure, even though there was something a little odd about its shape. It seemed to be hunched over a little and crooked, and its walk was affected by a pronounced limp. As she stared, Eva was convinced that the figure would push the garden gate open at any moment, but instead it looked as if something was forcing it to keep back. Although she was still nervous, Eva's heart-rate started to settle a little as she lost her fear that the figure might come all the way up to the back of the house.
 
   As the minutes ticked past, Eva became more and more convinced that the figure was watching her, and perhaps waiting for her. It was too dark outside, and the end of the garden was too far away, for her to make out any details on the figure's face, but she felt quite certain that its eyes were fixed on her. Once again, she was overcome by the feeling that somehow the soldier's mind was reaching out to her, and she could almost feel those tentacles slipping deeper than ever into her mind. She focused on trying to make the soldier leave her alone, and gradually the sensation began to fade. Whatever had just happened, it made her feel a little stronger, as if she wasn't entirely defenseless.
 
   Eventually, after what felt like an eternity, the figure turned and limped back into the forest, as if it had finally given up waiting for her. Eva stood and watched it go, and in some strange way she felt as if she'd just scored a victory. There was nothing stopping the figure from coming closer, but she'd managed to face it down and make it see that it wasn't welcome. Although she'd previously wanted to help the soldier, she was starting to seriously doubt whether he was the good kind of soldier. Her father had been a good soldier, but she knew there were bad soldiers in the world. Her father would never have killed a deer with his bare hands, or rejected cucumber sandwiches, or refused to even say thank you, or come up to someone's house in the middle of the night.
 
   All she wanted right now was for the visitor to go away forever, which she assumed he'd do as soon as he'd healed up enough to get moving. She figured she merely had to keep out of the woods for a week or two, and eventually the soldier would leave her alone and go somewhere far away.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   "Don't you want to go and play in the woods?"
 
   Looking over at her mother, Eva realized this was the question she'd been dreading. It had been almost two weeks since she'd last been out beyond the garden gate, and she'd slowly learned to have fun in the house. Well, 'fun' was a strong word, but at least she was able to amuse herself, and she'd almost managed to make herself forget about the soldier who'd been living in the tree. In the back of her mind, she'd been aware that she perhaps needed to venture back out there some time and double-check that he was gone, but she'd been putting that day off for as long as possible until...
 
   "Did something happen out there?" her mother continued, putting some more plates in the dish-washer. It was clear that she'd noticed the change in Eva's behavior, and she was obviously curious. After seeming a little vague and zombie-like in the weeks immediately after the funeral, her mother was starting to get back to her old self.
 
   "What do you mean?" Eva asked, worried that her mother somehow knew about the soldier.
 
   "It's just that you always used to go out there, but these days you seem so... Well, you just seemed to stop very suddenly. I just wanted to make sure there's no problem."
 
   "There's no problem. I just felt like sitting inside and reading."
 
   For the next few minutes, Eva sat in silence and continued to read her book. Eventually, however, her mother sat next to her and started watching silently. Eva tried to ignore her, but she knew there'd be more questions eventually.
 
   "Are you worried about something, sweetheart?"
 
   Eva shook her head.
 
   "You know you can tell me, don't you?"
 
   Eva nodded.
 
   "If something's bothering you, I want you to talk to me about it, okay? This is a very difficult time for both of us. I just don't want you to be scared."
 
   "Of what?" Eva asked.
 
   Her mother took a deep breath. "I've been meaning to talk to you about this, sweetheart. What happened to your father happened in a very particular place, at a very particular time. He was in an extremely dangerous situation, but I don't want you to think that the whole world is like that." She paused, waiting for Eva to respond. "The point is, I don't want you to shutter yourself away in the house all the time. I know I can maybe be a little over-protective sometimes, but I think it's important that we both learn to face the world again. You know Daddy wouldn't like to think of you sitting around the house, scared to go outside, right? He'd want you to go out there and have fun. Don't you remember how he'd always tell me to stop fussing so much?"
 
   Eva nodded.
 
   "He used to laugh at me for being worried when you went into the woods," her mother continued, with tears in her eyes. "He used to say that I was too fussy, that I wanted to seal you up in a plastic bubble and never let you really touch the world." She paused again, as if she was finding it difficult to speak. "Maybe he was right. Just... don't be scared, okay? The world really isn't that scary, sweetheart. I think it'd be good for you to get back out there once or twice and remember that. I want to see you having fun again."
 
   Eva looked over at the back door. For a moment, it occurred to her that maybe she should tell her mother all about the soldier. After all, her mother would know what to do. Then again, Eva also felt that it was her own job to deal with her fear. She imagined her father sitting at the table, watching her and feeling disappointed that she was so scared. Even though she was worried, Eva could feel herself getting ready to go back out into the woods. She felt that she had to know if the soldier had left, or if he'd died in the tree. She'd delayed this moment long enough.
 
   "I might go out now," she said, her voice filled with tension.
 
   "I didn't mean you have to drop what you're doing," her mother replied. "I just meant, in general, you should do the things you like doing. Ease back into things slowly."
 
   "I want to go out," Eva said, closing her book and standing up. "I won't be long, I just need to... I just want to go and take a look."
 
   "Be back in an hour," her mother said. "I'm making pancakes."
 
   Nodding, Eva leaned forward and gave her mother a hug, before turning and walking over to the back door.
 
   "Hey, remember not to talk to strangers," her mother added suddenly. "That rule still applies, sweetheart, okay? If you see anyone out there, just come straight home. Deal?"
 
   Eva nodded.
 
   "And sweetheart... Can you stop unplugging the phone? I know why you do it, but there's no need. Not anymore."
 
   Eva nodded again, before opening the back door and stepping out into the garden. Not only had she avoided the woods over the past few weeks, she'd also avoided the garden, figuring that she didn't want to be seen by the soldier. She couldn't shake the feeling that he might still be out there somewhere, keeping an eye on her house, and for that reason she'd also kept away from her bedroom window. Then again, she reminded herself, the soldier was probably all healed by now, and he'd probably moved on. Why would he stick around here, living in a tree?
 
   Once she'd gone beyond the garden gate, Eva started walking through the woods. This place used to feel like a second home to her, and she'd once hoped to live out here forever, but now it felt strange, as if she was walking on the surface of an alien world. The dead feeling, which she'd first felt around the old oak tree, seemed to have spread a lot further, and it felt like night even though the sun was high in the afternoon sky. As she walked, Eva realized that she saw and heard no signs of life: no moths or flies in the air; no insects; no sounds up in the trees. Even the breeze seemed to be dead out here, and the whole forest was bathed in an eerie, light blue mist that hung languidly in the air. The only sound came from Eva's bare feet as she walked across the dry, brittle grass.
 
   Finally, in the distance, she saw the old oak tree, the heart of the forest. This, at least, seemed not to have changed, and in fact its leaves looked to be bigger and more numerous than ever. As Eva emerged into the clearing, she felt as if the air itself was completely still, and she glanced to one side and saw that not only was the dead deer still on the ground, but there were a couple more nearby, all of them in an advanced state of decomposition. This made Eva feel a little better, since it appeared that the soldier was no longer feasting. In fact, as Eva looked back over at the tree, she realized that there was no sense of anyone being here at all. It was as if all life had completely left the area.
 
   When she reached the tree, Eva stopped and looked up into the branches. Even today, when the sun was out, the tree seemed strangely dark, as if light was either being scared away, or drawn deep inside. Staring up into the darkness, Eva tried to detect any sign of life up there, but there was nothing. It was as if the tree was now, finally, completely empty.
 
   She began to relax as she realized that the soldier was almost certainly gone. Still, there was only one way to be certain, and it required Eva to be braver than she'd ever been before. Unable to shake the image of her father from her mind, she realized that he'd be disappointed in her if she didn't go and check properly. She'd long dreamed of climbing this tree, and now she felt it was time. After all, if she didn't go up there, she'd spend the rest of her life wondering if there might still be a soldier hiding somewhere in the branches.
 
   "Dear God," she whispered, "if I climb this tree and take a look, do you promise I won't fall, and that nothing else will happen to me?"
 
   She waited. She knew there'd be no answer, but she still wanted to give God time to hear her message and hopefully agree. She'd never really thought much about God before, but right now she was counting on him to keep an eye on her and make sure that nothing bad happened.
 
   Realizing that she was delaying the inevitable, she cautiously reached up and grabbed one of the lower branches. Lifting a leg and gaining purchase on the trunk, she summoned all the strength in her body and slowly raised herself up until she could grab hold of the lower branches properly, at which point she hauled herself up a little further and managed to wriggle onto part of the split trunk. Looking back down, she realized that she was already a couple of meters off the ground, and for a moment she felt slightly dizzy until finally she reminded herself that she needed to just get on with the climb. Besides, if she got all the way to the top, she might finally be able to look out and see the whole world, even the far-off part where the wars happened.
 
   Holding herself steady, and still terrified of falling, she reached up and grabbed the next branch, and slowly she climbed up a little higher. She double-checked, even triple-checked every move she made. Turning and glancing over her shoulder, she saw that although it was dark up here in the tree, there didn't seem to be anyone or anything else up here. She tried to imagine what it must have been like for the soldier to have lived up here, and she figured it must have been pretty miserable. Wherever he was now, he was probably having a much better time, unless he'd been caught by whoever was after him. The weird part was that she knew she'd never find out the truth; if the soldier had left, she'd never know how he ended up in the tree or what happened to him next.
 
   Reaching up for the next branch, Eva felt something wet against her hand. At first she assumed it was just dew or sap, but when she pulled herself up a little higher, she realized that many of the higher branches were soaked. She held her hand out to the light and saw that she had blood running down from the palm of her hand and onto her wrist. Looking down at the branch, she saw that her clothes were now smeared in even more blood. She turned and looked into the darkness, but there was no sign of anything moving.
 
   Despite the fact that she was starting to panic, she forced herself to remember that the soldier was gone, which meant that the blood was probably just some old blood that had been left here a few days ago. That's all it was, all it could be. Eva knew better than to let superstitions take root in her imagination. It would be far too easy to imagine all sorts of things up there in the tree, but then she'd be no better than her mother. What mattered, she told herself, was that she had to stay calm and focused.
 
   She stayed completely still for a few minutes. She wanted to keep climbing, but her heart was racing and she was worried that the blood was making the branches slippery. The more nervous she became, the more she tried to force herself to think rationally. She was still imagining her father watching her, but she was no longer sure what he'd want her to do. Would he want her to keep going and reach the top, or would he tell her to go back down? If he was in the same situation, what would he do? Would he tell her to be cautious and safe, to run and get help? Or would he tell her to be brave, like he was when he shipped off to war?
 
   While she tried to decide, however, she slowly became aware of something moving nearby.
 
   At first, it was just a very faint rustling sound, like the wind brushing against the tree. After a moment, however, Eva realized that the sound was much closer and much more deliberate. She turned and looked over at some other branches, but there was no sign of anyone. Still, she was suddenly filled with the feeling that she wasn't alone, that there was something watching her from the darkness, and finally she knew that she had to go back down as fast as possible.
 
   Lowering herself back onto one of the thicker branches, she tried to stay calm as she began her descent. There was so much blood on her hands, it was hard to keep a proper grip, so she had to move much more slowly than she would have liked. She could feel her heart pounding, and there was a part of her that just wanted to jump down, but she knew she'd end up breaking her legs if she fell from such a great height. Forcing herself to stay calm, she carefully inched down the branches, all the while convinced that she was being watched and followed. As hard as she tried to stay focused, however, she couldn't help but move faster and faster, and finally her foot slipped and she dropped, landing hard on another branch before tumbling further down. She reached out, trying to hold on and at the last moment, just barely, she managed to hang on with one hand to the lowest branch.
 
   She waited for a moment, to make sure she was secure. Looking down, she saw that she didn't have much further to go. She lowered herself as far as possible, and then finally she allowed herself to drop the final couple of meters, landing hard on the forest floor and falling forward onto her hands and knees.
 
   Standing up immediately, she started brushing herself off. She was covered in blood from the tree, which was making dirt and soil stick to her. It was pretty obvious that her mother would be angry when she got home, and she knew that there was no way she could hide the state she was in. She figured she'd just have to be honest and tell her mother everything about the tree, and about the soldier. She hoped her mother would understand, although she knew this was unlikely. Already, she could imagine her mother shouting at her, telling her off for ruining her dress and putting herself in danger and -
 
   Suddenly Eva realized there was a noise coming from up in the tree. She stood completely still, too scared to look. There was no way the soldier could still be up there; there was no way anything or anyone could be up there at all. She tried to tell herself that it was all in her mind, and that only an idiot would even bother to look up.
 
   Finally, however, she turned and looked.
 
   More blood was coming down from the tree, washing down the trunk and spilling onto the ground. Eva took a step back as she stared, unable to comprehend just how much dark red liquid was coming down. There was so much, it was even dripping from some of the branches. Within just a few seconds, the entire trunk seemed to be absolutely soaked. It was by far the most disgusting thing Eva had ever seen, and although she wanted to turn and run, she felt strangely compelled to stand here and wait to see what would happen next.
 
   Finally, however, she realized she'd seen enough. She turned to run -
 
   And that's when an arm reached down from the tree and grabbed her by the neck. Not just any arm, either. This arm was jet black, its skin thick and foul and crusty. It was as if it had been badly burned, and there were a few glistening cracks of bloody pulp beneath the crispy skin. Trying to get loose, Eva felt the hand tighten and tighten around her neck, the fingers almost digging through her flesh. The more she fought, however, the tighter the hand seemed to hold her.
 
   Slowly, kicking and screaming and trying to get loose, Eva was lifted up into the dark tree.
 
   


 
  

The Empty Girl
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Kerry Herbert turned round to me today and accused me of following her! Right there in front of everyone, she just started ranting on about how wherever she went, she kept seeing me, and then she started accusing me of being a lesbian, and her friends were laughing and it just turned into this huge scene.
 
   I swear, I almost brought the plan forward and killed her there and then.
 
   Fortunately, I managed to stay strong. I knew all along that this project was going to be difficult, and that there'd be times when I'd be tested. I mean, I totally expected that she'd notice me lurking nearby a few times. Well, maybe I didn't totally expect it, but I knew it was possible. Kerry Herbert might be a fucking idiot, and she might have her head up her own ass most of the time, but she's still got fucking eyes. Anyway, I already knew she'd spotted me, and I didn't give a damn. Let the bitch see me. Let her realize that she's on my fucking radar and that I'm watching her. It won't do her any good. Not after Saturday.
 
   There's one problem, though. She was shouting her mouth off outside the train station, and a lot of people must have noticed. Not just her friends, but random idiots passing in the street. That's a problem, 'cause it means people are going to start talking about me when Kerry disappears. There are cameras at the station, too, which means I might have some explaining to do. Sometimes, I think every fucking thing everyone does is logged and recorded and analyzed over and over. Fortunately, I think I'm starting to become invisible to cameras, the same way I can make myself invisible to mirrors. Besides, it's not like a public argument is proof of anything. As long as I keep to the plan and don't fuck anything up, there's not going to be any evidence against me, and no-one's gonna trip me up. I'm way too smart for that.
 
   Hell, there won't even be a body.
 
   Still, I'm in a foul mood. Walking home the long way, trudging through the rain, I feel myself starting to go into one of those dark periods. I hate it when this happens, but I've learned over the years that there's nothing I can do except let it pass. It feels like some kind of thick, heavy burden is slowly being lowered onto my shoulders, weighing me down and making it hard for me to keep going. It's like I can sense everyone starting to look at me. I know it's all in my head, and I know my pills would probably make it stop, but I need a clear head. Besides, what kind of idiot needs a pill to fix their moods? Everyone gets sad and pissed off occasionally, especially if their life sucks. And my life is a fucking train-wreck right now.
 
   It'll all blow over.
 
   It always does.
 
   I'll be back to my usual happy self soon. Hell, when this little project is over, I'm gonna be the life of the fucking party. Finally, people will understand me. I won't be so alone.
 
   As soon as I get home, I see with great displeasure that my both my parents' cars are in the driveway. I can handle it when one of them gets home early, but it's a nightmare when they're both here. They tend to kind of spread out through the house, which makes it hard to avoid them. Sometimes, I feel like I want to sit them down and set out some ground rules. It's like, they're supposed to be out working, but they just come home early when they feel like it. If they say they won't be home before a certain time, how fucking hard is it to stick to the plan? Don't they realize that the days are my time? I want to be alone, and I don't necessarily want to have to go outside every time I want some peace and quiet. I just want to sit around in the house, thinking about stuff and working on my plans, but it's hard when my idiot parents are constantly threatening to come storming through the front door. I swear to God, I live my life on the fucking edge of a nervous breakdown, and no-one even notices.
 
   No-one cares.
 
   Instead of going straight inside, I loiter in the driveway for a while, trying to decide what to do. I walk around the cars, pacing up and down as I feel my head start to flood with ideas. I don't know why the hell I always get so nervous, but I just wanted some fucking time alone and now the whole thing's gone to shit. Finally, unable to control my frustration, I kick one of the tires of my father's car, but the patheticness of the gesture just makes me more angry and I kick the tire again and again. Finally, glancing over at the street, I see Mrs. Aldershot walking past, and she's staring at me with that usual concerned, nosy look on her face. It's as if she's dripping with condescension and loathing. The old bitch probably thinks I'm gonna grab her bag or something like that.
 
   "I'm alright," I shout at her, raising my arm and nibbling on the sleeve of my jacket. "Thanks for asking! What's wrong with you?"
 
   She doesn't say anything. The old bitch never says anything. Not to me, anyway. About me, though... that's another story. I'm pretty sure she's the one who called the police and made that fake claim about me selling drugs. I've never fucking touched that kind of shit in my life. She's nothing but an ignorant, prejudiced old bitch. Sure, she saw me with some needles in my hand, but that doesn't automatically mean I'm using drugs.
 
   The truth is, before I came up with my plan to deal with Kerry Herbert, Mrs. Aldershot was totally my target. I'd even started working out some of the details, before Kerry Herbert started annoying me at college. That's when I decided to change everything and make Kerry my target, which meant that Mrs. Aldershot was granted a reprieve. Not that the old bitch realizes any of this, of course. To her, I'm just a girl who lives in the same street, just some kid with nothing better to do than hang around on the street corner and observe the world. That's what she thinks, anyway, but I'm more than that. I'm the girl who was almost her executioner. If she knew some of the stuff that goes through my mind, maybe she'd have a little more fucking respect.
 
   Sometimes, I just want to open my mouth and hiss at the old bitch.
 
   Still nibbling on my jacket, I pull at a loose thread.
 
   "Adeline!" calls out a shrill voice.
 
   Turning, I see that my mother is standing at the kitchen window, watching me with her beady fucking bitch eyes. I don't get what the fuck's wrong with her. She does this all the time, and it's starting to wear me out. It's bad enough with all the cameras and surveillance in the modern world, and now I have to endure more of the same from my own mother. Those piercing eyes, filled with poisonous disrespect, just keep on burning into my soul. She blatantly hates me, almost as much as I hate her.
 
   "Dinner's ready," she shouts. "Are you coming?"
 
   I stare at her. One day, if everything goes according to plan, she might end up on my list. I need to get Kerry Herbert out of the way, but then I'll be able to pick a few more targets, and my dear old mother might very well end up in deep shit. I don't see why someone should be allowed to treat me like shit and then expect to be spared just 'cause I was unlucky enough to be born through her vagina.
 
   "Adeline!" she calls again. "Are you coming inside for dinner?"
 
   I nod, but I get a little twitch so I have to quickly nod again, to make sure she understands.
 
   She stares at me for a moment, and then she turns and heads away from the window. For some reason, that fucking woman just seems determined to keep feeding me. It's as if she somehow thinks that all my problems have been caused by a lack of food, which is insane. I eat plenty, but I prefer stuff that's natural and doesn't have anything artificial added into it. That's why I've been trying to train my gut to digest wood, which is just about the only fucking thing you can find around here that hasn't been tampered with yet. Besides, I'm getting closer and closer to the greatest feast of all. If only I could tell my mother about my plans for Kerry Herbert. I know she'd freak out and try to stop me, but that's because she lacks the imagination to see how change and evolution are necessary. To her, these bodies and this life are probably at the fucking pinnacle of the evolutionary tree, whereas people like me, we see the potential for better things. Darker things.
 
   Figuring that I'd better just get the whole damn thing over with, I trudge along the driveway and push the front door open. I can hear my parents in the dining room, but I don't want to go anywhere near them, not until it's absolutely necessary. Instead, I head to the bathroom; after locking the door, I allow myself to become visible to the mirror and finally I slip my hood back and stare at my face. With a smile, I realize that everything's going according to plan. I'm as pale as a fucking sheet of paper, and my eyes look dark and sunken. Sure, there's still a little weight around my face, perhaps even a hint of a double-chin, and my skin's sore and chapped in a couple of places, but I'm still working on overall physical fitness. I need some strength for what's coming next, but hopefully I can get my weight well below triple figures. It's hard balancing strength with a lean body, but I'm getting there slowly. My periods stopped a few months ago, which is a good sign. It means my body's started to take notice of what I'm trying to do. The weight'll start coming off soon. It has to. It's all part of the plan.
 
   This is what happens when you're on the verge of becoming the next step in human fucking evolution.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Sitting alone in my room, I stare at the needles on the little table. This is the part of my routine that I hate, but I guess I don't have a choice. I knew this whole project was going to be tough when I started, and there's no way I'm going to back down now. Pain means nothing. No, wait, that's not true. Pain's important. Pain's necessary. Without pain, how can I know I'm doing the right thing? My whole life so far has been about pain and misery. Finally, I'm on the verge of a whole new type of existence. I'm so close to achieving my destiny.
 
   Reaching out and grabbing one of the needles, I remove the cap before looking down at my bare left arm. Even though my skin is pale, it's still hard to see any veins beneath the surface. I guess I'm running low on blood, which is how it's supposed to be. After all, I remove a load of the damn stuff every night, and although the process makes me feel weak as hell, I'm slowly starting to get used to it. I need to reduce the total amount of blood in my body so that, when the time comes for me to make my strike against Kerry, I can enjoy the experience all the more. I know that an outsider might think that this whole damn thing is just a pointless charade, but all my actions are underpinned by logic. I know what the fuck I'm doing. I'm forcing my body to change.
 
   As I get ready to stick the needle into my skin, I somehow manage to fumble and drop the damn syringe. Reaching down, I find that it's rolled into the pile of cigarette ash and dirty old plates that are scattered around my bed. I quickly find the needle again, give it a quick blow in order to get rid of a few crumbs, and finally I'm ready for the extraction.
 
   The tip slides effortlessly into my skin. I push it deep, until finally I feel it scraping against bone. There's pain, sure, but I can handle it. Pulling the needle back a few millimeters, I start to slowly draw some blood into the chamber. It's a slow process, but finally I'm done and I remove the needle and squirt the blood into a nearby cup. I swear, the blood is looking thinner and less potent these days, as if my body is struggling to produce it properly. I don't really mind one way or the other, but it's kind of useful to see that I'm really pushing myself to the edge. After all, there's no point doing this if I don't take it to an extreme.
 
   Figuring that I should keep going for a while, I extract a few more syringes of blood, pushing against the pain and forcing myself to focus on the overall goal. Finally, with the pain becoming too much and with my arm looking like it's bruising up pretty nicely, I decide to pack it in for the night. I'm feeling pretty weak, and I've still got so much to do before I can even think of going to sleep. Pouring the blood into a small jar, I stand up and try to head over to my closet, but I immediately feel light-headed. Although I try to steady myself, I somehow manage to lose my footing, and I tumble to the floor. The jar smacks down next to me but, mercifully, it doesn't break. All I can do for a few minutes is stare at the blood and wait for my body to regain a little strength. I guess I'm pushing myself pretty hard, but there's no alternative. I have to improve.
 
   "Adeline!" my mother calls out suddenly, knocking on the door. "Are you okay in there?"
 
   Sighing, I wait for her to fuck off.
 
   "Adeline, can you hear me? Are you okay?"
 
   "Yes!" I shout back at her, trying not to sound too pissed off. "I'm fine!"
 
   She tries to open the door, but it's locked.
 
   "What are you doing?" she continues. "I heard an almighty bang."
 
   "I fell over," I shout. "Is that okay? Am I allowed to just fall over occasionally?"
 
   There's no reply, but I can tell that she's still out there in the corridor.
 
   "Can you just go away?" I shout eventually. "I'm totally fine! If I'd hurt myself, would I be able to talk to you right now? Think about it. The fact that I'm fucking talking to you is a clear sign that I'm fucking okay, yeah?"
 
   "I'd like you to open the door," she says firmly.
 
   I start laughing.
 
   "Adeline, open the door." It's cute, the way she's trying to sound authoritative. Ineffective, of course, but cute. "Adeline, open this door immediately. I want to see that you're alright and I want to see what you're doing in there."
 
   "I tripped over some crap on the floor," I call back at her, with a big, goofy grin on my face. "I'm fine. I didn't even bang anything."
 
   "What are you doing?" she asks. "Are you drinking?"
 
   "Of course not."
 
   "Then what are you doing?"
 
   "Just some shit," I reply, before bursting out laughing again. I swear to God, I don't mean to laugh at times like this, but there's just some part of me that finds my mother's concerns funny. She's a typical idiot, always focusing on the wrong things. She fusses about details, but she can't see the wider picture. If I told her that I'm on the verge of a unique transformation, she'd probably think I'm nuts.
 
   After a moment, I hear her footsteps heading away, and eventually I hear her going downstairs. Seconds later, I hear muffled voices from the front room. I guess my parents are having another of their long conversations about me. I swear, they must be the most bored and pathetic people in the world, because it seems like all they do every evening is talk about me and what's wrong with me and all this other shit that's none of their business. I mean, I'm not even that interesting, not as far as they know. I try to keep under their radar most of the time. I should probably take it as a compliment that they're so into everything I do, but it gets a bit tiring sometimes. I don't ask for their attention. I just want them to leave me the fuck alone.
 
   Sitting up, I look around my room and realize that it probably is time to tidy up. I mean, it's not like I enjoy living in squalor, but I never have time to organize things. Besides, by now it'd a huge job to fix the mess, and I don't have, like, a whole day to dedicate to sorting it all out. I guess I just need to be a little more careful when I'm extracting blood, 'cause the last thing I want to do is pass out. The whole idea of this project is that I'm supposed to be getting better at functioning with less blood in my body, so I just have to push through any discomfort. These low periods are to be expected. They're the price I'm paying for what's going to come next.
 
   I'm not sure whether I pass out, but after a few minutes I realize I'm suddenly leaning back against the wall. Feeling kind of groggy, I grab the jar of blood and crawl over to the closet, where I quickly set the jar in a large box along with all the others. I pause for a moment, feeling as if I just want to sit here and sleep, but finally I force myself up and, this time, I manage not to wobble too much. I swear to God, I feel like absolute shit, but I have to get the hell out of this house. I need to keep up my surveillance of Kerry Herbert, because I'm gonna need to know everything about that bitch by the time we get to Saturday. I can't afford to make any mistakes, so I need to make sure that I understand my target's habits. It's not exactly a huge chore, but I kinda wish Kerry was a more interesting target.
 
   A vampire never pauses, not when there's work to be done.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   For some fucking stupid reason, it's raining when I head back out just before midnight. The last thing I want is to get soaked, but at least the bad weather means the streets are mostly empty. It's a long way to the house where Kerry Herbert lives with her parents, so I decide to take a short-cut. Climbing over a series of fences, I make my way stealthily through a bunch of back gardens. No-one sees me, of course, since I'm pretty good at passing unnoticed through the shadows. In fact, sometimes I feel as if I'm part of the shadows. Occasionally I hurry past a window and see some stupid family getting on with their meaningless lives, and it occurs to me that I could bang on the glass and scare the shit out of them. Still, I don't want any complications tonight. I'm not here to do anything. I'm here to observe.
 
   As I reach the end of Somerville Street, I suddenly see a bright light approaching. I freeze as I realize there's a police cruiser slowly making its way toward me. After a moment's panic, I duck back behind a fence and wait, hoping that they didn't see me. This whole fucking town has been on high alert for the past week, ever since some little girl named Eva Wilson went missing a few streets away. Naturally, the local media's whipped the whole thing up into a frenzy, and everyone's convinced their children aren't safe. I don't know what happened to that dumb kid, but she probably just got sick of all the bullshit and ran away.
 
   Smart kid.
 
   The police cruiser drives slowly past as I hold my breath. To my immense relief, it doesn't stop. I know what the cops are like around here, and they'd totally be on my case if they found me out here late at night. Determined not to make a mistake, I wait until I'm certain that they must have gone around the next corner, and then I cautiously step back out from behind the fence. The street's empty again, apart from the rain. People are scared to come out at night. They're scared of creatures like me. The police aren't any better.
 
   "Fucking pigs," I spit, before hurrying away.
 
   The empty streets are kind of depressing, in a way. I feel like people are too keen to scurry into their houses after the sun goes down. If they'd just stay outside a little longer, they'd see the world as it really is. All this darkness is so beautiful, and it's at times like this that the world really seems to reveal itself. Then again, I should probably be careful what I wish for; if people came out more at night, it'd be harder for creatures such as myself to get about. This is my world, and I'll be alone here until I'm able to create more creatures who share my views. I know my victory is coming, but I need to make sure that I don't get too carried away. Slow and steady wins the race, and I'm still not quite at the point where I can make a stand. It'll happen, but not yet. One day, the world will know my name.
 
   When I get to Kerry Herbert's house, I slip carefully down the side and into the back garden. There's this stupid apple tree over by the pond, so I climb up and position myself among the branches. From here, I've got a pretty fucking excellent view of Kerry's bedroom window. I pull a pair of binoculars from my coat pocket and focus on the house, and soon enough I see Kerry sitting at the desk in her room. She's doing something on her laptop, but I can't quite make the screen out properly. As I sit and watch her, I try to imagine how she'd react if suddenly she turned around and saw me here, but there's no chance of that happening. She doesn't suspect a thing, since her imagination doesn't allow her to contemplate the possibility that I'm seriously after her. She thinks it's all a joke, which is fine by me since it means her defenses are down and she'll be a little easier to kill.
 
   After a while, this little surveillance operation starts to drag and I find myself wondering if maybe there are better uses for my time. Still, I'm worried that it'd be a mistake to give up and that I'd lose some valuable intelligence information. Despite the boredom, therefore, I continue to watch Kerry's window, and eventually she gets up and walks away from the desk. It's getting late, and after a moment I see that she's preparing to go to bed. I wait as she changes into a t-shirt, and then I watch her sit back down at the laptop. I don't know what's wrong with the fucking bitch, but she seems to be totally glued to that damn machine. I swear, she must be the dullest girl in the world. At least her final moments won't be dull, though. When I come back and kill her in a few days, she's going to understand the true meaning of pain. Her life might have been boring so far, but her death's gonna be so fucking memorable. She'll be screaming and bleeding and begging for her life, and the very last thing she'll see is gonna be my face grinning at her.
 
   Poetic fucking justice.
 
   I can almost taste her blood right now. The richness, the purity, the passion... I can imagine it running down my throat while I hold her struggling body in my arms. Just the thought of the act is enough to send powerful shivers through my body. Sure, I was born with a pitiful and weak human body, but that's not my fault. What matters is that I'm taking my weak original form and forcing it to change and mutate. I'm not willing to spend the rest of my life like this; I'm going to become the first of a new race of creatures. Eventually, I'll crush these fuckers under my feet.
 
   I'm not really sure what happens next, but suddenly I wake up and realize that I must have fallen asleep for a while. I'm still wedged securely between the branches, but the rain has intensified and I'm totally fucking wet. Kerry's bedroom window is dark now, which I guess means she's gone to bed. I hate it when I fall asleep like this, and when I check my watch I see that I've been out for a couple of hours. Feeling kind of vague and wispy, I take a deep breath and try to re-focus on the task at hand. Sometimes I feel as if these attempts to train my body aren't going too well. Still, the setbacks aren't going to stop me. If anything, they're going to push me onward. My mind is going to win this battle, not my body.
 
   Eventually, with the rain getting worse and worse, I decide that it's pretty fucking stupid to still be up in this tree. Carefully, I climb down and drop onto the wet grass. I'm already completely soaked, which is fine, but I can't help noticing that I seem to be shivering a little. I'm pretty sure vampires aren't supposed to shiver, but I figure that's something I can deal with later. After all, I'm still partly human, and it's going to take a while before I can train myself to be a full vampire. I've been working on this project for a couple of years, and I'm still only at the stage where I'm getting ready for my first kill. There's such a long way to go before I can consider myself to be a true vampire.
 
   Making my way across the grass, I emerge onto the street and start walking back to my parents' house. I'm still feeling weak from the blood extraction, and there's a lot more work to be done. The next time I come to Kerry Herbert's house, however, I'll have my equipment with me and I'll be ready to strike. I happen to know for a fact that her parents are going away at the weekend, which means she'll be alone in the house from Friday afternoon. She has netball practice on Friday evenings, and she often hangs out with friends once she's done. Saturdays, though, are different, and she usually stays home. I guess she thinks she's safe while she's in the house, but one of the last lessons she's gonna learn is that she's never safe, not from me. I'm coming back here on Saturday night, and I'm going to fulfill the first stage of my destiny.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   The old guy's watching me.
 
   It's late, and I'm in one of those over-lit all-night convenience stores. There's some old idiot behind the counter, and although there are a couple of people in the store right now, I'm the one who's getting the suspicious glances. One of the surveillance cameras is pointed right at me, although it won't do much good now that I'm invisible to recording devices. I can more or less do as I please, which must be confusing for normal humans.
 
   I make my way to the back of the store. It pains me to be reduced to certain actions, but a lack of resources means that I must scavenge some of the items I need for my plan. I'm sure the guy behind the counter is gonna assume that I'm some homeless, drunk piece of trash, but that's fine by me; I'd rather let him think that, than have him know the truth. I need to stay under the radar for as long as possible, which shouldn't be a problem. I'm an expert at this kind of thing.
 
   Having checked that there's no-one nearby, I grab a pack of razor blades from the shelf.
 
   "Can I help you?" asks a voice suddenly.
 
   Turning, I find that the guy from the counter has come over to join me. He's got a concerned look in his eyes, and it's obvious that he thinks I'm gonna steal the blades. He's right, of course, but for the wrong reasons.
 
   "You want to buy those?" he asks, looking down at the packet in my hands.
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "If you want to bring them to the counter," he continues stiffly, "I can ring them up for you." He waits for an answer. "Are you gonna be wanting to pay by cash or card?"
 
   I glance across the store and see that the other customers are getting on with their business. Still, the place is a little too busy for my liking, and I don't much fancy the idea of causing a storm when there are so many people around. Each of these assholes is a potential witness.
 
   "If you're not going to buy anything," the guy says, "I'm gonna have to ask you to leave the store. Our services are for paying customers only."
 
   I sniff. The guy's seriously getting on my nerves now, and I'm starting to sweat. This kind of reaction is precisely the reason I want to leave my human side behind. Humans are weak and easily panicked, whereas the next stage of evolution is going to be strong and confident. I mean, I'm already strong and confident, but there are these times when my human nature takes over. If I could just be myself, I mean my real self, I'd dispatch this asshole in seconds and leave a trail of his blood from here all the way out into the parking lot.
 
   "Adeline," he says suddenly, "you really need to be moving along, and I don't think you need those, do you?"
 
   I almost rip his head off, but luckily for him I manage to restrain myself. How the fuck does this bastard know my name? He must be friends with my darling mother, or maybe the local shopkeepers have got together and decided that they don't want to serve me anymore. I'm pretty sure it's illegal to deny service to someone who's ready to pay, but I guess none of these assholes care about the rule of law. Still, the last thing I want is for him to start shouting my old, human name and claiming that I've been stealing stuff.
 
   "Okay," he says, reaching out for the pack of razors, "let's just -"
 
   Stepping back, I hiss at him.
 
   He stops dead and stares at me.
 
   Looking over my shoulder, I see that one of the other shoppers has noticed this little confrontation. The fucking idiot probably thinks I didn't see him looking at me, but I did. In normal circumstances, he'd have incurred my wrath and he'd have mere seconds to live, but he's lucky today. I'm not in a position to flex my full potential, and it's hardly likely that I'm gonna even bother to remember his pathetic little face once I'm stronger.
 
   "Adeline -" the store guy says, with a clear hint of fear in his voice, "let's not turn this into a scene. I'd hate to have to call the cops."
 
   I hiss again.
 
   "Adeline -"
 
   Before he can finish, I rip the packet of razor blades open. Some of them drop down to the floor, but I manage to keep hold of three, which is more than enough.
 
   "Okay, Adeline," he continues, clearly enjoying it every time he gets to say my name, "I'll cut you a deal, okay? If you'll just walk out of the store right now, with those razor blades, I'll sort something out with your mother next time she comes in. I'm sure she'll be willing to pay if it means that the police aren't involved." He pauses for a moment, and it's clear that he's making a laughable attempt to stare me down. "But you do have to leave right now," he adds. "Is that something you can do?"
 
   For a moment, I consider hurting him. I could do it. Then again, what's the point? He's just an idiot in a late-night store, and the last thing I need is to get into trouble for some random attack. I need to ignore my foolish human urges and focus on the bigger picture. Stuffing the razor blades into my pocket, I push past the guy and hurry toward the door. As soon as I'm out in the night air, I take a deep breath and run across the parking lot, making for the trees. Climbing through the undergrowth, I can't help but smile as I think of the total fucking victory I just scored. I got what I wanted, and now I'm set for one final act before I'm ready to face Kerry Herbert and taste her blood.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   I've been waiting for this moment, but now it's here, I feel... scared? No, that's not quite the right word. Nervous? Yeah, maybe. I guess there are two problems, really. First, there's the fact that I know this is gonna hurt a lot. Second, there's the fact that it's the final stage before I go after Kerry. This is the act that I've been building up to for so long, and all the pain and blood is going to be worth it. One day, when I'm strong and powerful, I'll look back on this as the moment when my preparations and plans become something more concrete. Between now and Saturday night, I'm going to complete my metamorphosis and shrug off this old human soul. This is when the vampire will emerge from my dark heart, pushing aside my humanity as if it's nothing more than an abandoned skin.
 
   So why the hell is my hand shaking?
 
   Setting the razor blade down, I try to reset my thoughts. I guess my human side is holding the rest of my soul back. In a way, I expected this. All my life, I've been subject to the stupidity and whims of my birthright. I've watched as those around me have fallen prey to their weaknesses, and I've felt the same weaknesses tug at my mind. I don't know why, however, but I was lucky enough to be chosen to live a very different kind of life. From an early age, I could feel a kind of darkness growing in my soul, and I nurtured it until it began to speak to me. The vampire life is my destiny, and nothing's going to hold me back. I am what I am, but soon I'll be so much stronger. If my human side is panicking now, it's only because the end is nigh.
 
   I take a deep breath.
 
   My hand has stopped shaking.
 
   Picking the razor blade back up, I glance over at the door one more time. It's 4am and my parents are fast asleep, and hopefully neither of them is gonna wake up and come and disturb me. I'd rather perform this operation in my own room, but I need the benefit of the bathroom mirror. The harsh electric light makes me look particularly ghoulish, which I kind of like. It's fitting and appropriate that I should look so goddamn cool now that I'm on the verge of reaching perfection.
 
   Slowly, I open my mouth and stare at my teeth. I've waited so long for my dull, human teeth to fall away and be replaced by a proper set of fangs. I always assumed that the process would just happen at some point, and that I'd know when the time was right. I remember when I was a kid and my baby teeth fell out, I thought the moment had arrived, but normal adult teeth just came through. I was crushed, but I came up with a new plan pretty quickly. I must have been seven or eight years old by the time I was set on the course that has led me here today. That little version of me would be so proud if she could see me today.
 
   Damn it, I'm delaying.
 
   I'm getting all nostalgic and I'm thinking about the past instead of the present.
 
   Staring at myself in the mirror, I let out a brief hiss.
 
   Fuck, I can be terrifying sometimes.
 
   Holding the razor blade up to my mouth, I tell myself that this is the moment. I gently press the edge of the blade against the enamel of one of my upper cuspids, and I press hard. Slowly, I try to slice down, but the edge of the blade just scrapes along the side of the tooth. Undaunted, I try again, pressing harder this time. Again, however, I meet with no success. Taking a deep breath, I try for a third time, but I scrape the top a little first, hoping to create a scratch mark that I can use. When I scrape down again, I feel some resistance, which is perfect, and I force myself to push and push. It's not easy, and I start to worry that the blade might be about to break, but suddenly the razor slices down and I almost slam my face into the sink. For a moment, I'm not sure if anything happened, but then I spot it: a thin slice of enamel in the basin.
 
   Checking myself in the mirror, I see that it's a good start, but there's definitely a long way to go.
 
   I decide to take a slower, more careful approach. Scraping and scraping at the tooth, I manage to get little pieces away until finally, after almost an hour, it's actually beginning to look just a little bit like the vampire fang I'm seeking. It's only now, of course, that I realize I have no way of lengthening the tooth, which means it's gonna look kinda silly, but I figure it'll still work, and maybe it'll just start growing anyway. I keep going, and soon it's a proper, if short, fang. Tilting my head to one side, I hold my lips back and imagine my handiwork.
 
   Good.
 
   Not perfect, but good.
 
   I hiss, and then I smile.
 
   Figuring that my parents might start getting up around 6am, I decide that I need to work faster. Turning to the other side of my mouth, I start trying to shave away some more enamel. My fingers are getting a little clumsy, and I can feel myself getting more and more tired. Still, I don't have time to succumb to weak human failings, so I just focus on the task at hand. I can do this. I know I can do this. As I work faster and faster, more and more pieces of enamel start dropping into the sink. I don't really have time to stop and check things properly, so I rely on instinct alone. Glancing at my watch, I see that it's approaching 5:30am, which means I need to speed things up. Damn it, why can't my parents just fuck off for once? Why can't they -
 
   And that's when it happens.
 
   I don't know if it's carelessness, or if this tooth is different to the first, but somehow I manage to accidentally scrape a little too much away, and the edge of the razor blade digs into the nerve.
 
   The pain is indescribable. It shoots through my entire body, causing me to drop the blade and fall back. Losing my balance, I slip on the bathroom floor and slam down hard, banging my head against the side of the bath. As I try to recover, the pain arcs through my mind. Raw and exposed, the nerve is screaming. All other thoughts clear from my mind, replaced by pure, undaunted pain. Although I try to keep quiet, I can't help but let out a few gasps as I writhe on the floor, rolling from one side of the bathroom to the other and then back again, all the while clutching at my face and waiting for the pain to go away. It can't last forever. Sooner or later, it has to stop.
 
   Please God, make it stop.
 
   After a few minutes, however, it's worse than ever. Every time I move, every time my tongue brushes against the tooth, I feel the pain increase. I try to get up, but all I can manage is to get on all fours. Looking down at the floor, I see to my shock that I'm bleeding a little, either from the tooth or, more likely, from where I cut the side of my mouth as I pulled the blade out. I reach out and try to wipe the blood from the floor, but I just end up smearing it all over the place. Panicking, and starting to shake, I force myself to turn and crawl over to the sink, where I haul myself up just far enough to be able to see my face in the mirror.
 
   I look like a total fucking mess.
 
   There's pain in my eyes. Sure, I've had tons of psychological pain over the years, but this is the first true, unadulterated physical pain I've ever experienced. Trembling, I lean closer and look at my blood-stained face. The pain in my tooth is getting worse and worse, throbbing with an intensity that I never thought possible. I carefully hold my lips back and see that the side of the tooth has been completely ripped away, exposing a dark blue mass that I can only assume is the nerve. Damn it, I should have studied the structure of teeth before I started doing this, and I should have worked more slowly. This pain is too much, and I'm not sure if I can handle it much longer.
 
   I want to scream, but screaming's not an option. My stupid mother would come banging on the door, demanding to know what's wrong. As always, I have to deal with things alone. Grabbing a couple of towels, I start hurriedly trying to wipe up as much of the blood as possible. It doesn't take too long, and then I run the tap and wash all the little pieces of tooth down the sink. Despite the agony, I'm able to get the bathroom sorted out pretty well, and finally I take a step back and see that I've covered my tracks. I take the razor blades before unlocking the door and hurrying through to my room.
 
   Half an hour later, writhing in agony on the bed as my tooth continues to hurt like a bitch, I hear my mother and father sloping along to the bathroom. They have no idea. No fucking idea at all.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   "Did you steal those razor blades?" my mother screams, following me into the kitchen just a couple of minutes after I emerge from my bedroom for lunch.
 
   "What?" I ask, acting as if it's the most insane idea ever. Luckily, I'm a pretty good liar, and I'm pretty sure I sound totally convincing. She probably can't even tell that I'm in agony.
 
   "Did you steal them, Adeline?" she shouts. "This is your last chance to be honest with me. Did you, or did you not, steal razor blades from the all-night store?"
 
   "No!" I mutter, grabbing a glass and pouring myself some water. It's kinda hard to argue with her when I can't look at her properly. The last thing I need is for her to see the injuries to my mouth. However, as soon as I start drinking, the water hits my exposed nerve and I spit the water into the sink. Trembling slightly, I try to keep from screaming.
 
   "What's wrong with you?" my mother asks. "Adeline, look at me!"
 
   "I'm fine!" I shout back at her. Why can't she just leave me alone?
 
   "Look at me!" she says, grabbing my arm and trying to turn me to face her.
 
   "Fuck you," I mutter under my breath.
 
   "You're bleeding," she says, sounding more concerned than angry.
 
   "I'm not bleeding."
 
   "Let me see!"
 
   Turning to her, I let out a loud hiss.
 
   "Adeline, I'm calling Dr. Latimer," she says, taking a step back. There's fear in her eyes. Good. I like it when I scare her. It means she's starting to accept that I'm changing. Not that she can understand me entirely, of course, but it's a good start.
 
   "I'm fine," I mutter, sounding strong and resolute even though my bottom lip is trembling. The pain from my tooth is intense, and I don't know if I can handle it much longer.
 
   "I know you stole those razors," she says, staring at me. "I went into the store this morning and Joe Cale showed me the security camera footage."
 
   "Bullshit," I spit back at her. "I'm not on any security camera footage."
 
   "You are," she replies. "Oh, Adeline, you most certainly are."
 
   I shake my head. She's wrong. She has to be wrong. I don't show up on footage. I've tested the theory myself, and I know it's true.
 
   "Adeline," she continues, her voice trembling a little, "did you hear about that little girl who went missing?"
 
   "Stupid little bitch," I mutter.
 
   "It wasn't that far from here," she says. "They're still looking for her."
 
   "Big deal," I reply, shrugging. "Someone probably grabbed her. Right now, they're -" I stop speaking as suddenly, with crystal-clear clarity, I realize what my mother's talking about. She's doing it in a round-about kind of way, but I swear to God she's testing the water and seeing if maybe there's any chance that I know what happened to that little girl. My own mother thinks I might go out and randomly kidnap or kill some kid! For a moment, I feel tears start to well up behind my eyes, but finally I tell myself that there's no fucking way I'm going to cry.
 
   "I'm going to call Dr. Latimer," she continues, clearly trying hard to stay calm, "and then we'll go and see him, okay? And you need to make sure you take your medication. Maybe..." She pauses for a moment. "Maybe pack an overnight bag, Adeline. It's a long drive, and he might think it's a good idea for us to stay. You know how tired I get when I drive." She waits for me to say something. "Does that sound like a good idea? Shall we do that?"
 
   I stare at her. The last thing I want to do is anything that makes the bitch happy. Still, it might be to my benefit if I'm at least able to get her off my back for a few minutes.
 
   "I need to clean up," I mutter, stifling the extreme anger that's bubbling under my skin, "but yeah, I'll pack an overnight bag. When do you want to leave?"
 
   "I'll call him now," she says, grabbing the phone with trembling hands. "We can head off as soon as you're ready. How does half an hour sound?"
 
   I nod.
 
   She smiles.
 
   Pathetic bitch.
 
   "I'll go and..." I start to say, but my voice trails off. Pushing past her, I make my way through to my room. The poor, stupid cow thinks I'm actually going to get into her car and let her drive me to see Latimer. The odds of that happening, however, are zero. I'm never going near Latimer's office again, especially if my insane mother thinks that there's even a chance that I was involved with that little girl's disappearance. Despite everything that's happened, I'm still shocked that she could even consider the possibility that I'd do something like that. This is exactly the kind of problem I've been dealing with my whole life. My mother's a bitch, and my father's a bastard, and they think I'd kill a kid. A little kid. Not like Kerry. An actual, little kid.
 
   As I push my bedroom door shut, I glance across at the window and I realize that, despite the agony in my mouth and tooth, and despite the fact that it's only Friday night, I have to bring my plan forward. Kerry Herbert has to die tonight.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   By the time I've climbed out of my bedroom window and made my way quietly away from the house, it's still only lunchtime, which means I've got maybe twelve hours before I can go and get Kerry. The delay is definitely a complication, but I figure I can manage, so I head across town and out into the woods. By the time I'm among the trees, I can't help but smile at the thought of my panicked mother realizing that I've done a runner. She'll probably call the police and ask them to help find me, though I doubt she'll get much luck. Right now, the police are more concerned about finding that little girl, and they already know what I'm like. They'll just tell my mother that I'm off doing something crazy, and they'll tell her to stop worrying. I'm sure they'll try to pick me up later, but by then they'll be too late.
 
   Idiots.
 
   My stomach rumbles as I keep walking. I should have eaten something before I left, but I didn't have time to think clearly. Besides, it's probably a good idea to fast for the rest of the day, since I'm going to have such a huge feast once I get hold of Kerry. Deciding that I need to build up my strength ahead of tonight's fun, I eventually find a small, secluded area of wild and untamed undergrowth, and I crawl into the bushes. More than anything, I need to sleep, even though the pain in my mouth is intense. Hell, if I can't sleep, then at least I can relax a little.
 
   Somehow, I manage to drift off for a while. Either that, or I pass out. When I wake up, the sky is getting dark, and I see that it's almost 9pm. Climbing out of the bush, I wipe some fresh blood from the side of my mouth, and I quickly discover that one side of my face is slightly swollen. I guess the cut has become infected, but none of this is gonna be a problem in the long-term. Although my tooth is still hurting, it's a totally bearable kind of pain, and it seems to have become something I can ignore. Feeling slightly weak, I walk slowly and carefully back toward town, aware that my reserves of energy are a little low and therefore need to be conserved. I'm so close to the finish line, but I need to pace myself properly.
 
   I make my way through the dark streets. A light rain is falling, and I have to duck into the shadows a couple of times as people drive past. There are still tons of police cruisers out looking for the missing little girl, and I can't discount the possibility that my asshole of a mother might have somehow managed to mobilize some cops to keep an eye out for me. I guess she probably brought up my previous problems in an attempt to persuade them that I need help. Hell, she might even have claimed that I'm dangerous. Still, I'm a step ahead of everyone else, and I manage to make it to Kerry's house without being noticed.
 
   Heading through to the back garden, I find that there's no-one at home. Her parents have obviously already left for their weekend away, and Kerry's probably at her netball or handball practice or whatever the hell it is that she does on Friday nights. I take some time to take a look around, and then finally, to my surprise, I find that the back door has been left unlocked. For a moment, I can't help but wonder whether it's some kind of trap, but finally I realize that there's no way anyone knows I'm coming here. I slip inside the dark house and decide that I need to hide myself somewhere. After all, I've got the benefit of being able to surprise the bitch, but I need to make that advantage count. I have no idea when she'll be getting home, but I have to be poised and ready to strike at any moment. Sometimes, I feel as if I'm like a coiled predator, hunting these pathetic humans with ease.
 
   By midnight, I've thoroughly explored the house, making sure to keep the lights off at all times. I even helped myself to some snacks from the fridge, just to top my energy levels up a little. Taking a look around Kerry's parents' bedroom, I'm just starting to wonder when the stupid little bitch might actually be coming home, when I hear the front door open, followed by the sound of someone coming inside. I hurry to the top of the stairs and peer around the corner, and sure enough I see Kerry dropping her kit bag on the floor. She locks the front door before heading through to another part of the house, and I realize that she doesn't suspect a thing. So far, my plan is going perfectly, but I'm keenly aware that even the slightest mistake could cause things to go horribly wrong. If I make even the slightest noise, she'll almost certainly bolt and call for help.
 
   For some reason, Kerry doesn't come upstairs straightaway. Instead, I have to wait and listen while she spends almost an hour messing around downstairs. First, she spends some time in the kitchen, making something to eat, and then she takes a long shower. With the pain in my tooth getting worse and worse, I find myself starting to lose patience, but fortunately I'm able to suppress my human side and focus on getting the job done. I remind myself that I have infinite patience and that I've got all night to get this job done if necessary. The last thing I need is to get panicked and end up letting her slip away. In my weakened state, desperately short of food and energy, I need to simplify the whole damn process as much as possible. The bitch is mine. I just need to reel her in.
 
   Eventually, I hear Kerry start to come upstairs. Retreating into the shadows of her darkened bedroom, I feel my heart start to pound as I realize that the moment has arrived. There's no backing out, no chance of changing my mind. I'm standing here, hidden behind the door in her dark room, and I'm going to strike as soon as she enters. I swear to God, I expected to be calmer than this, but my heart is beating so hard, and I've got this horrible grinding sensation in my stomach as if I might throw up at any moment. I'm about to cross the line between human and vampire, and in the process I'll be seizing control of my destiny. This is what I've been waiting for, it's the chance for me to prove that I'm far more than just some pathetic human. Holding my breath for what feels like forever, I wait until I hear Kerry's footsteps nearby, and finally she walks through the door and then stops just a meter away, with her back to me.
 
   I hesitate for a second.
 
   I can do this.
 
   I almost attack, and then I wait.
 
   I can do this!
 
   I hesitate again.
 
   And then I strike.
 
   Launching myself at her, I knock her to the ground and make sure to remain on top of her while she struggles. It's still dark in here, but I have the benefit of being better accustomed to the lack of light. She lets out a brief scream, but I put one hand on the back of her head and push her face into the carpet. She struggles, and she's stronger than I'd expected, but fortunately I'm able to keep her under control even though she's trying desperately to kick me. For a moment, I pause as I try to decide what to do next. I want to knock her out, but I don't want her to die yet and I'm worried that I might be stronger than I realize. I glance across the room, hoping to see something I can use, and that's when I make a big mistake: I allow myself to get distracted for a fraction of a second, and that's enough for her to throw me to one side.
 
   Slamming into the side of the closet, I immediately turn and see her racing to her bedroom door. I hurry after her and manage to catch up to her just as she reaches the top of the stairs. With no other options right now, I throw myself at her back and manage to put my weight on her shoulders, sending her toppling forward. We slide down the stairs, but fortunately I'm able to remain on top so it's Kerry's body that bears the brunt of the force. When we reach the bottom, I immediately climb off her and turn back to see that she's dazed but still conscious. We make eye contact for a fraction of a second, and then she screams.
 
   So I knee her in the face.
 
   She falls back, blood pouring from her nose.
 
   Clamping my hand over her mouth, I try to make her shut the fuck up. I pull her closer and force her mouth shut, and then I wait as she struggles and tries to get free. She's desperately trying to breathe, and her smothered snorts are spraying blood between my tightly-clamped fingers.
 
   "There's no point!" I hiss at her. "Just stop it!"
 
   Her wide, terrified eyes stare at me.
 
   "Stop it!" I scream.
 
   She tries to punch me, but it's a desperate, pathetic effort. Tiring of her constant fighting and struggling, I maneuver us around a little and then I slam her head into the side of the bannister, using a little more force than I'd planned. The impact is strong and heavy, and I'm quite certain that it must have hurt, but she's still struggling. What the fuck does it take to bring this bitch down?
 
   "Nice try," I whisper, before slamming her head into the opposite wall. When that doesn't work, I try it again, this time with so much force that I knock a hole in the plaster. Pulling Kerry's body back, I turn her over and see that she's barely conscious.
 
   She moves her lips, but no words come out.
 
   "You're tougher than you look," I mutter, staring into her half-open eyes. "You should be proud of yourself." I wait, and for a moment I'm tempted to explain everything to her. Finally, however, I decide that the best thing would just be to get this whole encounter over and done with, so that I can move onto the second and final stage. Taking hold of her head between my hands, I tilt her so that she's facing the wall again, and then I slam her face into the plaster with such force that for a moment I worry I might have already killed her.
 
   Finally, once I've checked and found that she has a faint pulse, I sit back and try to regather my thoughts. I've done it. I've actually done it. I feel weak as hell, and the struggle took more out of me than I'd expected. There's blood on the stairs and the wall, and part of the plasterboard has been smashed open. There's clearly no way I'm going to be able to clean the mess up, so there's no point even trying. Still, I'm so desperately close to my goal, I can't stop now. While it's tempting to take a little rest, I know that I have to keep pushing, so I slip out from under Kerry's unconscious body and get to my feet while she slumps face-down against the stairs.
 
   Okay. One more little journey, and then we're ready.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Maybe there's a God after all. Why else would it start pouring with rain just as I'm lugging Kerry's unconscious body out of the house?
 
   It's 3am by the time I feel strong enough to carry her to the woods. The journey isn't too long, but in my weakened state I can barely sustain my own weight, and having Kerry over my shoulder means that every step is agonizing. Several times, I have to stop and put her on the ground for a moment, and occasionally I try to change my approach and drag her instead. As we reach the edge of the forest, the mud makes it almost impossible to move with any real speed, and I struggle to pull the bitch through the small rivers of rainwater that have already started to flow.
 
   Finally, losing my grip and falling backward, I land heavily in the mud and realize that I can't go any further. Once again, my human body has let me down, but at least this will be the last time.
 
   I'd been hoping to get her to a larger clearing, but this spot will have to do. Patches of moonlight are streaming down through the rain as I kneel next to Kerry and grab her by the shoulders, and then finally haul her up onto my knees. It's a miracle that she's still unconscious, and I'm starting to wonder whether she might have a concussion. I'd been hoping to talk to her a little before I make my final strike, but I guess the only vital thing is that her heart's still pumping. I want my first taste of human blood to be fresh and warm.
 
   "You want to wake up, bitch?" I whisper.
 
   She doesn't reply, and suddenly I feel a little sad that she won't know the full horror of what I'm doing to her.
 
   "Come on," I say, giving her a gentle shake. "Hey! Kerry, wake up!"
 
   Nothing. She's still just limp in my arms.
 
   "Please," I mutter, feeling a little tearful. "Come on, just wake up for a minute or two."
 
   Hearing a screeching sound above, I look up and spot something small and dark moving through the rain. It circles the clearing, and after a moment I realize that it's a bat. In some strange way, it feels appropriate to have such a symbolic visitor. Perhaps it recognizes me as a fellow creature of the night.
 
   Moving Kerry's collar aside, I stare at her bare, rain-soaked neck. The skin looks so tight and clean, it's hard to believe the damage that I'm about to cause. Reaching down, I run a finger across her flesh, and I realize that there's no point delaying things any longer. It's been a long journey so far, but I've finally arrived at my destination. With rain pouring all around us, I take a deep breath and then finally I lean closer and get ready to bite. One side of my mouth is still painful and swollen, and I know that the exposed nerve is going to make this unnecessarily painful. Still, I'm as ready as I'll ever be, and I guess I just have to go for it.
 
   I pause for a moment.
 
   I am ready for this. I know I am.
 
   Opening my mouth as wide as possible, I bite down as hard as I can, but I have to let go as pain shoots through my damaged tooth.
 
   "Fuck!" I shout, taking a deep breath as I try to calm down.
 
   Pulling myself together, I try again, and this time I ignore the pain. I'm not sure what I was expecting, really, but I find that instead of biting clean puncture wounds through the side of her neck, I end up with a big section of flesh in my mouth, and no blood. I bite down harder, and I can feel the veins and arteries being squeezed beneath her skin. I continue to bite, but it feels like I'm just squeezing and squeezing. Finally, determined to get this over with, I decide to try a slightly different approach. After angling my sharpened teeth against the skin, I push down and then I jerk my head back, and to my shock I manage to pull away a large chunk of skin.
 
   Suddenly trying to jerk away from me, Kerry lets out the loudest scream I've ever heard, and the noise seems to be coming not only from her mouth, but also from the hole in the side of her neck.
 
   "No!" I shout, grabbing her head and holding her still before I bite her again. This time, I sink my face into the wound and bite down, feeling her soft skin between my lips and on my tongue. Sucking as hard as I can, I feel blood running into my mouth, but it's not enough. I bite deeper, and this time my tongue brushes against what feels like some kind of tube before suddenly blood bursts into my mouth, gushing so fast that I can barely swallow it all. Closing my eyes, I embrace the strength that pours down my throat, and I try to make sure that as little spills over the sides as possible. I don't want to waste a drop.
 
   With no warning, Kerry finally pushes me away. Blood sprays over my face as I'm momentarily put off my balance, but I quickly grab hold of her again and pull her closer. I bite down again on her neck, and this time my teeth grate against some of her bones. I continue to suck as much blood as possible, and although the exposed nerve on one of my fangs is causing me immense pain, I focus on the glorious feeling of her blood in my mouth. I was born for this moment.
 
   She's trying to struggle, of course, but there's nothing she can do. Not now. She's already weak, and it's strangely reassuring to feel her hands desperately trying to push me away. She's got no chance this time, of course, but I appreciate the gesture. It's as if she's acknowledging my superiority, and accepting that I'm the stronger beast. In a way, Kerry's capitulation is symbolic of the capitulation of the entire human species. She's the first to feed my hunger, but she won't be the last.
 
   After a few minutes, the blood stops pouring with such relentless force, and I relax my bite. Kerry still seems to be clinging on to life, but she can't have long left and I can feel her getting weaker and weaker. With torrential rain pouring down, her face looks strangely peaceful as she slowly looks up at me, and there's a moment of intense intimacy between us, as her eyes fix on mine. I keep expecting her to say something, or to scream, but it's as if she's lost all her strength. Her lips move slightly and I'm certain that she's trying to get some words out, but I can't hear a damn thing, not even when I lean closer. It's as if she hasn't even noticed that there's all this rain.
 
   "What?" I shout, putting my ear close to her mouth.
 
   She's still trying to speak, but I can't make it out at all.
 
   "Louder!" I shout.
 
   Finally, I manage to make out a few words, and I realize to my shock that she's praying. Like, she's actually saying The Lord's Prayer or whatever it's called. I swear, I never even considered that the bitch was religious. In fact, I know fuck all about her at all, really, other than that she's always been the most annoying person on the planet. Right now, however, I can't help but be slightly impressed that she's turning to God. It's a desperate move, and she's clearly lost her mind now that she's looked into the face of a creature with my level of power. Once again, she's inadvertently paying me a great compliment, and I feel as if my initiation into this new vampire life is going perfectly. My first kill is almost complete.
 
   "I don't know if you give a shit," I say firmly, "but I'll always remember you. No matter how many others I kill, you'll always be the first."
 
   She stares at me, but nothing about her vacant expression shows that she understands.
 
   I feel stronger than before, though, as if her blood has infused me with a new kind of power. It's almost as if I can feel her life force coursing through my veins and giving an immense boost to my body. This must be what it's like to be a real vampire, to feed oneself by consuming the energy of another living creature, and to step up to the next level of human evolution. I always knew this moment would come, but now that it's here, I feel as if my entire body is vibrating, almost shimmering with new strength.
 
   Having drunk so much of Kerry's blood, it's kind of hard to know what to do next. The meat of her body is of little use, and I've got no interest in becoming a full-on cannibal. I can just about feel her heart still beating, and I know I have to finish her off somehow, so eventually I lean down and begin to suck as hard as possible on the wound at her neck. After a few minutes, I start biting away chunks of flesh and spitting them out onto the floor, and I keep glancing at her eyes and seeing that she's still not dead. Eventually, however, I notice something else. She seems to be looking at something that's behind my shoulder. I guess she's probably reached some kind of religious peak, which seems strangely fitting for such a fucking bitch. Whatever she thinks she can see, I hope it brings her no peace at all. In fact, I hope it makes her death even more horrifying. Smiling, I turn and look back into the forest.
 
   When I see him, my chest tightens and my body feels like it's about to turn to stone.
 
   He's standing a few meters away, his features hidden by shadows. There's something about him, however, that's instantly terrifying, as if he carries with him some extra kind of darkness. Most humans, if they came across the sight of a girl having her blood drained in the middle of a forest, would just turn and run. This guy, however, seems to be content to stand and watch, as if he's fascinated by the whole thing. Perhaps my imagination is working overtime, but I can't shake the feeling that somehow this person understands me. After years and years of people thinking that I'm some kind of freak, I suddenly feel as if I'm in the company of someone who recognizes me for what I am. It's almost as if his mind is reaching out to reassure me.
 
   I open my mouth to shout out to him, but I'm not really sure what to say. Looking down at Kerry, I see that her glassy eyes are staring up at the sky. Shaking her gently, I realize that she's dead. For a moment, I'm overcome by the realization that I've actually ended the life of a human. If it hadn't been for me, she'd still be alive, and she wouldn't have this horrific gash on her neck. Most of her blood is in my body now, and all that's left of Kerry is a loose, limp cadaver.
 
   Turning to look back over at the dark figure, I realize that there's something very different about him. It's almost as if I can sense a kind of darkness in his soul. Before I can decide what to do next, however, he starts walking slowly toward me. I take a few steps back, and then I watch as he leans down and takes Kerry's body by the neck, carefully lifting her up to the light as if he's examining her. He twists her first one way and then the other, presumably so he can get a better look at the wound on her neck, and for a moment I wait to see what he might do next. Suddenly, he lets go of her neck and the body slumps to the ground, and I realize that he's staring straight at me.
 
   "Who are you?" I ask, even though I doubt he can hear me over the sound of the rain.
 
   No reply.
 
   "What are you doing here?" I continue. "How did you find me?"
 
   Still, no reply.
 
   "You don't scare me!" I shout, as I instinctively start nibbling on the sleeve of my jacket. Taking a couple of steps back, I feel my feet almost sinking into the wet, muddy forest floor. "You'd better stay back!" I continue. "I'm not what I look like! I can fucking take you down if you come near me! Do you understand? I just fed on a live human! I'm strong! I'm..."
 
   My voice trails off.
 
   Slowly, he tilts his head to one side, the way a dog does when it doesn't understand something.
 
   I take a deep breath, fighting the urge to run. If I run, I'll be showing that I'm weak, and I need to stand my ground.
 
   "Go fuck yourself!" I shout eventually, trying desperately to make sure that he can hear me over the pouring rain. "This is nothing to do with you! Go fuck yourself and leave me alone! This is nothing to do with you!"
 
   No response.
 
   "Fuck!" I yell, before turning and running. I know it's a mistake, but I feel as if I just have to get the hell out of here. It's difficult to move too fast across such a wet and boggy landscape, and I don't even take note of which way I'm going. All I care about right now is that I need to get the hell away from this bastard. I can come back in the morning and find Kerry's body and clean up, and I can get my whole plan back on-track, but at the moment I have to -
 
   Suddenly something grabs me by the collar and yanks me back, sending me flying through the air until I land face-first in the mud. For a couple of frantic seconds, I can't breathe: there's mud in my mouth and up my nose, and I just can't clear it away. Eventually, I manage to spit enough out to create an airway, and I try to crawl away on all-fours, desperately gasping for breath.
 
   Before I can get too far, however, I become aware of movement nearby, and I turn to find the dark figure standing over me. I'm filled with an impression of immense, immovable strength, and I realize with a sense of rising panic that he was easily able to run after me and pull me back. I don't know what the fuck this guy's supposed to be, but I swear he's too strong for me to handle. I just need to get my breath back, try to knock him down, and then run for my life. There's no way some stinking human is gonna bring me down, not when I'm on the verge of glory.
 
   "What are you?" I shout, looking up at him as the rain pours down. "Are you a cop?"
 
   Again, no response.
 
   "Are you..." I pause for a moment. "Are you my master?"
 
   He stares at me.
 
   "I didn't do anything wrong!" I scream, close to tears. "I had to kill her! She was inferior! I needed to prove it! I needed to push up to the next level! You don't fucking understand!" Struggling to my feet, I try to hide the fact that I'm trembling with fear. "I'm something you'll never understand," I continue, trying to sound confident despite the fact that I'm starting to really panic. "If you knew the truth about me, even for a fraction of a second, you'd run screaming!"
 
   For a moment, he doesn't reply. Then, slowly, he leans forward slightly, and I catch sight of his face. His eyes are dark and deep, like mine, and with a hint of calm anger, but what really grabs my attention is his smile. As he starts to open his mouth, I see to my shock that he's got two perfect fangs. For a moment, I try to work out how this is possible: how could I have run into someone else who wants to be like me? It's as if I'm staring at someone or something that's a kind of dark and twisted mirror image. Finally, however, I realize the truth.
 
   "You're..." I start to say, as my mind goes almost completely blank with shock. "You're a... You're..."
 
   I take a step back, but he moves toward me.
 
   "I'm like you," I mutter. "Can't you tell? Look at me!" I bare my fangs, but they must look pathetic compared to his. My mind is racing as I try to work out what's really happening. Is it possible? Have I somehow, in the middle of all this madness, stumbled into the path of a real vampire? Or did he find me? Did he seek me out, having somehow learned of my plans? Perhaps, in some strange way, he recognizes me as a kind of kindred spirit, and he wants to reach out to me and draw me into his world? If that's the case, I'm standing on the brink of a greater victory than I could ever have imagined. He's come to congratulate me and welcome me, to help me rise to the next level. I thought I'd have to do it all by myself, but now I have someone to show me the way. For a brief moment, I'm flooded with relief. It's as if his mind is reaching out and trying to calm my panic.
 
   I'm not alone.
 
   Finally, someone understands me.
 
   "Did you see what I did?" I stammer, staring straight at him, trying to face him down even though he's at least a foot taller than me. "Did you -"
 
   Before I can finish the sentence, he reaches out and grabs my shoulder, before leaning toward me and opening his mouth.
 
   "No!" I shout, trying to push him away. I manage to turn and take a step away, but his hand keeps hold of my shoulder and pulls me back. "Don't touch me!" I scream. "I'm not like them! I'm like you! We're the same! I'm a -"
 
   It's too late.
 
   I feel two long, razor-sharp fangs slice straight into my neck and cut through to the jugular, and as I struggle to get free, I realize that he's drinking my blood. I try everything to get free: I kick at him, I try to elbow him in the chest, I even try to bite his arm. Nothing works. It's as if, despite all the blood I drained from Kerry's body, I'm no stronger than before.
 
   Straining desperately, I start to feel weaker and weaker as my blood flows into him, and after a moment I realize that there's nothing more I can do. My only hope is that in some way this is an initiation into his dark world, and soon he's going to declare that I've truly become a vampire. Perhaps this is how it was always meant to be. Any moment now, I'm going to become a full vampire. I'll feel the power start to spread through my body and finally I'll be reborn.
 
   Suddenly there's a loud ripping noise, as if fabric is being torn, and I feel a sharp pain around my neck. Seconds later, he throws me through the rain and I land on the forest floor. I try to get up, but I can't move at all. Something feels very wrong, and finally I see that the figure has something in its arms. It takes me a moment to realize that he's cradling a headless body and drinking blood directly from the stump of its neck. At first, I assume that it must be Kerry's body, but then I realize that it's wearing my clothes. For a fraction of a second, I can't work out what the hell's happening, and then finally, as my mind begins to fade away, I understand that he ripped my head clean off my shoulders. That's my body in his arms, several meters away, and it's my blood that's flowing into his mouth as he stands in the rain.
 
   I want to scream, to tell him that he's made a terrible mistake, but I can't move at all. I can't even close my eyes. All I can do is watch him feed on my corpse as everything slowly becomes darker and dimmer. The last thing I see, as the life ebbs from my body, is rain falling on my dead eyes.
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Prologue
 
    
 
   "You realize that none of this is reliable, right?" asked Dr. Pettifer.
 
   "But you found something?" Kate Langley asked, craning her neck to get a better look at the documents Pettifer had brought with him to the restaurant. She'd been waiting three weeks to get her hands on the files Pettifer had managed to unearth. "Those aren't just for decoration, are they?" she added nervously.
 
   "I found something," Pettifer replied, "although I'm not sure it'll be much use." He paused for a moment. "How's Dr. Marlowe doing? I heard -"
 
   "I think he'll be fine," Kate replied, trying to cut the question off before Pettifer could demand too much detail. "The fire really hit him hard. He'd poured his heart and soul into that work, and then to see if burned to the ground, the whole thing was too much."
 
   "And the death of his assistant," Pettifer added. "Surely that must have been traumatic?"
 
   Kate paused. "Sure," she said eventually, with a faint smile, even though she knew that Marlowe hadn't given a damn about the death of Wade Summers. Marlowe was a man who focused only on facts and information, so his only thought on Wade's death was probably that it would be inconvenient to have to find a new assistant so soon. Still, Kate was fully aware that it would be quite some time before Andrew Marlowe was in a position to hire anyone. For now, Marlowe was holed up in a psychiatric hospital just outside Gloucester, where he was being treated for the after-effects of a nervous breakdown.
 
   "So..." Pettifer paused, clearly uncomfortable with the whole topic. "I pulled all this data together as a favor for you, Kate, but I don't..." He paused again, trying to make sure that he got the right words out in the right order. "I don't want my name attached to any of this work. I hope you understand that I need to protect my reputation, so I can't be connected to any..." Finally, his voice trailed off; the look in his eyes, however, made it clear that he was deeply unhappy about the whole situation.
 
   "Don't worry," Kate replied. "Just tell me what you found out."
 
   "There's a lot," Pettifer continued. "It took a while to get into the Bulgarian records, but once I'd gained access, I found a lot of information about this LeCompte family. They were pretty powerful back in the day. Go back a couple of hundred years and they're more or less the top dogs in their part of the world. And then it all kind of came crashing down in the late seventeenth century, and today they're more or less forgotten."
 
   "Forgotten?" Kate asked. "How can they have fallen so far?"
 
   "They lost everything," Pettifer explained, "including their prestige. I've tracked down a lot of information, but there are still some gaps. The whole mess seems to have centered around two twins, Edgar and Madeleine. By all accounts, they trashed the family's good name in record time and then..." He looked down at the documents. "Well, it's all in here. There were some pretty wild and lurid stories, and for a while the whole thing was one of the biggest scandals in Eastern Europe. Word traveled far."
 
   "You make them sound like rock stars," Kate pointed out.
 
   "If they'd been alive today, they might have been. Back then, they were just regarded as a pair of trouble-makers, although the end of the story's kind of strange. I'll leave you to read that part for yourself. I just hope you're not gonna fall into that classic trap of seeing two inexplicable pieces of information and assuming that there's some kind of spooky explanation. It's easy to get caught up in that kind of stuff, but most of the time we're better off sticking to the hard course and waiting for a story that's more logical."
 
   "And I can these documents this with me?"
 
   "Of course. But..." He paused again. "It's pretty rum stuff, Kate. I'd hate for you to get drawn into something that's maybe a little fevered and over the top."
 
   "Meaning?"
 
   "Meaning that there's two ways a person can lose their mind. Sometimes it happens quickly, like with Dr. Marlowe. You just topple off the edge of sanity and tumble down into the depths of madness. And other times..." He stared at her, watching as she opened the file. He could tell he was losing her attention already. "Other times it happens slowly," he continued, "and it creeps up before you even notice it. You jump from one idea to the next, and you don't notice that they're slowly getting a little less stable."
 
   "I'll keep that in mind," Kate replied, "and I appreciate your concern. Really."
 
   "Don't make me regret supplying these documents," Pettifer said nervously, taking a sip from his drink. "If I find out that you've been carted off to join Marlowe in a nuthouse, I'm gonna be mightily pissed off."
 
   He waited for a reply, but none was forthcoming. Kate was already engrossed in the documents, and in the history of the man whose dead body might just have walked out of a burning building. As she read, a slow smile spread across her lips.
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   Bulgaria, 350 years ago
 
    
 
   "Bring her to the water!" shouted Alderman Petrov. "There's no time to waste! Bring the heathen down here!"
 
   Turning, he watched as his two assistants dragged the terrified young woman down from the edge of town. A small crowd was following, keen to see the fate of such a vicious and evil creature, and Alderman Petrov knew full well that the locals would be happy with one result and one result only. Having spread her evil through the town for far too long, the woman had finally gone too far, and her actions had compelled the citizenry to cast her out, along with her brother. For Alderman Petrov, there could be no sweeter duty than to bring the vengeance of the Lord crashing down upon the shoulders of this sweet but unholy maiden.
 
   "We have had more than enough of this evil!" he shouted as the crowd reached him. "We have lived for years with vile monsters in our midst, but we shall tolerate such things no more! Some of us recognized the face of evil when first we beheld such a thing, but for others it took a little longer. We must all look deep into our hearts and see the need for action at such times!"
 
   "Let go of me!" the woman screamed as she was forced onto her knees. Dirty and bloodied after being held for a week in a nearby barn, she had the wild-eyed look of an animal. Tangled, jet-black hair framed her pale face, and her neck and shoulders were covered with dark bruises. Reaching out to grab one of her captors, she scratched a large chunk of flesh away from his arm before the other man struck the side of her head with sufficient force to make her let go. With blood pouring from her mouth, she spat a tooth out onto the ground.
 
   "And still she struggles," Alderman Petrov said calmly, with a faint smile on his face.
 
   "I swear to God," the continued breathlessly, rubbing the spot on the side of her head where she was struck, "you're making a terrible mistake! I'm not -"
 
   "Silence!" Alderman Petrov shouted, puffing out his chest as much as possible. "You have had your chance to speak, vile serpent!" He turned to the assembled crowd, keen to make sure that they were observing his confrontation with the wicked intruders.
 
   "No, you must be silent!" the woman shouted. "You're leading these people into something they can't possibly understand! You're allowing superstition and fear to rule your lives!" Turning to the assembled crowd, she tried to make a plea to the general populace. "You mustn't listen to this man! He's driven by secrets! He's -"
 
   "Speak when you're spoken to!" Alderman Petrov shouted, just as one of his assistants delivered another blow to the side of the woman's neck, causing her to crumple to the ground. "We will not allow your wicked tongue to work its magic on us," he continued. "We have heard the evil lies that come from your mouth, Ms. LeCompte, and we will no longer let ourselves be lured into your deceit. Those days are over! The people of this town have been tested by God, but finally they have seen the light!"
 
   A murmur of agreement rose from the crowd.
 
   "You know nothing of God," the woman muttered, staring up at Alderman Petrov with angry, fearful eyes, "but he knows all about you. Do you think it pleases him less to know that these wicked acts are committed in his name? Do you think he looks down upon your stupidity and cruelty, and considers you to be worthy children? What kind of God is happy to be worshiped by idiots?""
 
   "You have no right to speak of God with such authority," Alderman Petrov replied. "What are you, anyway? Just a pale whore who spreads lies and pain?" He paused for a moment. "As I hear it, you've opened your legs for half the married men in this town!"
 
   "But not for you," she replied, with a hint of a smile.
 
   "No, Ms. LeCompte," he continued, "I think you are much more than just a whore. I think this whole town now knows that you are a far more dangerous presence. Tell me, did you and your brother once adopt the form of a snake and offer Eve the apple that brought about the downfall of mankind?" There was a murmur of approval from the crowd; they were enjoying the theatricality of the alderman's performance. "Did you laugh at our Lord and Savior when you saw him on the cross?" the alderman roared, to more cheers. "Are you, in fact, the spawn of the Devil?"
 
   Still smiling, the woman shook her head.
 
   "Of course you deny it," Alderman Petrov continued, with a calmer tone. "The Devil has no pride in his handiwork. He seeks only to deceive. He targets ordinary people... good, honest people... and he slips his tongue into their minds and possesses their thoughts. It will take many years for our town to overcome the effects of your presence, but I assure you that we will cast away your vile influence."
 
   "Make your mind up," the woman replied. "Am I the Devil, or am I a monster?"
 
   "You are evil!" Alderman Petrov shouted, removing the wooden stake from a sling that hung over his shoulder. "The whole town has seen the effects of your presence. You flaunt your female form in front of the men and you lure them away from God and into your bosom! You seduce them into your bed and you tempt them with the pleasures of flesh, while your brother works to tease them with other gains. Everyone in this town has witnessed the effect of your vile ambition, and we have sinned by allowing you to remain among our number for so long! Now, at last, we are forcing you from our midst, and we can only hope that God takes heed of our efforts!"
 
   "You're wrong," the woman said. The smile was gone from her face, and her eyes were fixed on the sharpened end of the stake. "Why must you carry out such barbarity in the name of God? Why must you drape yourself in His holiness while killing those who have done nothing? Are you trying to distract from your own sins? For what other reason would such a plain man feel so compelled to cast accusations at innocent people?"
 
   "Silence!" Alderman Petrov shouted. He turned to the crowd and paused for a moment to observe their terrified faces. "I have heard stories about these creatures," he continued. "Stories from afar. There is a name for them. They are vampires. They are an ancient evil, so dark and vile that for the most part they were kept out of the Bible. Fortunately, I have learned how to kill them. It will be a swift and brutal death, but there is no other choice. If there is one man among you, just one, who begs to differ with me and who believes that this creature's life should be spared, you must step forward now or forever keep your thoughts to yourself!"
 
   "Cowards," the woman muttered.
 
   "I know what you are," Alderman Petrov sneered, looking down at her. "You came from abroad and you brought drought and famine in your wake. I have heard stories from nearby villages. Your fame has finally caught up with you, my dear. By day you walk in human form, but by night you haunt our streets and take roost in our nightmares. You're nothing more than a vampire, and if we do not drive you from the town, you and your brother will eventually drain us all of our blood!"
 
   "Kill her!" shouted a voice from the crowd.
 
   "Superstitious idiots," the woman whispered. "You actually believe all this childish nonsense. You hear tales of monsters and you allow your scrunched-up little minds to be manipulated so that you -"
 
   "Your words have no effect upon us," Alderman Petrov replied, interrupting her. "Not now that we see through you. The only thing any of us wishes to hear come from your lips is an acknowledgment of your sinfulness and an honest plea to God. Are you capable of such things, woman, or will you take your sin to the grave? Will you be the first of your kind to repent before the Lord?"
 
   The woman stared at him for a moment, before finally spotting movement nearby. Turning, she saw that a group of men had begun to lead her brother Edgar down from the town.
 
   "Are we to die together?" she asked, before panic and fear finally flooded through her body. "Edgar!" she screamed, trying to get to her feet before being forced back down by Alderman Petrov's assistants. "Edgar, they mean to kill us! Is it not time to fight back? Edgar, you must stop this madness!"
 
   A pale and thin man, with a sickly countenance and an uncertain gait, Edgar showed no sign that he'd even heard his sister's words. Allowing himself to be led to the edge of the river, he knelt obediently, as if he had fully accepted his fate. Bowing his head, he looked like a man who expected to have his life ended at any moment.
 
   "Edgar, you must do something!" the woman shouted, trying once again to get to her feet, but finding herself quickly forced back down. "These men are dangerous fools! He has a stake, and he means to use it against us! He thinks we're vampires!"
 
   "Silence!" Alderman Petrov shouted, using the blunt end of the stake to hit the side of her face. "Hold her up!" he barked, turning to the two jailers who had accompanied them down to the river. "There is no need to delay the moment any longer! After all, we carry out this act not for pleasure, but because it is our duty to atone for all sins that have been committed in our town."
 
   "Edgar!" the woman screamed as she was dragged up by the jailers, who held her in place despite her attempts to get free. "Edgar, they're going to kill us!" the woman continued, trying with all her strength to struggle loose. "Are you going to let this happen? We have to do something! We have to get away! Edgar!"
 
   Still kneeling, Edgar didn't even look over at her. He just stared at the river, watching as the water drifted gently past the small town. It was almost as if his mind was somewhere else entirely, and he clearly had no interest in helping his sister.
 
   "As you die," Alderman Petrov continued, placing the sharp end of the stake against the woman's chest, "I sincerely hope that you are finally able to accept God into your soul. It might very well be too late for you to be forgiven your many sins, but at least you might serve as an example to those whose hearts remain pure." Glancing over at the crowd, he noticed several children with their eyes fixed on the stake. "It is saddening indeed," he said eventually, "that young and pure hearts must see such horrific acts. I only hope that these children, who have the misfortune to witness your wretched form, are able to learn from this example."
 
   "Then why don't you -" the woman started to say.
 
   Before she could finish, however, Alderman Petrov grabbed her shoulder and pulled her closer, while thrusting the stake so deep into her chest that it emerged, bloodied, from her back.
 
   Letting out a gasp, the woman stared straight ahead.
 
   "Feel the force of God's power," Alderman Petrov hissed. "Feel the quality of his mercy."
 
   Her eyes wide open, the woman did not respond. The stake had entered her body and run straight through her heart, and blood was beginning to trickle from one corner of her mouth. She struggled for a moment, but it was too late and all she could do was reach up and desperately try to pull the stake loose.
 
   "Such a pathetic gesture," Alderman Petrov whispered. "The last, desperate act of an evil creature that has finally met its fate."
 
   Stepping back, he couldn't help but smile as he watched the woman fumble with the end of the stake. She staggered forward, before finally turning to the crowd. With a grunt, she ripped the stake from her chest and dropped it to the ground, exposing a clear hole that ran all the way through her torso. Blood poured from the wound as she moved her lips, as if she was trying to say something, and then she dropped to the knees before falling forward and landing face-down on the grass.
 
   Silence fell upon the scene.
 
   "Death shall greet all the Devil's workers," Alderman Petrov said eventually, addressing the hushed crowd. "This foul heathen had the chance to embrace God, but she chose instead to let darkness enter her heart. Any one of us could make the same mistake, and it is only through strength, hard work and unity that we can possibly hope to remain strong."
 
   A few meters away, still on his knees, Edgar LeCompte continued to stare at the water. He had not responded to the death of his sister. In fact, he had not even flinched. It was as if he had long been resigned to this moment, and felt that there was no way to react. He certainly showed no inclination to fight back or try to escape, and he seemed to have accepted his fate with a degree of calm and composure that made some members of the crowd feel a little uneasy. He had not looked at his sister's corpse, or at her murderer.
 
   "And what of this miserable sinner?" Alderman Petrov continued, retrieving the bloodied stake from the ground before walking over to Edgar. "What are we to make of a creature that cannot even muster a sliver of emotion when his own sister is slaughtered before his eyes? Does he not recognize that even though she became a sinner, she must have once been a pure and innocent child? Does he not care that the blood spilled on the grass here today comes from his own sibling?" He walked slowly around Edgar, waiting for some kind of reaction. "Does he not weep for the loss of the one person for whom he should care?"
 
   Showing no sign of any reaction, Edgar continued to stare straight ahead.
 
   "Perhaps the vampire does not care," Alderman Petrov said, stopping directly behind Edgar. "Perhaps, to the vampire, death is just an inconvenience. After all, the world must seem very different to one who has such powers. An ungodly heretic, born of the Devil's mind. Does not this lack of emotion serve to remind us why we should show no care for the life of such a beast? His own sister, a mortal girl drawn into his sickening world, and he cares not for her death. What cold blood must flow through this monster's veins, that he utters not one word of sorrow at her passing." Leaning closer, Alderman Petrov smiled as he admired Edgar's pale skin. "Is that why you desire human blood? For its warmth?"
 
   "Kill him!" a voice called from the crowd. "Don't give him a chance to run!"
 
   "He won't run," Alderman Petrov replied. "God is holding him in place."
 
   Slowly, a smile crept across Edgar's lips.
 
   "You find something amusing?" Alderman Petrov asked. He waited for a response. "This game has gone on long enough," he continued eventually, placing the tip of the stake against Edgar's back. "Rest assured, we shall ensure that your body is never again able to rise from its grave. We know how to make a vampire stay dead, Mr. LeCompte. Your villainy shall not rise from the grave. The line of your evil shall end here."
 
   With that, he forced the stake into Edgar's back until the tip emerged through his chest.
 
   "Scream," Alderman Petrov whispered. "Show your pain."
 
   Still staring straight ahead, Edgar showed no reaction to the stake that had been driven through his heart. There was still a smile on his lips, and his eyes held a dark glare that seemed to already contain a hint of death.
 
   "Worthless sinner," Alderman Petrov continued, slowly twisting the stake. "Had you lived a virtuous life, you would now feel God guiding you through the pain of death. Instead, it is Satan who prepares to welcome you. I'm sure you realize that you will burn for all eternity. Perhaps, finally, you will one day realize that you should never have turned your back on the Lord."
 
   As he finally pulled the stake from Edgar's back, the alderman stepped away and waited for the final moment. After a minute had passed, however, he realized that no blood was flowing from the wound. Turning to look at the crowd, he saw worried looks on the faces of those who had gathered to witness the execution of the two monsters. Although they had faith in God, the people clearly worried that the power of Satan might prove to be too strong.
 
   Realizing that he must take the lead, Alderman Petrov walked around to look at Edgar's face, and he quickly saw that the wretch was dead. He had died on his knees, without buckling or falling, without calling out or bleeding more than a couple of drops.
 
   "Is he dead?" asked a nearby voice from the crowd.
 
   Alderman Petrov nodded, although in truth he was concerned that some kind of trickery might be at play. Finally, removing a knife from around his waist, he approached the body. Without saying a word, he placed the blade against Edgar's neck and began to hack away. It took a few minutes for the job to be finished, but finally, as two other men held the corpse's shoulders, Alderman Petrov tore the head away and dropped it to the ground.
 
   "Can there be any doubt now?" he asked the assembled crowd.
 
   A hush fell upon the crowd. Most of the men stared in shocked awe at the horrific scene, while the women and children looked away.
 
   "Take the bodies," Alderman Petrov said to his assistants. "Ensure that they're buried deep, in unmarked graves on the edge of town. And bind their hands and feet together. The male in particular is a wicked creature, and he might yet try to force his way back into our world. We shall have to remain vigilant."
 
   Turning, he walked past the crowd and made his way toward the town. With the bloodied stake in his hand, he reminded himself that God would surely be pleased that such sinful wretches had been executed. Filled with a sense of his own self-importance, Alderman Petrov finally reached the edge of town and looked back to see that the crowd was slowly following him, while his assistants were carrying the two dead bodies away.
 
   With the sinners having been killed, Alderman Petrov was convinced that the town would soon return to prosperity, and that God would allow the people of the region to once again feel the warmth of his love. His only concern was that the graves would not hold such vile bodies, although he felt that God would surely help to press down the soil.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Bulgaria, 350 years ago
 
    
 
   "Was he really a vampire, father?" asked the young girl as she gathered plates from the table. "I mean... do such things exist?"
 
   "It pains me that you even ask such a question," Alderman Petrov replied, glancing with disdain at his youngest child. "Have I not taught you that evil dwells in many parts of the world, and shows its faces in many forms?"
 
   "But why would God create such monstrosities?" the girl continued. "The Bible makes no mention of these creatures."
 
   "Such passages have been excised," Alderman Petrov explained. "The story of Lilith was deemed too horrific to be relayed to honest men and women, but the book of Genesis once explained with great clarity how Lilith seduced Adam before becoming the queen of all those who have taken on demonic form. You should be glad that the Bible has had such dark secrets removed, else the whole world would remain in permanent and rapt fear. These dark creatures have been driven back to the shadows, but they still exist and only our faith will prevent them from returning."
 
   "Yes, father," the girl replied, carefully taking the plates out of the room.
 
   "You mustn't scare the child," Alderman Petrov's wife said after a moment. "She's very impressionable."
 
   "I don't mean to scare her," he replied, "but I do mean to make her aware of the dangers that exist in the world. It's all very well for us to sit and claim that vampires don't exist, but such ideas will not help us when the creatures are climbing through our windows. You saw the famine that came to our land when those two wretches came to the town. Edgar LeCompte was no ordinary man. He was a creature of the night, and he possessed his sister's undying loyalty. We have done the world a great service by cutting short their miserable lives."
 
   "But did it have to be in such a violent manner?" his wife asked. "It seems most distasteful to hack the head from a man's shoulders."
 
   "He was no man," Alderman Petrov replied darkly. "He was a beast."
 
   "But still -"
 
   "I'm afraid there is no other way to deal with such vile creatures. They cannot be killed by normal means, but they can be cut down and buried in such a way as to prevent them ever returning. Even if Edgar LeCompte is not entirely dead, he shall never be able to trouble us again. With his head removed, the vampire can cause no further harm."
 
   "And you're sure of that?"
 
   Alderman Petrov nodded. "I have studied texts, Sarah, and I have heard tales from other towns. I know of these creatures, and I know their weaknesses. There have been others in the world, and there will perhaps be others again. They are powerful, but it is God's will that they must be destroyed. And that is precisely what I have done today. I have obeyed the Lord." He paused for a moment. "Someone had to step up, my dear," he added eventually, with a hint of pride. "I saw no other man in the town show signs of the necessary strength and faith. We must all be thankful that I knew how to deal with the vampire threat."
 
   Smiling politely, his wife rose and left the table, just as the daughter returned.
 
   "Are you sure they can't rise again?" his daughter asked after a moment, loitering in the doorway. "If they're stronger -"
 
   "Put such thoughts from your mind!" Alderman Petrov replied quickly, raising his voice a little. "Edgar LeCompte cannot act against the will of God. Precautions have been taken to ensure that there is no way he is able to return to our world, while his sister was a mere human and thus has passed on to meet her fate in the next world. As we speak, Madeleine LeCompte is burning in the fires of Hell. Does that not make you feel a little better, my dear?"
 
   "Very good, father," the girl said. "Would it be okay if I go and play outside?"
 
   "Not tonight. It's clear that you need to study the Bible more closely. No good can come of constantly playing childish games. Instead, you must work to improve your mind. Go to your room and I shall come through shortly and set you some instructions for the evening. No daughter of mine shall waste her time playing foolish games when there is important work to be done." He paused for a moment, recognizing the disappointment in his daughter's face. "You'll thank me one day, my dear. When your mind is strong and your love of God is unbending, you'll understand that I have always had your best interests at heart."
 
   There was an awkward pause, and although Alderman Petrov was waiting patiently for his daughter to leave the room, the girl seemed reluctant to depart.
 
   "Is something else troubling you?" Alderman Petrov asked impatiently.
 
   "No, father," she replied, "it's just..."
 
   "Go on, child."
 
   "You'll think me foolish, but... I'm frightened, father."
 
   "Frightened?" Alderman Petrov replied, raising an eyebrow. "Of what?"
 
   The girl turned and looked over at the window.
 
   "Of the vampire and his sister?" Alderman Petrov continued. "My dear, you must have more faith in your father. Have I not already explained that the pair of them are dead?"
 
   "Yes, father, but... Are you sure that you can kill them? I mean, if he's a vampire, surely he has..." She paused for a moment. "Well, doesn't he have powers that might be greater than..."
 
   Alderman Petrov waited for her to finish the sentence, although he knew deep down that she probably had more sense than to question her father's abilities too closely.
 
   "I'm sorry, father," the girl said eventually. "I don't know what came over me."
 
   "I am the senior figure in this town," Alderman Petrov replied. "I have held my position for more than twenty years, and I have learned more than a little about how to deal with dangers. Do you honestly believe, child, that I would tell the people of this town that they can sleep securely, if I was not absolutely certain that those beasts had been slaughtered?"
 
   "No, father."
 
   "And do you think that a lowly beast, a child of Satan, would be able to trick me?"
 
   "No, father."
 
   "And do you suspect that I might be some kind of pompous fool?"
 
   She shook her head.
 
   "Then surely your worries are groundless," he continued. "I am telling you, child, that I have banished the danger from this town. Almost single-handedly, in fact. You won't be seeing such creatures around here again. I did what was necessary, and although I certainly did not enjoy slaughtering Edgar LeCompte and his sister, I stepped up and did what needed to be done, at a time when no-one else was willing. Does that not tell you a little, my dear child, about the nature of your father and his mettle?"
 
   "Yes, father," the girl said. "Might I go now? I should like to begin my evening's work."
 
   Alderman Petrov nodded and watched as his daughter hurried through to the far end of the house. Although he was a little disappointed that the girl lacked faith in his abilities, he was aware that she was still very much a child. She would learn, though, and one day she would understand the true nature of evil. Alderman Petrov was firmly of the opinion that he was the most powerful man in the town, and he felt that all the citizens would recognize his strength now that he had dispatched the vampire. More than ever, he felt truly secure in his position.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Alderman Petrov sat back and reflected upon the day's events. The town had been saved from the scourge of a vampire and his vile sister, and now the healing process could begin. There was hard work ahead, but Alderman Petrov was convinced that with faith and discipline, God's favor would return and provide bounties for everyone. In fact, he was quite certain that one day he would be hailed as the man who had brought peace and sanity back to the town by ridding it of the cursed vampire. God had surely been watching on this fine day, Alderman Petrov reminded himself, and order had been restored.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Bulgaria, 350 years ago
 
    
 
   "Alright!" Alderman Petrov shouted, struggling to get dressed as he made his way to the door. It was well past midnight, and he had been fast asleep until some lunatic had begun hammering on the front of the house and demanding his attention. He was used to such interruptions, of course, since he was widely considered to be the leader of the local community. Still, after the day's exertions, he'd been hoping for a full night's sleep. "I'm coming!" he called out as he slid the latch across and pulled the door open. "What do you -"
 
   He stopped speaking as soon as he saw the panicked face of the innkeeper.
 
   "What's come over you, man?" he asked, peering out into the dark street. "Can't it wait until morning?"
 
   "The graves!" the innkeeper said, grabbing Alderman Petrov by the shoulder and pulling him outside. "The graves have been disturbed!"
 
   "Which graves?" Alderman Petrov snapped back at him, pulling himself free. Before he could get an answer, however, he realized exactly which graves must be the cause of the commotion. A feeling of dread began to spread through his body as he thought of Edgar LeCompte's hands reaching up through the soil. "What exactly has happened?" he asked, beginning to fear that the vampire must have found a way to rise from the darkness.
 
   "There are two empty graves," the innkeeper gabbled, "and strange noises. Laughter. I swear to the Lord, there's something devilish happening in town tonight! I thought you said you knew how to stop them!"
 
   "I do!" Alderman Petrov replied.
 
   "Then why is he back?" the innkeeper shouted. "Why is he out of his grave? And why has he pulled up the body of his sister?"
 
   "It's impossible," Alderman Petrov stammered. "I consulted widely. I read texts. We removed his head. There's simply no way he could possibly have risen!"
 
   "And yet he has risen," the innkeeper replied. "I assure you, he has climbed out of that grave, and even now he's probably determined to gain his revenge. None of us can be safe tonight, not with an angry vampire roaming the land."
 
   "I removed his head!" Alderman Petrov shouted, becoming increasingly angry.
 
   "Father?" asked a nearby voice.
 
   Looking back into the house, Alderman Petrov saw that his daughter had come to the bottom of the stairs.
 
   "Go back to bed," he said firmly.
 
   "But you -"
 
   "Go back to bed!" he shouted, causing his daughter to immediately turn and run back up the stairs.
 
   "You'll have to come and see for yourself," the innkeeper continued. "There's no-one in this whole town who'd do something like this for a joke. Everyone's too scared."
 
   "Nonsense," Alderman Petrov replied. "Someone is merely playing a disgusting, deceitful and ungodly practical joke. When we find out who is responsible, they must be driven from this town and prevented from ever returning. This is..." His voice trailed off as he thought of the possibilities. While there was certainly a chance that some local fool was using recent events in order to strike fear into the hearts of the residents, Alderman Petrov was also very much aware that Edgar LeCompte might be capable of raising himself from the dead. Although he'd hoped that decapitation would be enough to prevent LeCompte from returning, he was now starting to realize that he had perhaps underestimated the vampire. Was it possible? Deep in his grave, had LeCompte reached down, taken his head from between his legs, and placed it back on his shoulders?
 
   After pulling his door shut, Alderman Petrov agreed to accompany the innkeeper to the site just outside town where the bodies had been buried earlier in the day. The streets were mostly empty, although once or twice an anguished face peered out from behind a pair of curtains, and it quickly became clear that news of the incident was beginning to spread. The town, which had thought itself finally free of this nightmare, was suddenly finding itself dragged back into the darkness. Everyone was looking to the alderman to find a solution.
 
   "You should have buried the head far from the body," the innkeeper muttered as they made their way through the streets.
 
   "A body must be buried whole!" Alderman Petrov replied firmly. "It is ungodly to take a man and bury him in two graves."
 
   "Still," the innkeeper continued, "there are surely times when God would understand our need to be more certain. This creature, whatever he is, stands for everything evil and vile in the world. Surely we could have begged for God's understanding if we'd simply placed the head far away."
 
   "We will not be swayed from God's work," the alderman said. "That is most certainly not the way to deal with the threat of this vampire. Instead, we must show our faith, and we must trust in God to watch over us. He won't let us suffer. He'll see that we're good people, and he'll -"
 
   "There!" the innkeeper shouted as they reached the clearing at the edge of the forest. "Two graves, dug up and their contents removed! Do you see? The bodies have been stolen. Tell me, who would do that? Who would willingly bring LeCompte and his wretched sister back into the world?"
 
   Stepping forward, Alderman Petrov saw that it was true. Both graves had been emptied, but the soil had not been cleanly dug up; rather, it was as if some force had torn itself from the ground. Although he desperately tried to think of an alternative explanation, Alderman Petrov was forced to acknowledge that the body of Edgar LeCompte must have forced its way out from its resting place.
 
   "We must gather as many men as possible," the alderman said darkly. "We must prepare a force, and we must set out after this vile creature. I'm quite certain that he won't go far, not if he wants to gain his revenge on this town. We must ensure that he learns the full extent of our determination to end his evil. We'll form a perimeter, and we'll find his trail and then we'll track him. He's probably hiding while his wounds heal. We'll follow him night and day until we catch him, and then we'll finish him off. He might have escaped from one grave, but I'll make damn sure he can't escape from another."
 
   "Could we not just let him go?" the innkeeper asked. "If he means to leave these parts, and if he has taken his vile sister's body with him, should we not just be thankful to the Lord for removing this unwelcome influence? By going after him, would we not risk luring him back?"
 
   "This is a test," Alderman Petrov replied, trying to ensure that his voice betrayed none of the doubt in his heart. "The Lord knows that we were negligent in allowing those beasts to remain in our community for so long, and now we're being forced to show that we truly understand the need to face Satan and destroy his demons. If we retreat from this challenge, we will surely be cast into the fires of Hell! Do you not understand that God is testing us? If we are not to rise up and confront the evil, how else would you have us respond?"
 
   "What exactly did you do to my brother?" asked a nearby voice suddenly.
 
   Turning, Alderman Petrov saw to his horror that a familiar female figure was sitting on a nearby wall, bathed in pale blue moonlight as she held Edgar LeCompte's head in her hands. Her clothes were torn open, revealing her plentiful cleavage, and there was a large, bloody stain on her chest where the stake had earlier been driven into her body; in all other respects, however, she seemed to be perfectly fit and healthy. In fact, she had a conspicuous smile on her face, as if she was amused by the whole scene.
 
   "I've never seen him look so peaky," Madeleine LeCompte continued, holding the head up for closer inspection. There was a curious smile on her face, as if she was fully aware of the shock that her appearance was engendering. "Honestly, he's not himself when he doesn't have his body. Still, he's rather quiet at the moment, which I definitely like. I do hate it when poor Edgar starts blathering on and on all the time. I'm sure he'll have a lot to say when he eventually gets things connected again, but for now he's having a nap. Isn't that useful? Peace and quiet!"
 
   "Stand your ground!" the alderman called out as the innkeeper turned and ran, but it was too late and he had already been left alone with the vile beast.
 
   "I've got to admit," Madeleine said, jumping down from the wall, "you might have done me a favor." Still holding Edgar's head, she walked slowly toward the alderman. "Our game had been getting rather stale, and I felt that Edgar and I were starting to repeat ourselves. This little stunt, though, has really given me some new ideas. I mean, there's no way I'd want to actually stop the game. God, no, life would be so boring. But I'm thinking that maybe it'd be useful if Edgar was kept occupied for a while." Smiling, she exposed two sharp fangs. "You can see my point, can't you?"
 
   "Get back!" Alderman Petrov shouted, raising his hands and making the sign of the cross. "By the word of the Lord God Himself, and by the strength of my faith and my duty to my creator, I warn you that you cannot step on hallowed ground!"
 
   "Can't I?" Madeleine replied, taking another step forward. "Funny, I'm not feeling any ill effects. So far, everything seems normal. Is this hallowed ground right now? It's always so hard to keep track. You humans have a tendency to use the most ridiculous names for everything. Tell me, how are the rest of us supposed to keep track?" She paused for a moment. "That was a serious question, by the way. Humans make the world so confusing, always drawing lines in the land and saying that things are different on each side of the line, and..." She paused for a moment. "I'm talking too much, aren't I?" she added eventually. "Here, catch!" With no further warning, she tossed Edgar's head at Alderman Petrov, who instinctively tried to catch it before fumbling and letting it fall to the ground.
 
   The head landed by his feet and rolled a few meters.
 
   "Don't worry," Madeleine continued. "He'll be fine. I'm sure he won't remember any of this when he wakes up. Speaking of which, I should probably get on with reviving him. After all, we have plenty to be doing and it's a little mean of me to leave him suffering like this. Then again..." She smiled. "You know what's funny? When my brother wakes up angry... I swear to God, he gets all filled with rage and he starts acting so violently! He's always been the hot-headed member of the family, though. As far back as I can remember, Edgar's been a problem child. We quite enjoyed your little charade earlier, down by the river, but I think it's time to take a stand. Believe me, if you think I'm difficult to handle, wait until you see what Edgar can be like. I've known men to drop dead at the mere thought of his fury."
 
   Staring at the dismembered head, Alderman Petrov tried to work out what to do. He was rooted to the spot, possessed by a terrible, paralyzing fear that made him feel as if there was no point even trying to run. All he could think about was the fact that he was facing one of the least holy creatures that had ever existed. In his eyes, Madeleine dripped with pure, unadulterated and unfiltered evil. Although he'd long suspected that Edgar LeCompte was a vampire, the alderman had been quite certain that Madeleine was a normal human, albeit one who had been led astray. To find Madeleine out of her grave like this, smiling despite the horrific wound to her chest, was quite possibly the most shocking moment of the alderman's life. He wanted to turn and run, but he felt that God - and the people of the town - demanded that he make a stand.
 
   "I guess I should probably still be mad at you," Madeleine continued, fixing him with an unforgiving gaze. "After all, that little stunt with the stake wasn't exactly painless, you know. Have you got any idea how much it hurt to have a wooden spike rammed through my chest? You're a good aim. You got my heart. I felt that spike ripping through my meat, and I've still got a few splinters, even in the parts that have pretty much already healed. Perhaps I should do the same to you some time? Would you like that? Would you like to know how it feels to be staked? I could even arrange to have a baying mob watching, so you can get the full experience."
 
   "Dear Lord," Alderman Petrov muttered, determined to stand his ground, "your humble servant begs you to deliver us from this evil. We are good people, even though we struggle with our duties, and we ask you to recognize our continued efforts to demonstrate our faith. We seek constantly to root out the evil in our midst, but dark forces are conspiring against us."
 
   After watching for a moment, Madeleine let out a laugh.
 
   "Silence!" Alderman Petrov shouted.
 
   "Watch out," Madeleine replied, unable to stop grinning, "at your age, you're liable to bust a gut." Suddenly, with no warning at all, her smile vanished completely and was replaced by a deathly stare. "So," Madeleine continued, her tone of voice suddenly seeming noticeably darker and more serious, "here's an important question. Do you want to make a deal? 'Cause if you do, I've got something to offer."
 
   "I will take nothing from a minion of Satan!" the alderman roared.
 
   "Pity," Madeleine said quietly. "It seems to me that we each want something, and we could help one another. Besides, I feel a little guilty for the way Edgar and I drew you into another of our little games. Sometimes, I think we can be quite immature when we're together. I suppose that's another reason why the pair of us should spend some time apart. Incidentally, that's where you come into the equation."
 
   "Dear Lord," Alderman Petrov said quietly, looking to the dark sky, "I beseech thee to deliver me from the vile temptations of this serpent, and to help me gather the strength I need if I am to remain true to the faith of my one true master. Banish this foul demon, this villainous temptress. Burn her in flames wrought of her own poison." Squeezing his eyes shut, he waited for a sign from God that his prayers had been answered.
 
   Just one sign would be enough.
 
   Anything.
 
   Just one little word.
 
   "Cute," Madeleine whispered into his ear.
 
   "Get away from me!" Alderman Petrov shouted, stepping back. Having not heard Madeleine approach while he was praying, he managed to trip over a rock and land hard against the ground.
 
   "I've seen men like you before," Madeleine continued with a weary tone, standing over him. "I know what you really want. You want power. You want all the people of this town to look up to you and regard you as their savior. That's why you were so keen to kill Edgar and me earlier, and it's why you had to have that big crowd standing around. You want the crowd to roar for you, but there's a problem. I seem to be alive again, which means that your grandstanding from earlier suddenly looks rather foolish. How do you think the locals would feel if I walked right back into town? How would your precious daughter feel if she learned that her father's brave words had come to nothing? You told her she was safe. She believed you, because she loves and trusts her father. Do you want me to go and break her heart?"
 
   "The Lord will guide me," Alderman Petrov spluttered. "The Lord will recognize my faith and show me the way -"
 
   "What if there was a better way?" Madeleine replied with a smile. "A more complicated way. I have a dilemma for you. What if you could make the greatest sacrifice any Christian man could possibly make? What if there was a way to prove to God that you're his most dedicated servant?" She paused for a moment. "You're interested now, aren't you? Let me explain. You want to rid this town of vampires. Not gonna happen, at least not without my help. You can stuff bricks in our mouths and lop our heads off and all that crazy stuff, but you're just wasting your time. Here's the thing, though. I'm willing to walk away voluntarily and never, ever come back. You can tell the locals anything you like. Tell them you killed me. Tell them I was driven away by the naked power of your faith. Whatever, I don't care. Just tell them something that makes you sound like a big, tough man. Tell them something that makes them feel safe. I swear, I'll never come within a hundred miles of this place again."
 
   "And what do you want in return?" Alderman Petrov asked, filled with terror.
 
   "Bury my brother," she said. "Do it ceremonially. I'll tell you how. I'll teach you the real trick to taking a vampire down and making sure he stays buried. There's only one way. Once I've done that, you'll know how to deal with any more of my kind who come to your village. Real knowledge. Real power. Isn't that tempting?"
 
   "You want me to kill your brother?" Alderman Petrov replied, horrified that Madeleine could be so cold-hearted.
 
   "Not kill him," she replied with a smile. "You can't possibly do that, and even if you could, it's not what I want. But you can incapacitate him. He and I have been playing a game, you see, but I'm tired. I could use a century or two off, to really kick back. Unfortunately, the ritual doesn't work when one vampire performs it on another. I need help. So I'll show you how to bury him properly, and that way you'll know he's safely stored underground. You won't hear a squeak from him. Of course, one day, maybe hundreds of years in the future, some idiot's gonna come along and dig him up. You'll be long gone by then, so I'll be the one who has to deal with his bad mood. Still, I'm pretty sure this is a good plan. I get to be free of my brother for a while, and you get to be known as the man who spared this town from the curse of two vampires."
 
   The alderman stared at her. The deal made sense, in a twisted kind of way, even if he hated the idea of entering into an arrangement with such a creature.
 
   "Think about it," she continued. "Think of their praise. Think of how they'll venerate and praise you."
 
   "And what if I refuse?" he asked eventually.
 
   "I'll shred you," she replied with a sneer. "And then I'll go into town and I'll shred your family, and I'll kill all the children, and everyone'll know that you failed." She paused for a moment. "I know you probably don't want to work with me, but try to look at it from a different perspective. You'll be making a sacrifice, in order to save the lives of all the children in the village. And I'll be getting some much-needed respite from my brother's constant whining. So, do we have a deal, or not?"
 
   "You are a creature of Satan," Alderman Petrov spat at her. "You are a servant of pure evil."
 
   "Totally, but do we have a deal?"
 
   "As God is my witness," he continued, "I would smite you down."
 
   "You've tried smiting me. You're not very good at it. At least if we go with my plan, I won't have to go and kill all those precious little children. You know there's no other way to stop me. It's not a bad bargain, all things considered."
 
   "May the Lord have mercy on our souls," Alderman Petrov said, closing his eyes and hoping against hope that God might tell him what to do.
 
   "Come on, make up your own mind," Madeleine continued. "It's a good deal. The children get to live, you get to be a hero, and I get to be free from my brother for a while. The only reason not to do this is if you're unable to sacrifice your holiness. Can you allow yourself to sin, in order that everyone else might live happily? Can you enter into a sinful pact with me, and sacrifice your soul, in order to save so many others from pain and misery? Can you make the ultimate sacrifice of a good and god-fearing man, or will you refuse to surrender your good soul and, instead, let this whole town burn?" She paused for a moment, and then she leaned much closer to his face. "Do we have a deal," she asked slowly, "or not?"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Bulgaria, 350 years ago
 
    
 
   "It is just as I thought," Alderman Petrov said as he peered closely at Edgar LeCompte's dead body, which rested in a makeshift coffin. "The creature shows signs of regrowth. He is both stronger and more evil than even I could have contemplated, but fortunately there are further measures we can take in order to prevent his return."
 
   Turning to look across at the gathered crowd, the alderman saw that they were all watching with rapt attention. Truly, it was as if they hung on his every word, and it was clear that many of them were absolutely terrified. They had come to witness the final burial of the dreaded creature that had tormented them for so long. As far as they were concerned, Edgar had begun to show signs of returning to life, while his sister Madeleine remained dead in her grave. They waited patiently for the alderman to perform his usual heroics and save their town.
 
   They were not to be disappointed. Not today.
 
   "Bring me the ceremonial brick," the alderman said calmly to one of his deputies.
 
   As the deputy approached, and as the crowd watched with hushed concern, the alderman took hold of Edgar's face and forced his jaw open to reveal a pair of sharp fangs. Staring straight into the mouth of the vampire, Alderman Petrov was momentarily stunned by such a horrific sight. He felt as if he was face to face with one of the Devil's own, and he had to summon every last ounce of courage in order to keep from dropping to his knees and begging for God's intervention.
 
   "Place the brick between the beast's jaws," he said, stepping back and waiting as his deputy inserted the brick as best he could. The beast's mouth was too small, of course, for the brick to really go all the way inside, and the deputy eventually stood back and waited to see what would happen next.
 
   "Sometimes," the alderman said, taking a hammer from the ground, "we must do things that seem so horrific, we wonder why God puts us to such tests. Nevertheless, on this occasion, I feel the spirit of the Lord moving through my body." Raising the hammer, he paused for a moment before finally swinging it down, driving the brick so deep into Edgar's mouth that the foul creature's jaw was cracked open.
 
   "This beast shall not rise!" the alderman shouted, slamming the hammer against the brick once again. This time, to his shock, he saw that Edgar's eyes flicked open. Without a moment's hesitation, the alderman continued to hammer the brick into the vampire's mouth until, finally, it was firmly ensconced. The beast's jaw had been shattered, and blood trickled from the sides of his head. It was by far the most hideous vision that the alderman had ever seen.
 
   "Next, we must place the head between the creature's legs," the alderman said, reaching into the coffin and taking hold of the head before moving it down to a spot just below the knees. "This will ensure that even if the beast is able to regain consciousness, there will be no way for it to reattach its mind to its body," he explained. "Finally, we shall fill the space with herbs that deter the creature from waking. Garlic and rosemary, primarily, but also a little bergamot and Rose of Hay."
 
   Standing back, he watched as a group of women hurried forward and threw a collection of herbs into the coffin. It seemed to be such a futile gesture, yet the alderman had been assured by Madeleine LeCompte that this precise ritual would indeed deter Edgar from climbing back out of his coffin. Although Edgar's body was now mutilated to the point where it was almost unrecognizable, and although it pained the alderman to have these women see such a gruesome sight, these were still prices worth paying if they meant that the town would be forever free of the vampire curse.
 
   "Enough!" the alderman shouted, causing the women to scurry back to the crowd. Stepping back over to the coffin, the alderman looked down one final time at Edgar's corpse. "You will terrorize us no more," he said quietly, "and this town will be free again. Our crops will grow and our children shall be raised free of fear. Never again shall your kind run amok in our community, and never again shall we look to the heavens and wonder why the Lord has forsaken us. We have driven evil from this land, and in doing so we have proven ourselves to God."
 
   Once the ceremony was over and the deputies had sealed the coffin, Alderman Petrov made his way solemnly to his wife and daughter, who were waiting at the edge of the crowd. Many of the locals had decided to stay and watch the coffin being buried, but the alderman chose to steer his family away from the scene. He knew that there was no way for Edgar LeCompte to return from the grave, although he was not able to explain to anyone else how he knew. Still, he trusted Madeleine LeCompte. Although she was a godless creature, he felt that she would honor that bargain that had been struck. And while he felt certain that one day, some idiot would end up exhuming Edgar's grave and bringing the beast back to life, he knew that such a day would not come for many, many years.
 
   Glancing over at the horizon, he saw a figure watching from afar. Moments later, Madeleine LeCompte turned and walked away, leaving her brother - and the town - far behind.
 
   "Everyone says you're a hero, father," said his daughter, staring at him with wide-eyed wonder. "They say there might be a ceremony held every year to honor your fight against evil!"
 
   "Oh, I'm not a hero," he replied, putting an arm around her shoulder and leading her back toward their house. "I'm just a man of God who was fortunate to have the strength required to do face down the beast." The alderman knew that he would burn in Hell for having agreed to make a pact with Madeleine. He also knew that, by sacrificing his soul, he had ensured that his family, and the town, would be spared from any more visits by the vampires. While he could tell no-one of this pact, he was at least able to console himself by looking down at his daughter's carefree smile and knowing that he had saved her, and all like her, from any further torment.
 
   


 
  

Dark Voyage
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   "Dear Lord," Saffron whispered, with his eyes closed and his hands clasped together. "I beseech you to watch over your children and deliver us from this tempest. Guide us safely to shore, Lord, that we might humbly carry out our work and..."
 
   He paused for a moment.
 
   "That we might humbly carry out our work," he continued hesitantly, "and that we might, um... That we might..."
 
   He paused again.
 
   "Oh, fuck it," he muttered, opening his eyes. "Fuck everything."
 
   Seconds later, the boat hit ploughed head-on into another huge wave, pitching first one way and then the other. High up at the very top of the vessel, perched in a bare metal lookout tower, Saffron was sent slamming into the railings. The chain around his waist was pulled tight for a moment, before Saffron grabbed hold of the handrail and steadied himself. When it came to a choice between God or a sturdy railing, Saffron chose the railing every time.
 
   He looked up at the dark and stormy sky. The thick black clouds were so close, Saffron was convinced he could almost touch them if he reached up.
 
   It was getting late, well past midnight, and Saffron had definitely pulled the short straw again. Although the Demeter V was equipped with a couple of rudimentary radar systems, the boat was basically an old Soviet-era tug that had been dragged back into service and given little more than a quick spit and polish. Most of the crew felt that the damn thing was liable to break in two at any moment, and that was before they came upon the worst storm Saffron had ever encountered. The captain, a Swede by the name of Mathias Efferson, had decided that someone needed to keep watch from the lookout tower. It seemed like an archaic practice, but Saffron was just a lowly engineer and therefore couldn't really argue. Tonight, it was Saffron's turn to be up on lookout, so there he was, chained to the railings as he sat up high in the rain.
 
   Below him in the darkness, picked out by a few lights that still shone in the driving rain, the huge deck of the Demeter V was decorated with large shipping containers bound for port in Albania. In the distance, the stormy horizon betrayed the curve of the planet.
 
   "Shoulda stayed home," Saffron muttered, as the boat briefly tipped toward the starboard side before righting itself. Even the slightest of pitches down at deck-level resulted in the top of the boat swinging wildly through the rain, and Saffron couldn't help but grab the railing, just in case the chain should slip and send him plummeting down to the deck below. Railing before God, every time.
 
   After a moment, his radio crackled into life.
 
   "Bridge to Saffron," said a static-filled voice. "Checking in. All good up there? Copy."
 
   "All good," Saffron replied with a sigh, as rain ran down his face. "As good as it's gonna get, anyway. But did we slow down a while ago?"
 
   "We've got a problem with the breach pump," the voice said wearily. "I'm going down to check it in a minute, but we're probably gonna have to take a slower pace until we get to port. We might have to add a day and a half to the journey time."
 
   "Figures. Do we get paid more?"
 
   "You know the answer to that question."
 
   Saffron sighed.
 
   "Someone'll be up to relieve you at 6am," the voice added. "Try not to get washed overboard until then, okay?"
 
   "I'll try," Saffron said, giving the chain a quick yank just to make sure he was still firmly attached to the railing. "If I go down, though, you'll know soon enough. It'll mean the whole fucking boat's underwater."
 
   "Over," barked the voice, before the radio fell silent.
 
   "Over," Saffron muttered, setting the radio back in his pocket just as a huge wave rocked the boat. Instinctively, he reached out and grabbed the handrail, just as the force of the impact unseated him and sent him sprawling toward the edge of the steps. The chain rain taut for a moment, and Saffron was easily able to get himself back in position. "Nice try," he muttered darkly, looking up at the stormy sky.
 
   Glancing down at the port cargo deck, Saffron frowned as he noticed something moving between two of the shipping containers. Knowing that only a madman would venture up on deck in this kind of weather, he narrowed his eyes a little, hoping to see better. Sure enough, he realized there was definitely a dark silhouette moving across the deck, but the figure quickly disappeared behind one of the containers.
 
   "Hey!" Saffron called out, but he knew there was no way anyone would be able to hear him above the storm. He reached down for his radio, figuring he should probably check with the bridge, but finally he decided it was probably nothing. Considering how tired he was feeling, he couldn't discount the possibility that he was imagining things. Anyway, even if there was someone, he reckoned it wasn't any of his business. If Efferson or one of the others felt like going for a suicidal stroll across the deck in the middle of a force nine gale, that was their problem, not his.
 
   As the boat was rocked by yet another wave, Saffron looked up again at the stormy sky. There was no God up there, of that he was sure. There were just dark clouds, twisting and curling into one another as they sent down wave upon wave of torrential rain. At least the lightning seemed far away. Saffron wouldn't be surprised, though, if it came directly over the boat. The way this night was going, a lightning strike seemed just about par for the course. If he were a god-fearing man, he'd have asked the Lord for forgiveness for his many sins, but all he could do in the circumstances was hope for the best.
 
   "I'll be alright," he muttered, as the boat pitched again. "I don't need no stupid God to get me through a storm."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   "Jesus Christ, it's worse than I imagined"
 
   Ducking down as he entered the engine room, Efferson shone a torch through the darkness of the boat's innards. He'd never seen such a rundown vessel. There was rust everywhere, along with a disturbing stink of motor oil mixed with rat droppings. It was, by far, the most disgusting place Efferson had ever stood, and he would have been worried standing in this neglected old hulk in the safety of a harbor, let alone out at sea in force nine winds. Beneath his feet, the vessel's floor let out an ominous groan as the Demeter V was rocked by yet another wave. Efferson couldn't help but wonder if the whole damn vessel might break apart at any moment.
 
   "I know, I know," said Claremont, pushing past him. "You think it was my idea to come to sea in this shit-heap? You think I didn't tell 'em it was dangerous?"
 
   "Let me guess," Efferson said, holding onto the bulkhead as the boat was tossed yet again. "The guy who declared this thing to be seaworthy was some inexperienced little idiot who's never been to sea in his life?"
 
   "The guy's probably sitting in some office in Southampton as we speak," Claremont replied with a resigned sigh, "checking his watch and wondering why we're taking so long to get the cargo to Durres. He probably thinks we're slacking off on some beach somewhere, having a great time."
 
   "So what's the problem?" Efferson asked, shining the torch up at a series of compression tubes that ran across the low ceiling. Nearby, a set of pistons were making a painful-sounding grinding noise. Whatever was wrong with the boat, it sounded serious and it sounded chronic. "Sounds like the engine's giving up on us. Please tell me the engine isn't giving up on us."
 
   "The engine's giving up on us," Claremont said, grabbing a hammer from around his waist. "There's water in the uptake valve, probably 'cause there was no plate over the inlet. It's illegal to set sail without a plate in place, but of course the company doesn't give a damn about that, does it? All they care about is that we keep costs down. It's not gonna sink us, but it's gonna slow us down. That's why I wanted to get your ass in here. You've gotta see this fucking place. It's like something from the nineteenth fucking century. I know I've got a habit of performing miracles with the guts of these tubs, but there's nothing I can do down here except see if I can keep the damn thing going. If I can't find a way to flush the valve, we're gonna have to go down to doddering speed and hope we make it to port."
 
   As he finished speaking, there was a loud bang somewhere beneath their feet, as if the boat had hit something large and heavy. The sound of the impact reverberated through the metal bulkheads.
 
   "Probably the wreck of the last poor bastards who tried to get through this storm," Claremont said tensely, as he and Efferson exchanged worried glances.
 
   "You'll just have to do the best you can," Efferson replied, shining the torch across the room and shuddering as he saw the banks of archaic machinery. "Jesus, some of this equipment's old Russian stuff, isn't it?"
 
   "If only," Claremont said, having to raise his voice to be heard over a nearby steam piston that was starting to spin loudly. "It's Soviet, at best. Don't ask me where they found this shit-heap. Fucking pile of junk should be in a knacker's yard, not out here trying to carry a load of cargo across the Med, especially not with the forecasts we've been having lately. Only a crew of desperate idiots would ever have accepted such a job."
 
   "Jesus," Efferson replied with a wry smile, shining the torch over at the far corner of the engine room and pausing as he tried to work out what, exactly, he was looking at this time. "What the hell's that?" he asked.
 
   "Oh, that's the best part of the whole fucking thing," Claremont said, walking over to what appeared to be some kind of large black mold in the far corner. "Do you happen to know what this is?" he asked, turning back to Efferson. "Any ideas?"
 
   "Not a clue."
 
   "Me neither." Reaching out, he tapped his knuckles against the solid surface of the mold. "It's like some kind of dry oil. Damn stuff's just frozen to the bulkhead. I tried chipping some of it away, but whatever it is, it's stuck pretty damn fast." Leaning a little closer, he gave the mold a brief lick. "Tastes like cinnamon. What do you reckon that means?"
 
   "It means you're a disgusting old man," Efferson replied, stepping across the room and shining the torch directly at the mold. "Didn't customs have something to say about this when we left Southampton?" he asked as he ran his hand over the hard, smooth surface. "They're always panicking about foreign objects. I'd have thought they'd have a field day about something like this."
 
   "It wasn't there when we left Southampton," Claremont said dourly. "Whatever it is, it's grown during the voyage."
 
   "Seriously?"
 
   "Seriously."
 
   Efferson stared at the strange mold, finding it hard to believe that such a huge mass of matter could have built up in barely a month's time. There were pieces of wire mesh fused into the surface, along with sections of wood and metal, as if other parts of the ship had been used to bulk up the mix. "It's almost like a nest," Efferson said after a moment.
 
   "I was gonna mention it earlier," Claremont replied, "but I've been too busy trying to make sure the goddamn boat doesn't sink. Anyway, it doesn't really matter, does it? A bit of mold's not gonna hurt anyone, and it's not gonna add too much to the weight. It's not even in the way. It's basically the same stuff that mushrooms are made of, right?"
 
   Efferson turned to him.
 
   "Isn't it?" Claremont asked innocently.
 
   "Just don't serve it up for dinner," Efferson said with a sigh. "And see if you can get rid of it. I don't want to spend hours at Durres arguing with some antsy Albanian customs official who thinks we're bringing the Black Death to their country. We have enough trouble with them when we're just transporting spare parts. God forbid that any of those officious bastards catch sight of this stuff. They'll all have heart-attacks, and then they'll stick us in quarantine for a month."
 
   "Yeah, but -"
 
   "Just get rid of it," Efferson said firmly. "Damn thing gives me the creeps."
 
   "And when would you like me to remove this huge piece of mold?" Claremont asks. "Before or after I've fixed the engine and dealt with half a dozen other problems that are bound to crop up before sunrise?" He waited for an answer. "Can you seriously believe they sent us out with just a four-man crew?"
 
   "Just get it done," Efferson said, turning and heading over to the door. "I've got to get back up to the bridge, but I want the engine sorted before anything else breaks. The storm's set for another couple of hours at least, so no-one's getting any time off until we reach port. Got it? We're under-manned as it is, and the last thing I need is to deal with crewmen taking impromptu naps."
 
   Efferson waited for a reply, but all he got from Claremont was a grunt of acknowledgment.
 
   "I'm gonna take that as a sign that you understand," Efferson said bluntly.
 
   Heading out onto the deck, Efferson shielded his eyes from the pouring rain and looked up at the main lookout tower. Sure enough, Saffron was still up there, braving the worst of the weather and keeping an eye on the boat. Smiling as he reflected upon the fact that there was at least someone else who had a worse job than him, Efferson hurried over to the door that led into the main drive-room, from where he planned to make his way up to the bridge. As he did so, however, the boat lurched to one side, almost knocking him off his feet, and when he pulled himself back up, he noted that the drive-room door was already hanging open. He was certain that he'd pushed the door shut a few minutes ago, but he knew there was no way any of the other crew would be out here in the storm. Figuring he must have made a mistake, he headed inside, and this time he made doubly certain that the door was shut behind him.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   "That's right," Saffron muttered bitterly as he watched Efferson pulling the door shut. "Get back inside, where it's nice and warm."
 
   With a heavy, hulking groan, the Demeter V crashed into another wave, which sent water crashing across the bow. Reaching out and grabbing the chains that secured him to the mast, Saffron double-checked that he was held in place. If anything, the storm seemed to be getting worse, and he knew he'd never survive a fall from such a great height. Glancing up at the sky, he realized he was probably closer to the clouds than to the deck of the boat.
 
   "Come on," he muttered as the boat creaked yet again. "You can do it. Not much further now."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   "Got anything on the radar?" Efferson asked as he walked into the bridge, only to find that the entire compartment was empty.
 
   Walking across the room, he looked around, expecting to find Carlton tinkering with some out-of-the-way piece of equipment. Glancing over at the main control panel, he saw that the boat was under the control of an autopilot.
 
   "Carlton?" he called out, as the storm lashed the windows. Given the strength of the gale outside, Efferson knew that shouting for someone was a forlorn hope. Grabbing his radio, he opened a channel and listened to the static for a moment.
 
   "Bridge to Carlton," he said eventually. "Repeat, this is the bridge calling Carlton. Where the hell are you?"
 
   He waited for a reply, but all he heard was more static.
 
   "Bridge to Carlton," he said again, failing to hide the hint of annoyance in his voice. "Answer your fucking radio or I swear to God, I'll leave you behind at the next port."
 
   Again, there was no reply.
 
   "Bridge to all crew," Efferson said with a sigh, "if anyone's seen Carlton, kindly tell him he's out of a job unless he gets his ass back up here in the next ten seconds." Wandering over to the main computer bank, he checked a couple of readings and saw that somehow, miraculously, the Demeter V was still just about on the right course. "Bridge to all crew," he said again, "can someone -"
 
   "Saffron to bridge," came a sudden reply, breaking through the static. "I haven't seen Carlton, but I thought I saw someone down by some of the containers near the engine room. I'm pretty sure it wasn't Carlton, though. It was too tall. It didn't look like any of you."
 
   "No-one's been near the containers," Efferson snapped back at him. "What are you -"
 
   "Just telling you what I saw," Saffron replied. "I know it's a dark night, but I'm not imagining things. There was someone down there. I figured it could maybe have been you or Claremont at a push, but there's no way it was Carlton." There was a pause. "If anyone had come out of the bridge after you, I'd have seen them. That door stayed shut the whole time."
 
   "Great," Efferson said, "so what you're saying is that in the middle of a storm, some asshole has climbed up the side and decide to stow away? Get real, Saffron. You're no use to me up there if you're not reliable."
 
   "Charming," Saffron replied.
 
   "I'm not trying to be charming," Efferson muttered. "I'm trying to run a fucking boat." Before he could continue with his ruminations, however, there was a loud banging sound, followed by a tremor that shook the entire vessel. "What the hell was that?" Efferson shouted into the radio as he hurried over to the window. Staring out into the darkness, he could barely see a damn thing. Seconds later, a flash of lightning lit up the horizon.
 
   "I didn't see anything," Saffron replied, sounding noticeably less calm than before. "Apart from the lightning. Should I come down?"
 
   "Not yet," Efferson said. "Hold position. Claremont, are you okay down there?"
 
   He waited for a reply, but all he heard was static.
 
   "Claremont!" Efferson shouted. "Are you -"
 
   "What do you want me to do?" Claremont asked suddenly, his voice coming across loud and clear. "Do you want me to fix the engine, or do you want me to clean up the mold, or do you want me to stand around chatting shit all the fucking time on the radio? Seriously, tell me what you want me to do and I'll do it. I'll follow any fucking order you give me, but just stop trying to get me to do a hundred things at once!"
 
   "Keep working on the engine," Efferson said, trying to stay calm. "If either of you see Carlton, tell him to get his ass up to the bridge. I don't care what the hell's dragged him away. He's supposed to be here at all times." Walking through to the rear section of the bridge, he glanced around one final time, just to make sure that there was no sign of anyone else. "I'm not kidding," he added. "Carlton, if you're listening in on this frequency, get your -"
 
   And that's when he saw it.
 
   Over on the other side of the bridge, next to one of the aft windows, there was a patch of blood. Not a lot, but enough to instantly send a shiver down Efferson's spine as he slowly walked over to take a closer look. Smeared across the floor and partially up the wall, there was enough blood to make Efferson immediately realize that something serious had happened.
 
   Setting the radio on a nearby ledge, he knelt next to the patch of blood and then glanced along the corridor. Sure enough, a little further along, there was some more blood, as if something had been dragged away from the bridge. Efferson paused for a moment as the boat tilted slightly, and for a moment it was as if the entire vessel was creaking and groaning. Rain was still driving down and hitting the windows, and lightning was flashing on the horizon. Keeping his eyes fixed on the bloodstain at the far end of the corridor, Efferson tried to work out what, exactly, he should do next. On the one hand, it was clear that Carlton must have hurt himself. On the other hand, it wasn't clear how he could have cut himself so badly.
 
   Either way, Efferson realized he had no option but to go and take a look. After all, Claremont was busy in the engine room and Saffron was up on the top deck. The Demeter V ran with a tight crew of just four men, which was considered by head office to be the optimal number to maintain operational standards while maximizing efficiency. In reality, they were hopelessly undermanned, and Efferson couldn't afford to have one of his men out of action. The computer would handle any necessary course corrections for a few minutes, and given the amount of blood smeared across the wall and floor, it was clear that Carlton might be seriously hurt.
 
   "Hey!" Efferson called out, walking cautiously along the corridor. "You down here, man? You okay?"
 
   When he got to the next blood stain, he stopped and glanced back toward the bridge. For a moment, he considered the possibility that pirates might have managed to get on-board, but he quickly put such a crazy idea to the back of his mind. Pirates didn't operate in these waters, and even if they did, they wouldn't sneak onto the boat like this, especially not in such bad weather. The Demeter V was an old heap of junk, and any self-respecting pirate would turn his nose up at such a dismal haul.
 
   "Hey, Carlton!" Efferson called out. "Come on, man. You down here or what?"
 
   The boat lurched to the starboard side for a moment, forcing Efferson to reach out and hold onto a bulkhead.
 
   "Come on, we don't have time for this!" he shouted. "If you're hurt, we can patch you up. What did you do, anyway? You hit your head or something?"
 
   Silence. The only sound was a deep groan from somewhere far below, as the boat was pitched against yet another wave.
 
   "Fuck this," Efferson muttered, losing patience as he hurried along to the door that led through to the mess. Convinced that he'd find Carlton on one of the benches, either nursing a wound or simply passed out, he was surprised to see nothing more than another patch of blood, this time in the recognizable form of a hand-print. Stepping into the room, Efferson took a look around, wondering what the hell Carlton had been doing. Despite having worked in the merchant navy for more than a decade, Efferson had never experienced anything quite so unusual as a bleeding man who seemed to have completely disappeared.
 
   "Carlton!" he shouted, determined to track the missing man down. "Where -" Before he could finish, however, the boat lurched to the port side, sending Efferson tumbling to the floor and then sliding over to the far wall. As the vessel settled a little, he paused for a moment and waited until he'd got his balance back, and then he stood up and turned to go back out into the corridor.
 
   Stopping dead in his tracks, he saw that there was someone standing in the doorway, watching him. A man, except he seemed somehow bigger and darker than a man; with pale skin, almost paper-white, this strange figure had dark shadows under two dark eyes that stared at Efferson with menacing intent. As the boat continued to pitch and yaw, the figure seemed to have little trouble staying upright, even as Efferson found himself grabbing hold of the bulkhead in order to keep from falling over.
 
   "Who are you?" Efferson shouted at the intruder. "Where the hell did you come from?"
 
   There was no reply. The figure seemed interested only in staring at Efferson with the determined, steely expression of a hunter that had finally cornered its prey.
 
   "How did you get onto this boat?" Efferson asked, starting to panic a little. Having left his radio through in the main part of the bridge, he knew he had no way of contacting the rest of the crew. After a moment, as he saw that the stranger had a patch of blood smeared across his chin, Efferson found himself looking around the mess, hoping against hope that he might find something he could use as a weapon. Spotting an old water-pan on one of the counters, he considered making a move, although he was certain that the figure would try to stop him.
 
   The boat shifted again as a heavy wave smashed into the side, causing the lights to flicker.
 
   "Were you drifting?" Efferson asked. It was a long-shot, but it was the only explanation that many any sense. There was no other way this figure could have come on-board. He certainly hadn't been on the boat when they'd left Southampton; not only had Efferson and his crew completed a full inspection, but customs officials had checked the boat over before giving it permission to set sail. "Did you climb aboard from the storm?" he continued. "If you're hurt, we can give you food and water. Did you see a man somewhere around here? His name's Carlton. He's a member of my crew."
 
   The figure continued to stare darkly at him.
 
   "I can't help you if you won't tell me who you are," Efferson explained, trying to remain calm. "I'm not a mind-reader."
 
   "How much longer?" the figure asked suddenly, his voice sounding dark but also a little fragile.
 
   "Until what?"
 
   "We're going to Albania," the figure said.
 
   "That's right," Efferson replied. "We were supposed to be there first thing in the morning, but the storm has slowed us. We'll probably need another twenty-four to thirty-six hours." He waited for the figure to ask another question. "Is that where you're going?" he asked eventually. "Albania?"
 
   "Tarnovo," the figure said.
 
   "Tarnovo? I'm not sure -"
 
   "On the Yantra."
 
   Efferson stared at him for a moment. "The Yantra? That's a river, isn't it? In Bulgaria? Is that where you want to go?"
 
   "She's there."
 
   "She?"
 
   "The empire has fallen."
 
   "I don't -"
 
   "It's gone," the figure said. "The Ottomans too. It's all gone."
 
   "I don't know what you mean," Efferson said after a moment. "This ship is the Demeter V. We're a merchant vessel sailing from Southampton to Albania." He waited for some hint of recognition in the figure's eyes. "Southampton? In England?" Again, he waited. "My name is Stefan Efferson. I'm the captain of the vessel. Can you tell me your name?"
 
   The figure stared at him.
 
   "If you -"
 
   "Edgar," the figure said suddenly. "I'm the first and only son of the LeCompte family. My father was a baron, and we owned more than ten thousand peasants. Men like you. Worthless, replaceable runts."
 
   Efferson paused. "Okay..."
 
   "You're still on your feet," Edgar said. "Why have you not bowed before me?"
 
   "Well, I'm not sure..." Efferson said, trying to work out whether he should be amused or terrified. The stranger was clearly out of his mind, but that didn't necessarily mean he was dangerous. Then again, there was still the matter of Carlton's disappearance to resolve.
 
   "My sister is still alive," Edgar continued. "She's at our home. I'm going there, to find her. The last time I saw her, she had me sealed in a grave. I feel it's time I returned the favor."
 
   "So you're going to Bulgaria?" Efferson asked, trying to buy some time while he came up with a plan.
 
   "I'll need transport from the port. The journey's long, and I'd prefer not to walk. There are vessels that travel fast. I've seen them. You must arrange passage for me. As a peasant, you have a duty to ensure that my journey is completed quickly and without discomfort. This is how the world works." He waited for a reply. "Do you not recognize your duty, peasant?"
 
   "Peasant?" Efferson glanced over at the water-pan again, figuring that this Edgar LeCompte individual seemed to be a little strange. In fact, he was clearly out of his mind. "Listen, I'm looking for someone. Maybe you've seen him. His name's Carlton. He's a member of my crew and I'm worried about him. There's blood. Is it his?" He waited for an answer. "Is it yours?" He waited again, aware that he needed to tread carefully in case this intruder turned out to be dangerous. "Why don't you tell me what happened?" he asked eventually. "From the start."
 
   "You must arrange passage for me," Edgar said. "Nothing else is important."
 
   "I'll see what I can do," Efferson replied, edging across the room. When he reached the door, however, he found that Edgar was showing no willingness to move out of the way. "First," Efferson continued, "I need to find my missing crewman. He might be injured. Do you understand? He's hurt. He was on the bridge when I left, but now I can't find him. He's not supposed to be away from his post, but there's blood on the floor."
 
   "He's dead," Edgar replied.
 
   "What?"
 
   "He's dead."
 
   Efferson paused. "What do you -"
 
   "He's dead," Edgar said again. "His remains are in the next room. There's no need for you to see. He's beyond help."
 
   "What happened?" Efferson asked, frantically trying to think of a way to get back through to the bridge. At least if he could reach the emergency cabinet, he could retrieve a flare-gun, which might prove to be some kind of weapon. It was becoming increasingly clear that this Edgar guy was a threat.
 
   "He died because I took his blood," Edgar replied, staring blankly at Efferson. "You should have chosen your crew more carefully. He was a weak and easy target, and he showed no bravery whatsoever. He tried to hide, and he screamed as he died. It was a pathetic sight. I told him to honor and respect me, but he refused to do so."
 
   "You killed him?" Efferson asked, feeling a sense of panic start to rise through his body.
 
   "Yes."
 
   "Why?"
 
   "He was the first one I found."
 
   "Okay," Efferson replied, forcing himself to stay calm, despite the fact that his heart was pounding. "We need to go through to the bridge. Do you want to wait here or do you want to come with me?"
 
   "Tell me about Madeleine," Edgar said.
 
   "I don't know who -"
 
   "My sister. Madeleine LeCompte. Tell me about her. Tell me everything you've heard. How far has her legend spread? Is she feared and loved around the world?"
 
   Efferson stared at him. "I don't know who you're talking about."
 
   "Has her fame not reached across the world?" Edgar asked with a frown. "Is her name not known by every man who has ever lived? My sister's beauty is world-renowned, and she has never been shy when it comes to using her looks to get what she wants. Surely every man on the planet must lust after her."
 
   "Is she a movie star?" Efferson asked, squeezing past Edgar and emerging in the corridor. "Wait here. I have to go and get something that might help." Without waiting for a reply, he turned and started walking along the corridor. Every step felt like a mile, and he knew it was insane to turn his back on this maniac, but he was consumed by one thought: he needed to get to the flare-gun so he could defend himself. No-one could survive a flare-gun to the chest.
 
   "My sister should be the most feared and reviled woman in the history of the planet," Edgar said, following Efferson along the corridor. "Her name should strike terror into the hearts of all men. If this is not the case, it can only mean that she has chosen to go into hiding. Either way, I must return to our ancestral home and learn the truth. It has been many years since she had me placed in a grave, and I am eager to resume our game. You will help me."
 
   "Huh," Efferson said, hurrying over to the cabinet by the door. Fumbling with the lock, he finally managed to get the cabinet open. Pulling out the flare-gun, he double-checked that it was loaded before turning to find Edgar standing just a few feet away. Efferson had never fire a flare-gun indoors before, but as the boat pitched against another wave, he felt certain that this was his only chance to disable the madman. He could worry about explaining the guy's sudden presence later; right now, he needed to secure the ship.
 
   "The world has changed," Edgar said calmly. "Would it surprise you to learn that my sister imprisoned me for more than three hundred years?"
 
   "Sounds kinda mean," Efferson said, poised to fire the flare-gun straight at Edgar if necessary. "Listen, I need to ask you to do something. I need you to go into the room next to the mess, and I need you to stay in there until we reach port. I'm going to close the door on you and keep you locked in there, purely as a precaution. If you didn't hurt Carlton, there's no -"
 
   "I killed him," Edgar said firmly, as if the matter was of no great importance.
 
   "Right," Efferson said, holding the flare-gun up and aiming it straight at Edgar's chest. "That's why I need to have you locked up for the rest of the voyage, okay? Can't have you wandering around the place, can we? You can give your side of the story when we get to port, but -"
 
   "What is that thing?" Edgar asked, staring at the flare-gun.
 
   "Doesn't matter right now. Just -"
 
   "Do I have to kill you?" Edgar asked, stepping toward Efferson.
 
   "Stay back!"
 
   Edgar smiled as he came closer.
 
   Realizing he had no choice, Efferson pulled the trigger. A bright white blast erupted from the end of the flare-gun with enough force to step him staggering back against the wall, as the blast hit Edgar square in the chest and exploded in a bright red flash of light and fire. Designed to be shot into the sky in order to attract the attention of passing ships, the flare was a massive force within the confines of the bridge, burning the air and forcing Efferson to shield his eyes as he tried to crawl to safety. After a few seconds, the brightness began to fade and Efferson found himself over by the far bulkhead, his clothes singed and scorched.
 
   Turning, he expected to see a bloody mess where Edgar had been standing. His intention had been to disable the intruder rather than kill him, but he felt there was no way the flare-gun would have caused anything other than fatal injuries. There would undoubtedly be a lot of blood, and Efferson was already trying to work out how the hell he was going to explain what happened, not only to the rest of the crew but also to the authorities when they reached Albania. The killing had been self-defense, but he was worried that others wouldn't see it that way.
 
   As the smoke cleared, however, Efferson was shocked to see Edgar stepping toward him, seemingly with no injuries at all. With the flare-gun now empty, all Efferson could do was stare up in horror as Edgar reached down and grabbed him by the collar. Finally, when they were face to face, Edgar opened his mouth to reveal his fangs.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   "Is everything okay?" Saffron shouted into the radio, keeping his eyes fixed on the bridge windows far below. He'd just seen a bright red flash, and now he was finding it impossible to get a reply from Efferson. "This is Saffron! What the hell just happened down there?"
 
   He waited for a reply, but all he could hear was static.
 
   "Carlton!" he shouted. "Claremont! Can anyone fucking hear me?"
 
   "What's wrong?" Claremont replied after a moment.
 
   "I just saw something," Saffron said, trying not to sound too panicked. "Like a flash of light on the bridge. Like a big red flash. It was huge."
 
   "I'm not on the bridge," Claremont said wearily. "I'm in the engine room."
 
   "No-one from the bridge is answering," Saffron said. "Do you think I should go down and check?"
 
   "If you like," Claremont replied. "I'm busy with the engine. I'm not leaving this room 'til I've got it sorted."
 
   "I'll go and look," Saffron said, setting the radio down as he fumbled in his pockets for the key that would unlock the chains. Just as he was about to free himself, however, the boat lurched to one side, tossing him against a railing and causing him to let go of the key. Reaching out, he succeeded only in knocking the radio, which followed the key over the edge and crashing down to the deck far below.
 
   "Damn it!" Saffron shouted, tugging at the chains and realizing he was trapped. He wouldn't be able to get free until one of the others came up and helped him.
 
   Moments later, he spotted a figure emerging from the bridge and climbing down onto the main part of the deck. Instantly, Saffron could tell that this figure wasn't Efferson, nor was it Carlton. It was someone else, moving slowly and defiantly through the darkness. Saffron's heart began to race as he realized there was definitely an intruder on-board, and that there was no way he could warn the others.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   "Damn thing!" Claremont shouted as the wrench slipped yet again, almost slicing a hole in the side of his hand. With the boat still pitching and tilting as it crashed through the waves, it was proving impossible for Claremont to get a good grip on the bolts that held the old vent panel in place. Consequently, he was unable to get into the canopy, which meant he couldn't remove the old valves, which meant the whole engine was rapidly eating itself and there was no way to keep it steady.
 
   "That's it," Claremont muttered, sitting back and staring at the mess of engine pieces. He was hoping for a moment of inspiration, some flash of realization that would help him realize how he could do the impossible, pull another miracle out of his ass, and get the damn thing running. Instead, all he saw was a pile of broken bits that stubbornly refused to work together. Having worked in the engine rooms of cargo ships for more than thirty years, he'd never come across an engine he couldn't fix, not until now. A lifetime of engineering genius, and finally he'd hit a brick wall.
 
   "I guess we'll have to coast into port," he said, sighing wearily as he turned and walked across the cramped engine room. In truth, he hadn't given up, not quite. He still felt that there was a solution, and that he merely needed to wait for inspiration to kick in. Finding himself over in the far corner, facing the huge mass of oily black mold, he figured that a distraction might help. He grabbed a hammer from the tool rack, paused for a moment, and then finally he struck the mold as hard as possible. A small sliver fell to the ground, and to his surprise Claremont saw that the mass of mold seemed to be hollow.
 
   Taking a deep breath, he slammed the hammer down once again, this time knocking an even larger chunk of mold away. Whereas his earlier attempts had been somewhat half-hearted, this time he was filled with determination. All he needed, he figured, was to take his mind off the engine for a moment. He knew how his mind worked, and he was convinced that a solution to all his problems would pop fully-formed into his mind as soon as he found some other focus. That was how he always came up with his most ingenious ideas, so he set about dismantling the mold until, finally, he'd managed to break through to find a hollow space that had seemingly been carefully concealed from the crew.
 
   "That's mine," said a voice nearby.
 
   Turning, Claremont saw a dark figure standing in the doorway on the other side of the engine room. Although the boat was continuing to rock as it hit the waves, the figure seemed to be having no trouble standing upright. In fact, he was conspicuously not even bothering to hold onto the bulkhead.
 
   "What?" Claremont said after a moment, still trying to work out what was happening.
 
   "Leave it alone," the figure continued. "That's mine. It's nothing to do with you."
 
   "Efferson?" Claremont asked, even though he was certain this figure was not one of the usual crew-members.
 
   "Tell me about my sister," the figure said, stepping closer. "My name is Edgar LeCompte. My sister is Madeleine. Tell me about her. It's been a long time since I last saw her. I need to know if she's changed. Her strengths, her weaknesses... Tell me everything you know about her and about my family."
 
   "I don't know what the hell you're talking about," Claremont replied, squinting as he tried to get a better view of the stranger, "and I don't know who you are. How'd you get on this boat?"
 
   "Tell me about Madeleine," Edgar said, stopping in the center of the room. Now that he was near a set of lights on one of the terminals, his face was a little easier to see. Despite having dark, intense eyes that hinted at great age, he seemed otherwise quite young, as if he was no more than twenty years old. He stared firmly and without pause at Claremont, his eyes almost burning into the old man's soul.
 
   "I don't know any Madeleine!" Claremont said, raising his voice a little as he strengthened his grip on the hammer. He could feel the stranger's mind reaching out to him, like dark tentacles slipping into his head. "Why don't you start by telling me who you are, eh? How'd you got on-board?"
 
   "She must have chosen to go into hiding," Edgar replied, seemingly lost in thought. "It's hard to believe that my sister would do such a thing, but perhaps she found that she missed me after all. She spent so long trying to trap me, and then she discovered that she needed me in her life. She must have withdrawn from the world. She's undoubtedly waiting for my return. I must get home as soon as possible and let her see that I've returned."
 
   Grabbing his radio, Claremont opened a ship-wide channel. "This is Claremont in the engine room," he shouted. "I need someone down here right now! There's a -"
 
   Before he could finish the sentence, however, Edgar grabbed the radio from his hand and threw it back across the room. Instinctively, Claremont swung his hammer at Edgar's arm, but he missed and almost fell over as the boat hit another wave. Clinging to one of the bulkheads, he tried to turn and attack again, but Edgar was too quick for him, grabbing his arm and trying to force the hammer from his hand. Despite Edgar's immense strength, Claremont was determined not to let go, no matter the strength of Edgar's grip.
 
   "Don't make me hurt you!" Claremont said firmly. "You might think I'm an old fool, but I've taken on bigger men than you!"
 
   "Release the weapon," Edgar said firmly.
 
   "Don't make me -"
 
   Slamming Claremont in the bulkhead, Edgar took hold of his arm and finally began to tear the limb away from the old man's shoulder. No matter how hard Claremont struggled, he couldn't get free of Edgar's iron grip, and slowly the flesh at the top of his arm began to rip and tear until he screamed with pain. Staring in horror, Claremont watched as the muscles and sinews of his arm were stretched until they began to tear, and finally he saw the bone itself being eased out of the stump at his shoulder.
 
   As soon as he'd removed the arm, Edgar tossed it to one side and smiled, before leaning closer and drinking the blood that erupted from the wound.
 
   Desperately reaching out for some kind of weapon, half stupefied by the pain, Claremont finally managed to grab hold of a wrench. Bringing it crashing down on the top of Edgar's head, he waited in vain for his attacker to show some sign of injury. Instead, Edgar simply grabbed the wrench and threw it to one side, while grinning at Claremont with a mouth caked in the old man's blood. It was as if he found the old man's struggles to be amusing.
 
   "I don't know how and why my sister's fame has vanished from your world," Edgar said after a moment, "but I can assure you, now that I'm back, that the LeCompte family will be known in every land, and our names will be feared wherever we go. There will be no more dirty, ignorant little old men who claim not to know who we are. I'm tempted to keep you alive so that you can see the error of your ways, but I still need to feed. Three hundred years is a long time to spend trapped underground, so I'm sure you'll understand that I can't turn down a meal."
 
   "What are you?" Claremont asked, his heart racing.
 
   "What do you think I am?" Edgar replied with a grin. "Are you so foolish that you've forgotten all about my kind? Have we obediently hidden in the shadows?"
 
   "You won't get away," Claremont said, still trying to pull free. "Whatever you think you're doing, you'll fail.
 
   Already feeling weak thanks to the blood-loss, Claremont turned and tried to get away, but Edgar merely pulled him closer and sank his teeth into the old man's neck. Feeling the blood being drained from his body, Claremont tried again to get free, but his old body was already starting to fail as the vampire pushed him against the wall, wrapping his hands around his neck and squeezing tight in an attempt to get the blood out faster.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   "Come on!" Saffron yelled at the top of his voice, desperately hoping that one of the other crew-members might hear him. He knew there was no chance, of course, but he figured he still had to try. The last thing he wanted was to be chained up at the top of the boat until the storm passed. "Get me down!" he continued, but every word that left his mouth was swiftly blown away by the howling wind.
 
   Turning to the chain, he tried once again to pull it loose with brute force. He knew there was no way he'd succeed, but as the boat pitched against another huge wave, he reminded himself that he had to try something. He didn't much fancy the idea of being up at his post for another five hours, but that was how things were looking unless he could find some way to get down. Giving the chain another frustrated tug, he let out a roar of anger. He was annoyed with himself for dropping the key, he was annoyed with the crew for not bothering to check on him, and he was annoyed with the heavens for cooking up such a massive storm.
 
   Sighing, he looked down at the deck and saw, to his surprise, that there was a figure far below, staring back up at him. Saffron's blood immediately began to run cold, not only because he knew that this figure was not a part of the crew, but also because there was something steely and determined about the figure's gaze. Even from this position, almost fifty feet above the deck, Saffron could tell that he had the figure's full attention. As the boat crashed against another wave and tilted first one way and then the other, the figure stood firm, as if untroubled by the turbulence around him. And then, slowly, he stepped over to the base of the mast and began to climb.
 
   Grabbing the chain, Saffron tried to stay calm as he desperately worked to release the padlock that was holding him in place. As his frustration began to boil over, however, he realized that there was simply no way he could ever loosen the bond. Glancing down, he saw that the figure was slowly making progress despite the rocking of the boat. In just a few minutes, he'd be up at the top and Saffron would come face to face with whatever creature had managed to sneak onto the boat.
 
   "Hey!" he shouted, hoping against hope that someone might hear him. "Help! I need help up here! Someone!"
 
   As if to mock him, the wind picked up a little and swept past him, buffeting him with its icy shoulder while howling a hundred, maybe a thousand times louder than he could ever hope to push his voice. Looking down, he saw that the determined, indomitable stranger was already halfway up the mast, even though the entire boat was swaying more frantically than ever before. It was as if the entire storm was building to this moment, and Saffron was starting to wonder whether he might ever be rescued.
 
   Shuffling back from the edge of the platform, he stared straight ahead and waited for the figure to arrive. He shifted a little, positioning his feet in case he needed to kick out. He had no doubt that something was wrong, and he figured he could always try to push the stranger away. Although he was not usually someone who gave in easily to panic, tonight Saffron was filled with dread. Somewhere deep in his soul, he could tell that the stranger meant to cause him harm, and he was consumed by the fear that his crew-mates were by now probably all dead. He imagined the corpses rolling across the floor as the boat continued its tumultuous journey, and he tried to imagine what kind of creature could suddenly appear on-board and caused such damage.
 
   Eventually, a hand appeared at the edge of the platform, and finally the figure hauled himself up. A striking and imposing sight, the stranger stared at Saffron with a determined scowl, although there was also a hint of a smile on his lips, as if he found Saffron's situation amusing.
 
   "You're the last one," the stranger said, his voice just about audible over the howling wind and streaking rain.
 
   "The last what?" Saffron shouted back, poised to kick him away.
 
   "The last living creature on this vessel," the stranger replied, as thunder rumbled overhead and lightning reached down to the sea. "Not counting myself, of course."
 
   "Where are the others?" Saffron shouted. "What did you do to them?"
 
   "I used their bodies to gain strength," the stranger said calmly, as if it was the most natural and normal thing in the world. "Their blood is in me now, and for that I am grateful."
 
   "No," Saffron stammered, "you... There was no-one else on-board when we left Southampton. There were just the four of us!"
 
   "You're forgetting your cargo," the stranger said. "I chose to travel without attracting too much attention, although as you can see I became hungry along the way." Slowly, he eased himself all the way onto the platform as the boat tilted toward starboard. "I just need to get back to my sister," he continued. "It has been far too long since I was last with her, and the world has changed in remarkable ways. I have no idea whether she has changed too, but I have to see for myself. The journey has proven to be very tiring, and I still need to feed following my long wait in the grave. In normal circumstances, I would most likely have allowed the crew of this vessel to live."
 
   "If you come even an inch closer to me," Saffron replied firmly, "I swear, I'll push you straight over the edge. I don't give a damn, I'll do it. Do you understand?"
 
   "Are you threatening me?" the figure asked with a smile.
 
   "I'm warning you," Saffron said. "I'm telling you what's going to happen."
 
   "You don't know what I am, do you?" the figure asked. "You probably don't even know my name. I'd have thought my sister would keep us burning in notoriety, but evidently she has had other priorities." He paused. "I am Edgar LeCompte, of the LeCompte family. There was a time when the merest mention of my name would have sent ripples of fear through the souls of even the strongest men, and a wretch such as yourself would have dropped dead before I got within a thousand paces. Can it be that my sister has allowed the LeCompte name to die away?"
 
   "You can't kill me!" Saffron blurted out suddenly. "If I'm the last man on this boat, you need me! You don't know how to sail this thing!" He paused, waiting for Edgar to reply. "If you kill me, you'll end up alone out here, on a boat you can't sail, in a huge storm! There's no way you could ever hope to survive!"
 
   "You don't know my limits," Edgar replied darkly.
 
   "You still need me," Saffron said again, as much to persuade himself as to warn Edgar. "You need someone to keep this boat going. We're still miles from port, and that means you need me. You can't kill me."
 
   "You're right," Edgar said after a moment. "If I had any intention of taking this boat to the port, I would need of your help. As things stand, however, I'm quite happy to find some other way to reach the shore. All I needed was to get close enough. I'm afraid that I have no desire to go through any port, so this boat can run aground for all I care. I won't even bother to look over my shoulder and watch as you hit the rocks."
 
   "I can help you in other ways," Saffron continued, desperate to find some reason why the stranger should keep him alive. "Are you all alone out here? You need someone. I know this part of the world."
 
   "I was born here," Edgar replied with a faint smile. "A long time ago, though. I suppose things might have changed while I was in my grave."
 
   "Whatever you want," Saffron said firmly, "I can get it. Whatever you desire, wherever you need to go, I can help. You just have to unchain me. Let me guide the boat to port. I won't tell anyone about you. I'll say that pirates attacked us, and then later I can meet you and help you get to wherever you're going. I swear, I won't let you down. You need me!"
 
   "Need you?" Smiling, Edgar stepped forward, towering above Saffron. "You think I, a member of the house of LeCompte, need you? Tell me, to what house do you belong?"
 
   "House?" Saffron asked.
 
   "Your family name," Edgar continued. "What is the name of your house?"
 
   "Smith," Saffron said, swallowing hard. "The... house of Smith."
 
   Opening his mouth, Edgar revealed his two sharp fangs. "Do you have any offspring, human?"
 
   "Dear God, no!" Saffron shouted. "Get away from me!"
 
   "Your lineage will stop here," Edgar said, stepping closer. "As you die, at least be aware that your blood will enrich a far nobler, far more worthy individual."
 
   "No!" Saffron screamed, kicking out at Edgar but succeeding only in nudging his leg. Tugging on his chains, Saffron tried to move over to the other side of the platform, even though he knew he was only delaying the inevitable.
 
   "Do you have any final words?" Edgar asked. "I won't remember them, but it might please you to mark the moment of your passing, even in this cold and godless world."
 
   "Dear Lord," Saffron said quietly. "I swear, if you save me, I'll be your loyal servant for the rest of my life. I'm sorry I doubted you, but I'll spread your word. I'll live by your code. I'll spend my every moment teaching others about your glory and about the value of a life lived according to your teaching. I'll -"
 
   And that's when it happened.
 
   Flashing down from the dark clouds, accompanied by an ear-splitting crash of thunder, a single fork of lightning hit the platform, sending a shower of sparks into the air and throwing Edgar clear of the railing. Shielding his eyes, Saffron watched in shocked awe as Edgar's burning, smoking body fell down to the edge of the boat, smashing into the deck-side railing before slipping overboard and crashing into the stormy waves. His heard racing, Saffron could only stare as Edgar's body was quickly tossed further away by the waves, finally disappearing beneath the dark surface.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Edgar looked at his hands. Despite the direct lightning strike, he seemed to have escaped without so much as a mark. It was as if all the energy from the lightning had been absorbed by Edgar, leaving Saffron unharmed. Stunned by what appeared to be a miraculous escape, he finally looked down at the chains and saw that yet another miracle had occurred: the metal had been melted and re-fused by the heat of the strike, and part of the railing had been knocked loose. With shocking simplicity, Saffron simply lifted the chain away and saw that he was finally free.
 
   For a moment, he was frozen in place. Finally, turning up to look at the clouds, which seemed so close he could almost reach out and touch them, he realized that he'd been saved by some kind of divine intervention. His soul fell still as he reflected that some higher power had seen fit to pluck him from the jaws of death, and the foul beast had been consigned to the unforgiving depths of the sea. It was as if the Lord had reached down and swatted the vampire away.
 
   Trembling, Saffron began the slow climb down to the deck. As he got further down, he couldn't help but notice that the storm seemed to be abating a little, and the boat was much calmer. It was truly as if God was parting the clouds and guiding Saffron to shore. His cynical side wanted to dismiss such insane notions, but there was a part of him that felt maybe he was being saved by a great power from above. Reaching the deck, he walked over to the edge and looked out over the calming sea, and he realized that the storm was most certainly dying down. The boat still rocked a little, but it was more like a gentle, lulling motion than an assault by the elements.
 
   "Dear Lord," Saffron said slowly, mesmerized by his escape, "I thank you for your mercy. For delivering me from such evil, I can only pledge to give you my remaining days, to honor you and worship you, and to spread your word throughout the world as your humble servant." If he'd said such words a day ago, he'd have felt like a fool. Right now, however, he believed truly and completely, and he felt a great hushing calm wash over him, as if the chaotic world had suddenly reorganized itself and become much simpler.
 
   "Amen," Saffron whispered softly.
 
   In the distance, a dark line had begun to appear on the horizon. The rocks of the Albanian coast were looming, and the boat would soon run aground if Saffron couldn't get it back on course.
 
   Turning and walking across the deck, he realized he'd have to get to the radio and inform the Albanian coastguard of his situation. There was no way he could get the boat to port alone, even with his engineering experience. There'd also be the matter of explaining what had happened during the journey, a task that would be made more difficult by the fact that the vampire had been thrown overboard. Still, Saffron reminded himself that he had God's blessing, and he was confident that the Lord would guide him and ensure that he could get on his way swiftly to spread the world of true faith. Feeling an unfamiliar sense of total inner peace, he opened the door to the bridge.
 
   He stopped dead in his tracks, unable to believe what he was seeing.
 
   Efferson was standing on the other side of the door, staring at him.
 
   "You're alive!" Saffron said, his joy tinged with fear.
 
   Slowly, Efferson stepped toward him. There was something strange about the way he moved, something stiff and awkward. His skin was pale and sickly-looking, and there were two round wounds, like bite marks, on one side of his neck.
 
   "How did you escape the creature?" Saffron asked, taking a step back. "How did you persuade him to spare you?"
 
   "I didn't," Efferson said as he reached out, grabbed Saffron by the shoulder, and pulled him closer. Smiling, he revealed two sharp fangs.
 
   


 
  

A Brief Conversation With a Beautiful Vampire in a Coffee Shop
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   "I'm waiting for a girl."
 
   "I'm a girl."
 
   "A particular girl."
 
   "Oh, I see." She paused for a moment. "So you're that kind of guy."
 
   "I guess so."
 
   She smiled. "What's her name?"
 
   "Lucy."
 
   "Lucky Lucy, huh?" There was an awkward pause. "And where is she right now?"
 
   "On a bus. She should be here in a few minutes."
 
   "How romantic."
 
   "Not really."
 
   "You don't think so? A guy meeting his girl off the bus, late at night in the heart of Sofia? You don't think that's fabulously romantic."
 
   "Maybe. I hadn't thought of it like that."
 
   "Lucky Lucy. Her guy doesn't even realize when he's being romantic."
 
   "I guess."
 
   "Well, anyway, that counts me out. My name's not Lucy. My name's Madeleine. Better luck next time, right?"
 
   Adam smiled. Sitting here in a little cafe near the bus station, he'd never expected to have company while he waited for Lucy to arrive. He'd just planned to sit and drink a few cups of tea, while waiting for Lucy's bus to pull in on the other side of the rain-soaked late-night town square. But this strange girl, this Madeleine, had plonked herself down at the next table and started up a conversation, and something about her interested Adam. She was beautiful, sure, but that wasn't why he was talking to her. At least, that's what he kept telling himself.
 
   "I keep expecting Monsieur LeClerc to come stumbling through the door," Madeleine said with a smile. "Small cafes always make me think of that TV show. What was it called again?"
 
   "Sorry," Adam replied. "No idea."
 
   "I guess you're too young to have seen it."
 
   "I'm twenty-two. You don't look any older."
 
   "That's a fabulous thing for you to say."
 
   Taking another sip from his tea, Adam reminded himself not to get too deep into a conversation with this woman. He'd made mistakes in the past, but although Madeleine was certainly attractive, he was in no mood to get flirty. Not tonight. Not after everything he'd been through with Lucy. He wasn't that kind of guy anymore.
 
   "So how long have the pair of you been dating?" Madeleine asked after a moment, as she rolled a cigarette. "You and this Lucy girl, I mean."
 
   "We were together for two years," Adam replied, wondering how much he should tell this total stranger. "Then we kind of... Things went a little wrong, and we haven't seen each other for six months."
 
   "But she's coming to meet you now?"
 
   He nodded.
 
   "So you're getting back together?"
 
   "Yeah," Adam said, glancing over at the window as the wind changed and blew a fresh blast of rain against the glass. "Maybe. That's the plan."
 
   "She must love you."
 
   "I don't know," he replied, feeling a little uncomfortable. "I mean, we had a good thing going for a while, but..." He paused, and after a moment he realized that Madeleine was staring right at him. "I fucked it up," he said eventually, with a faint smile. "There, I admitted it. I fooled around with another girl, and it all got out of hand. Lucy found out and broke up with me. It was my fault. I totally deserved it."
 
   "Huh," Madeleine said, eying him cautiously. "But... she's giving you a second chance?"
 
   "Maybe."
 
   "Maybe? How far's she traveling to see you tonight?"
 
   "A couple of days," he replied. "She's been staying in Bucharest."
 
   "A couple of days? My God, she's definitely giving you a second chance." Lighting her cigarette, she took a long drag before grabbing her glass of wine and taking a sip. "Everyone deserves a second chance," she added eventually, with a hint of sadness in her eyes. "Well, almost everyone."
 
   "I've changed," Adam replied, sipping from his cup of tea. "I'd never do anything like that again. I've told her over and over again. It was a one-time mistake. There was just this girl I met at a party and..." He paused for a moment. "Okay, you know what? I have no idea why I'm even telling you all this. I'm sorry. I should just shut up."
 
   "Don't apologize," Madeleine said, biting her bottom lip for a moment. "I just have that kind of face. People always feel like they wanna tell me all about their lives." She took another drag from her cigarette. "It's not something I encourage, but I've given up fighting it. People just seem to look at me and figure I'm a good listener."
 
   "And are you?"
 
   "What makes you think you've changed?" she replied evasively. "What makes you think anyone can change?"
 
   "I've learned from my mistakes."
 
   "Bullshit."
 
   "It's true. I made a colossal error of judgment, but I've learned from it. There's no way I'd ever hurt Lucy again. Not ever."
 
   "Let me give you some advice," Madeleine replied. "Humans, and in fact creatures in general, don't change. Sure, they can learn stuff, but deep down, on a basic level, there's no room for change. There's nothing we can do about our most innate characteristics. You can never get rid of the part of yourself that cheats on girls, just as I can never..." She paused. "We are who we are. It's dangerous for us to think we can change."
 
   "Speak for yourself," Adam said, feeling a little annoyed by Madeleine's insistence. He'd spent the past few months forcing himself to become a better person, and he damn well wasn't going to have some random woman in a coffee shop tell him he was wrong.
 
   "It's the truth," Madeleine said eventually. "A leopard can't change its spots, a tiger can't change its stripes, and a cheater can't stop cheating. We're all born into a mold, you know."
 
   "And what's your mold?" Adam asked testily.
 
   Madeleine shrugged.
 
   "Don't you have any faults?" Adam continued, determined to pick away at her cool and calm demeanor.
 
   "Perhaps one or two," she replied. "I've left a trail of blood behind me, just like everyone else. My brother, in particular, has suffered dreadfully because of my actions. He could have lived such an interesting life over the years, but unfortunately I put him in a situation that prevented him from doing very much at all."
 
   "Isn't he mad at you?"
 
   "I expect so. It's been a while since I heard from him, although I have a feeling he might very well be showing his face before too long. Call it female intuition." She paused for a moment as she studied Adam's face. "You remind me of him a little," she added eventually. "Your eyes, and your jawline."
 
   Adam paused, determined to pick his words carefully. "I admit that I made a mistake when I cheated on Lucy," he said firmly, "and I admit that it was difficult to face up to what I did and address my failings. But I did face up to it and I have changed. It's too easy to just sit around and claim that no-one can change. That's an easy excuse. Change is difficult, but it's worth it. If you can't manage it, maybe you just haven't tried hard enough."
 
   "Maybe," Madeleine replied with a sigh. "Let's see how you feel in a few years' time, though. Right now, I bet the future seems so rosy. But do you really think you can change the fiber of your being? I don't just mean your behavior, but your thought processes. Can you actually become another person?"
 
   "I don't think there's much point in us continuing this debate," Adam replied. "You've got your opinion, I've got mine, and it's probably best if we just..." He turned and looked over at the window as a car drove past, and for a moment he wondered if perhaps Lucy had arrived a few minutes early. Realizing it wasn't her, however, he noticed that rain had begun to fall outside. "I'm not really into esoteric theoretical discussions," he continued, turning back to Madeleine. "Don't take this the wrong way, but I'd kinda like to sit and gather my thoughts for when Lucy arrives."
 
   "Of course," Madeleine said, gathering her wine glass and newspaper and getting to her feet. "It's a little drafty by the window anyway. I think I'll shift over to the back."
 
   "I didn't mean you have to move," Adam said.
 
   "It's fine," Madeleine replied, glancing out the window. "It's a night for being alone, anyway. Good luck with your girl. I hope you're right. I hope you've changed, and I hope you'll be very happy together." With that, she made her way over to a table at the other side of the cafe.
 
   Taking a deep breath, Adam stared over at the door. He knew Madeleine was wrong; he knew he had changed, and he knew he could be the kind of man Lucy deserved. Since the break-up, he'd come to realize just how important Lucy had been to him, and he was determined to make sure this time that nothing could possibly go wrong. He knew there'd always be cynics in the world, but deep in his heart he was absolutely certain that his love for Lucy would be enough to see him through any bad times. Love, he believed, was transformative, and ultimately it would be love that would help him to change. If Madeleine or anyone else didn't understand that, he figured it wasn't his job to teach them. It would just have to be their loss.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Standing in the doorway, sheltering from the rain, Adam stared out at the dark, deserted town square. There was no sign of a bus, no sign that a bus was even expected, and as he checked his watch he saw that it was close to midnight. If Lucy didn't arrive soon, he was going to start getting worried, but he figured the bad weather had probably just caused some delays. He'd waited months for this chance, so he figured he could wait a few more minutes.
 
   Turning and pushing the door open, he headed back inside. As he walked over to his table, he glanced over at Madeleine and briefly made eye contact with her, before she looked back down at her book. Sitting down, Adam was careful to position his chair so that he was facing the window. The last thing he needed was to get into another conversation with that crazy woman. In fact, he was getting kind of annoyed by the fact that she was still in the cafe at all. It was almost as if she was waiting for something to happen, and Adam felt a slight shiver run down his spine as he realized that he was being tested.
 
   "You don't think she'll show," he said suddenly, turning to Madeleine. "You don't, do you?"
 
   "Don't I?"
 
   "You think she won't give me a second chance."
 
   "Do I?"
 
   Sighing, Adam immediately realized that he shouldn't have said anything. He glanced over at the old guy behind the bar, who seemed engrossed in his newspaper. Turning back to Madeleine, Adam paused for a moment. "You think she's gonna stand me up," he continued. "I can tell. It's why you're still sitting there."
 
   "I'm just reading my book," Madeleine said, her voice filled with innocent surprise.
 
   "No," Adam said, shaking his head. "You think the bus is gonna pull up and there'll be no sign of Lucy. That's what you think, and you're waiting to be proved right, except you're not! You're wrong! She's gonna be here!"
 
   "Who are you trying to persuade?" Madeleine asked, still sitting with her book open.
 
   "She loves me!"
 
   "Oh, God," Madeleine said, rolling her eyes. "Why does this always happen to me? I can't go anywhere without someone starting up a conversation and trying to prove something."
 
   "You said -"
 
   "I just gave you my opinion earlier," she replied, sounding a little annoyed. "That's all. It's still my opinion, and I hardly think that love has anything to do with it. Love's just a word that humans made up years ago to cover a range of very different emotions. Desire, fear, pity, hatred, anger... You just took all these concepts and instead of dealing with them each individually, you mashed them together and invented this new word. Love. It's not magic, you know. Love doesn't mean a damn thing."
 
   Shocked by her comments, Adam stared at her for a moment.
 
   "What?" she asked eventually. "Are you going to prove me wrong?"
 
   "I just feel sorry for you," he replied. "How can you live if you don't believe in love?"
 
   "I didn't say I don't believe in it," she continued. "I merely said that I don't think it works like some kind of magic drug. Do you really think love is going to keep you from making a mistake? You say you love this Lucy girl, but you cheated on her. So are you now claiming that you can stop yourself cheating on her again if you love her a little more? Is that your great plan?"
 
   "Have you ever been in love?" Adam asked.
 
   "Me?" She paused. "That's a rather personal question."
 
   "So you haven't?"
 
   "Of course I have."
 
   "How many times?"
 
   Smiling, she took a sip from her wine. "Only once," she said eventually, with a hint of sadness in her eyes. "No-one can love more than once in their lifetime. It just doesn't work that way. We can only give our love to one person, and we have to take it back before we can give it to someone else. Real love... True love... It's a powerful thing, even after many, many years."
 
   "So you do believe in something, then," Adam replied.
 
   "I believe love can do many things," Madeleine said, "but it can't save us from ourselves. That crack that runs through your soul, the flaw that allowed you to cheat on the woman you claim to love, is still there. It doesn't matter how much you say you love her, the crack will always be a part of you. The best thing to do is to acknowledge it and treat it wait caution. Don't make the mistake of fooling yourself into believing that you've managed to make it go away."
 
   "I have."
 
   "You're like a man in a tiger cage," she continued, "who brings the beast down and then turns his back on it, believing it to be dead. A terrible mistake. So much blood." She paused for a moment. "That's not a metaphor, either. I actually saw a man do that once, and my God, there was so much blood when the tiger got its claws into him. The poor man never stood a chance. Then again, it was all a long time ago. But the tiger couldn't change. He needed to kill that man. The man made a mistake when he thought he'd calmed the tiger's instincts. Like I said before, we are what we are, and we must accept that if we're to keep from causing terrible pain to others. If I walked out the door right now, and then I bumped into you again in a hundred years, you'd still be exactly the same person, and so would I."
 
   "You're wrong," Adam said. "I'm in love, and when Lucy gets here, we're going to be together forever."
 
   "She's very late, though," Madeleine replied, checking her watch. "What do you think could possibly have delayed her?"
 
   "Maybe the bus broke down."
 
   "Maybe," Madeleine replied, narrowing her eyes for a moment as she spotted something outside the window. "Isn't that the bus now?"
 
   Turning, Adam saw that she was right. A rickety old bus was pulling into the stop across the road. Hurrying to the door, Adam rushed out into the rain and hurried over to the bus stop, just in time to see the doors open.
 
   "End of the line," the driver barked.
 
   "I'm waiting for someone," Adam said, stepping on-board and seeing that there were no passengers. "Where is she?" he asked after a moment, unable to accept that the bus was empty.
 
   "End of the line," the driver said again. "Go on, get off!"
 
   "There was a woman," Adam said, turning to him. "She got on maybe somewhere around Voluyak. About my age, blonde with blue eyes. She probably had a suitcase with her, and..." He paused as he realized that he was starting to sound desperate. "You didn't see her?" he asked eventually.
 
   The bus driver shook his head.
 
   Without saying anything, Adam stepped down off the bus and watched as the doors closed. Moments later, there was a grinding sound and the bus eased away and disappeared into the night. Turning and looking back across the square, Adam couldn't quite believe that there was no sign of Lucy. He still half hoped that maybe she'd got off a stop early and persuaded the driver to lie, just so she could jump out of the shadows as a surprise. As the rain continued to pour down, however, Adam realized that she wasn't coming. Not now, and probably not ever. Taking his phone from his pocket, he saw that there were no messages, and when he tried to call Lucy's number, he was sent straight to voice-mail.
 
   Walking slowly back across the square, he eventually reached the cafe and pushed the door open. The first thing he saw was Madeleine, sitting in the far corner with her book, and it was immediately clear that she was being very careful not to make eye contact with him.
 
   "Give me a beer," he said to the barman, placing some coins on the bar. Moments later, with a glass of beer in his hand, he wandered over to his table, where he stopped and looked across at Madeleine. Her studious attempt to avoid eye contact was kind of cute, he realized, although it was also fairly annoying. It was pretty clear that she was feeling kind of smug now that he'd been stood up, and Adam didn't know whether to be grateful or pissed off that she was making no effort to celebrate her victory.
 
   For the next few minutes, Adam sat at his table and sipped from his beer. Madeleine's silence was filling the room, but although he felt he'd have to talk to her eventually, right now Adam was determined not to give her the satisfaction. Then again, he realized, he didn't have to talk to her. She was no-one to him, just a stranger he'd met in a late-night cafe, and he figured he could quite easily just get up and walk out the door without ever having to worry about bumping into her again. Still, something made him feel as if he wanted to talk to her a little more. It was as if her mind was reaching across the room and forcing its way into his consciousness, teasing him to pay her some more attention.
 
   "So you're probably pretty pleased with yourself," he called out eventually.
 
   Madeleine looked up from her book.
 
   "You were right all along," he continued.
 
   "I was?"
 
   "She's not here, is she?"
 
   "Maybe she was delayed," Madeleine suggested. "There are lots of reasons why she might have missed the bus. Have you tried calling her?"
 
   "No answer."
 
   "Have you tried -"
 
   "She's not coming," Adam said firmly. "You were right. No-one gets second chances. I guess she doesn't think I've really changed. When it came down to it, she figured I'd do the same thing again."
 
   "But you know you wouldn't," Madeleine said. "Don't you?"
 
   Adam nodded wearily.
 
   "So isn't that what matters?"
 
   "I thought she believed in me," he replied. "I thought she trusted me."
 
   "Maybe she's scared."
 
   "Maybe she just can't take that leap of faith," Adam suggested. "Maybe she can't look past the fact that I..." He paused. "I'll tell you one thing," he continued after a moment. "She loves me. I know that. There's no way you'll ever persuade me that our love isn't strong. It's just, I guess it's not enough to overcome everything else. She probably figured that every time she looked at me, she'd be reminded of what I did."
 
   They sat in silence for a moment.
 
   "Closing in half an hour," the barman said suddenly.
 
   "You want another drink?" Adam called across the room to Madeleine.
 
   She paused, as if she wasn't sure whether to accept his offer. "Another red wine, thanks," she said eventually. "Just a small one."
 
   Hauling himself from his chair, Adam wandered over to the counter and waited while the skeptical-looking barman poured a glass of wine followed by another beer. Once he'd paid, Adam carried the drinks over to Madeleine's table and set them down.
 
   "Mind if I join you?" he asked.
 
   "Knock yourself out," she replied with a faint, cautious smile.
 
   "I guess you think I'm a total idiot," Adam said as he sat down. "All that crap about love. I must've sounded like some kind of fucking schoolboy."
 
   "You've changed your mind pretty fast," Madeleine pointed out. "A few minutes ago, you were convinced that love was going to save the day. Now you've gone in the other direction. Are your beliefs always so fragile?"
 
   "I can't deny the evidence before my eyes, can I?"
 
   "But you still don't know why she didn't turn up."
 
   "She saw through me," he said, taking a big gulp from his glass of beer. "She knew I couldn't change. She knew I'd do the same thing again. Love was never going to be enough." He paused. "I guess I'll never know if she was right."
 
   "Whether you've changed?" Madeleine asked. She waited for an answer, but it was clear that Adam was now lost in thought. "Maybe you want to put yourself to the test?" she added eventually.
 
   "How?" Adam asked, turning to her.
 
   "There's a way," she replied, unable to stifle a grin. "If you're brave enough, and stupid enough."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   It was quick and easy.
 
   After leading Adam out of the cafe, Madeleine led him on a meandering walk through the late-night streets of Sofia's outskirts. She knew where they were going, but she figured she might as well get to know him a little better first, so she took a route that was far from direct. Constantly teasing him, she was careful to keep him from getting too despondent, and she steered the conversation well away from the subject of Lucy's failure to appear.
 
   Once they reached the cemetery out by the old church, she made her move. It was desperately, pathetically easy. All she had to do was take the teasing up a notch and show a little flesh, and soon Adam was all over her. Having not made love to a human for a couple of years, Madeleine allowed herself to enjoy the experience, at least for a while. Sure, Adam's fumbling moves were kind of deflating, and he was by no means an expert lover, especially from the point of view of a woman who had slept with some of the greatest men of the past few centuries. Still, it was a decent way to pass the time, and she realized eventually that she'd missed the feel of a man pressed against her naked body.
 
   When they were finished, Adam stood back, catching his breath as he cleaned himself up. Madeleine, however, was in no hurry. She remained naked, enjoying the way that Adam kept glancing at her. It had been so long since she'd been admired for her beauty, and she could no longer remember why she'd withdrawn from such encounters in recent years. Human men were always so shallow, so easy to please. They really weren't much of a challenge, but sometimes easy love could be a lot of fun.
 
   "I was right," she said eventually, keeping her eyes fixed on Adam as he stood naked nearby. "You do remind me of him."
 
   "Who?" he asked.
 
   "Never mind," she continued, looking up at the brooding sky. The rain had finally eased, but it was clear that a much bigger storm was on the way, coming from the west. "How do you feel?" she asked eventually, turning back to Adam.
 
   He smiled. "This isn't quite how I expected the evening to go..."
 
   "One must always be open to unexpected developments," Madeleine replied. "A closed mind is a dead mind. But tell me, do you think I was right after all?"
 
   "About what?"
 
   "You haven't changed at all, have you?" She smiled as she waited for a reply. "All it took was for your lucky lady to do a no-show, and an hour later you were doing very naughty things to me. In a cemetery, no less."
 
   "This is different," Adam replied. "Lucy stood me up. It's over with her."
 
   "But how could you sleep with me," Madeleine continued, stepping closer to him and looking down to admire his manhood, "if you love her?"
 
   "Easily," he said, staring into her eyes.
 
   "Come here," she said, leaning toward his neck. "There's one last thing I forgot to do."
 
   "What?" he asked, stepping back.
 
   "It's a surprise," she continued. "Come on, you trust me, don't you?"
 
   "I don't want a love bite," he said. "I'm not into that shit."
 
   "Just hold still," she replied, sniffing his neck for a moment. "You smell good. Do you know that? I swear to God, I can smell your blood from here, even through your skin. It's strong and potent. You're a healthy man, Adam. I can hear your heart-beat."
 
   "Huh," he replied, a little surprised by her sudden intensity.
 
   "My God," she continued, taking a deep breath. "Everyone's blood smells different. Did you know that? Every human has their own particular scent. It takes a fine, trained nose to distinguish between them, of course. One must study and take notice of the world. But you, you have very strong blood. Is there royalty in your family?"
 
   "Royalty?" He laughed nervously. "I don't think so." Feeling his manhood start to stir again, he reached up and placed his hands on Madeleine's full, round breasts.
 
   "You think you can go again?" she whispered, her breath hot on his skin.
 
   "Maybe something a little different this time," he replied, pressing his crotch against her as he reached around and placed his hands on her buttocks. "You want to mix things up a bit? Maybe try something a little dirtier?"
 
   "Maybe," she whispered, opening her mouth as she leaned even closer to his neck. "Tell me something," she continued, with tears in her eyes. "Do you believe that a creature of pure evil can mend its ways? If she, or he, felt compelled to commit acts of unspeakable cruelty, would that compulsion be absolute? Or might the creature, through sheer force of will, be able to fight back and... maybe... do something good once in a while?"
 
   "I believe we all have free will," he replied. "Does that answer your question?"
 
   "I don't know," she said quietly, opening her mouth a little wider, her fangs just a few millimeters from Adam's neck. "I hope so, but I can't be certain. It's so hard to know, isn't it?"
 
   "I guess."
 
   "Especially if that creature was drawn to pain and suffering," she continued, with tears in her eyes. "If it was like a drug. If it was the only thing that made her feel alive, and the temptation was too strong for her to resist. Who could blame her for doing bad things?"
 
   "Why are you asking?" he whispered.
 
   She paused, unable to give him an honest answer.
 
   "Madeleine?"
 
   No reply.
 
   "What's wrong?"
 
   "Nothing," she said, stepping back. "I just have to go, that's all. I shouldn't be out here, not now, not with you." Grabbing her clothes, she began to get dressed.
 
   "Are you sure you don't want to come back to my place?" Adam asked. "I feel like this is kind of an abrupt way to leave things."
 
   "I have to go home," Madeleine muttered, not looking at him. "It'll take a while, so I need to get going. Besides, I have a friend coming to visit soon. I need to get ready to go and meet him."
 
   "Yeah, but -"
 
   "Forget about it," she said, turning to him now that she was fully dressed. "Forget you ever met me. Forget about this whole night. Give your Lucy a call, find out why she didn't come back to you -"
 
   "But -"
 
   "Just do it!" There was a hint of desperation in Madeleine's eyes now, as if she was forcing herself to hold back from something. "If you're smart, you'll wipe every part of this night from your memory. Can you do that? Can you forget it ever happened? Or are you secretly proud of all your mistakes?"
 
   Adam sighed.
 
   "Don't follow me," Madeleine said, pushing past him. "You won't see me again. Just promise you'll call her. Prove to me that people can change." She waited for him to answer. "Do you promise?"
 
   "Sure," he replied, a little disturbed by the sudden change in her character.
 
   Still naked, Adam stood and watched as Madeleine hurried away, and soon she'd disappeared into the darkness. Stunned by the abruptness of her departure, he wasn't quite sure how to interpret her remarks. He was certain that he'd done nothing wrong, but there'd been a kind of skittishness about Madeleine, a kind of restless energy that made him think that she perhaps had some kind of emotional problem. Figuring there was no point going after her, he gathered his clothes and started getting dressed.
 
   "Crazy bitch," he muttered. "Good fuck, but crazy bitch."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Hurrying through the darkness, Madeleine eventually heard a banging sound in the distance. As she got closer to the cafe, which was now shut for the night, she saw a female figure knocking insistently on the door, with a suitcase on the ground nearby.
 
   Above, a window slid open and the barman leaned out.
 
   "We're closed!" he shouted gruffly, before closing the window again.
 
   "I'm just looking for someone!" the girl called up to him, but it was too late.
 
   Stopping dead in her tracks, Madeleine stared at the girl and wondered whether, by some curious design of fate, she might have stumbled upon the one person she hadn't expected to see tonight.
 
   "Fuck!" the girl exclaimed, giving the door of the cafe a frustrated kick. Turning and grabbing her suitcase, she finally noticed Madeleine standing on the other side of the square. "Hey!" she called out. "Do you know, like, a hostel or something nearby? I need a place to stay."
 
   Hesitantly, Madeleine crossed the street and approached the girl. Petite and pretty, with big blue eyes and a bob of short blonde hair, she was quite a sight.
 
   "Lucy?" she asked.
 
   The girl frowned. "How'd you know my name?"
 
   Madeleine couldn't help but smile. "Adam... told me about you."
 
   "You know Adam?" Lucy replied, looking relieved "Where is he? I need to find him!"
 
   "He was here," Madeleine continued. "He was waiting for you until the cafe closed."
 
   "I missed the bus," Lucy explained breathlessly, "and then I got another one, but it dropped me off over by the bridge, so I had to walk the last three miles, and I didn't have a map so I wasn't sure which way to go and I couldn't find a taxi, and my phone battery's dead, so I need to find a place to recharge it, and I've got Adam's address and stuff saved on the phone and... I mean, my fucking luck tonight has been insane. It's hard to believe all the stuff that's gone wrong."
 
   Madeleine stared at her for a moment. "Yeah," she said finally. "It is hard to believe."
 
   "So do you know a hostel or something? Or do you know where Adam lives?" She paused for a moment. "How do you know Adam, anyway?"
 
   "I don't," Madeleine said quickly. "Not really. I just got talking to him tonight. He was very excited to see you, though, and very disappointed when you didn't show up."
 
   "It's okay," Lucy replied. "I'll explain everything when I see him. I just need to find a place to sleep for the night, and a socket so I can charge my phone."
 
   "Of course," Madeleine replied, feeling almost dazed by the coincidence. "Come with me. I know a place."
 
   Leading Lucy away from the cafe, Madeleine couldn't help but glance over her shoulder to make sure that Adam wasn't catching up to them. This sudden encounter with Lucy seemed like an unbelievable coincidence, and Madeleine felt that such coincidences had to happen for a good reason. She didn't believe in God, but she was tempted to wonder whether some kind of external force was guiding events. Then again, she knew that coincidences did happen occasionally, and that such rare occasions should never be wasted.
 
   "Do you think he's changed?" Madeleine asked as they walked along the dark street.
 
   "Who?" Lucy asked. "Adam?"
 
   "I know what happened between you," Madeleine continued. "He explained everything. When you didn't show up, he thought it was because you didn't believe he could change."
 
   "Huh," Lucy replied noncommittally, looking down at the sidewalk.
 
   "So do you think people can change?" Madeleine asked. "I don't just mean Adam. I mean everyone. If someone has a compulsion, something that they struggle to resist, do you think they can ever overcome it for long?"
 
   "Like sleeping with another woman?"
 
   "Like anything." Madeleine paused for a moment. "Imagine if someone has this urge. Something that they feel compelled to do, even if they'd do anything to resist. Almost like an addiction. Maybe they can hold back once or twice, here and there, but in general, can they overcome their need? For example, if they felt an urge to destroy something beautiful. Do you think that kind of person could change?"
 
   "I don't know," Lucy replied. "No. I guess not. I mean, not if they've got an addiction."
 
   "That's what I thought," Madeleine said, leading Lucy down a narrow, dark alley. There were tears in her eyes, but she was determined not to show any emotion. She'd killed so many times in her life, and she didn't see why this stringy little woman should be any different to all the rest.
 
   "So where are we going again?" Lucy asked, glancing over her shoulder.
 
   "I know a place you can stay," Madeleine said, before stopping and turning to her. "But first, you need to know something. Adam was very upset when you didn't show up. Distraught, even. He was convinced that you'd give him a second chance, but by the end of the night he'd come to accept that you didn't believe in him. It was a very sad thing to see, but I think there's still hope for the pair of you. If you truly believe in him -"
 
   "I do," Lucy said eagerly. "Can you just take me to him? Please?"
 
   Madeleine paused for a moment. "No," she said finally, stepping closer. "But I promise I'll tell him where to find you." With that, she grabbed Lucy, pulled her closer and bit the side of her neck, sliding her two sharp fangs deep into the girl's flesh.
 
   


 
  

The Vampire's Grave part 1
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   They were already running late by the time they reached the guest-house. Bad weather had followed them from the airport, making the roads treacherous as early evening gave way to an unlit night, and they had to rely on an old paper map since the hired jeep lacked any kind of GPS system. Once they were a couple of miles away from Sofia's airport, they felt as if they were out in the middle of nowhere, on dark roads that seemed to have been undisturbed for many years. They saw no other traffic out here, and several times they thought they must be lost until, finally, the guest-house came into view up ahead.
 
   "Are you sure we didn't accidentally travel back in time?" asked Dr. Mike Walton as he parked the jeep and switched off the engine. "I can't shake the feeling that we've left the twenty-first century a long way behind."
 
   "I wouldn't say that to the locals," replied Dr. Kate Langley, trying and failing to fold the map properly. "They might take offense."
 
   Pushing the door open, Mike stared out at the pouring rain. The front door of the guest-house was only a few meters away, but it was clear that even this short run would be something of an endurance test.
 
   "I'm not really a field guy," Mike said after a moment, turning back to Kate. "You might have noticed that about me. I tend to like sitting behind a desk, studying things that other people bring to the museum. I don't travel well."
 
   "Which is why I'm extra grateful to you for deigning to come all the way out to Bulgaria with me," Kate replied with a smile, before pushing her door open and hurrying out into the rain. "I've been out here for a couple of weeks, but I needed someone for the last leg."
 
   Mike sat and watched as Kate hurried to the front door of the guest-house. The entire building seemed to be shrouded in darkness, and Mike couldn't shake the fear that maybe they'd come all this way only to discover that the place was empty. This far out in the Bulgarian countryside, he felt there was a real danger that they could fall victim to a clan of angry yokels. Although he was in his early thirties, Mike had never left England before, so he had no direct experience with other cultures. Kate, on the other hand, was a seasoned traveler who'd come out to Bulgaria a couple of weeks in advance, to scout around and do some groundwork ahead of their big project. Mike was trying to hide his inexperience from Kate, but just getting off the plane at Sofia's main airport had been a pretty big culture shock. Now that they were out here -
 
   Suddenly he noticed a light in the building, and moments later the front door opened. A woman greeted Kate, who promptly turned and beckoned for Mike to get out of the jeep. Sighing, Mike figured it was now or never, so he grabbed his backpack from the rear seat and finally hurried out, immediately stepping in a thick puddle of mud.
 
   "You'll have to forgive my colleague," Kate said to the woman. "This is his first time on the road, so to speak."
 
   Once they were inside, and while Kate was dealing with the process of checking in and paying the bill in advance, Mike removed his shoes and tried to wipe as much mud away as possible. The guest-house itself was an old wooden building, and it seemed kind of shabby. The walls were decorated with ugly paintings that showed ungainly wild animals standing in various unnatural poses, and Mike couldn't help but think that they must be the work of some local amateur. In fact, the whole building had a very provincial feel, coupled with a stale, fusty smell that made Mike think that he and Kate were probably the first visitors to step across the threshold for a long time.
 
   Walking barefoot through to the little office, Mike found Kate filling in some forms.
 
   "Sorry," he muttered. "It's very muddy outside."
 
   The woman smiled politely, before turning to Kate and saying something in Bulgarian. With seemingly effortless ease, Kate replied, speaking the language fluently. Standing over by the door, Mike couldn't help but feel a little left out as the two women conversed for several minutes, their discussion sounding more and more heated. Eventually, the guest-house owner turned and hurried through to the next room.
 
   "We're not very popular around here," Kate said, wandering over to an old wooden piano that stood in the corner of the room. Lifting the lid from the keys, she played a brief, simple tune.
 
   "Because of the mud?"
 
   "Because of what we're doing," she said, still playing the tune. "Word travels. It's not like British academics turn up in these parts every day. I guess people are kind of suspicious. They'd prefer it if things up at the castle were left undisturbed. The legend of the LeCompte family is pretty heavily engrained in local folklore. Most of it's garbage, of course, but there's probably a grain of truth in the whole thing. The LeComptes existed, but it's pretty crazy to think they could have been a bunch of raging vampires."
 
   "I didn't know you played the piano," Mike replied hesitantly.
 
   "I don't," Kate said, stepping away from the piano, as if she was embarrassed. "We had one when I was younger, that's all. I picked up a few tricks here and there."
 
   "So..." Mike waited for her to continue. "Are we allowed to stay the night, or do we have to sleep in the jeep?"
 
   "Don't worry," Kate replied. "She'll take our money. I told her we'd be gone in the morning."
 
   "Since when did you speak Bulgarian?"
 
   "I learned a few words over the years. You know how it is."
 
   As the guest-house owner came back through with more forms, she made some barely audible comments to which Kate gave brief, monosyllabic replies. There was clearly some bad blood, and as Kate filled in a few boxes and signed the pieces of paper, she seemed slightly tense.
 
   "People are superstitious about the castle," Kate continued, as she handed the forms to the woman. "They think the LeCompte family should be left well alone. No-one's been up to that castle for years, and there are certain superstitions floating around. They think abandoned castles should be left abandoned, and that if we go poking around up there, we might unleash..." She paused for a moment. "Well, God knows what. I don't think they know, either. It's just lots of vague doom and gloom."
 
   "Maybe they're right," Mike replied uneasily.
 
   "Don't start buying into the bullshit," Kate said with a smile as she was handed two keys by the woman. "We're in the middle of nowhere in a dark and unforgiving part of the country, and tomorrow morning we're heading up to an abandoned castle that's rumored to have once belonged to a family of vampires. In other words, we've already got enough going on without succumbing to bumps in the night and creepy thoughts." She handed Mike a key. "I can see it in your eyes. You're already starting to let the place get to you. Take my advice." She leaned closer. "Don't."
 
   "I'm fine," Mike said, aware that he didn't sound too convincing. "I mean, sure, the place is kind of spooky -"
 
   "That's exactly what I mean," Kate continued. "Don't even let those thoughts into your mind. These are primal fears, Mike. The kind of things that have been fucking with human heads since the dawn of time. We're better than that. We're smarter. More educated. But it's like Andrew Marlowe always told me... no matter how much we evolve, we've still got those prehistoric fears buried deep in our minds."
 
   "How is Marlowe, by the way?" Mike asked. "Last I heard, he'd had a total breakdown."
 
   "He's..." Kate paused. "Not doing too well, to be honest. I went to visit him a few weeks ago, and he's definitely taking a while to get over things. I didn't even tell him about Pettifer's heart attack. Anyway, I doubt the hospital would have let him out to go to the funeral." She paused. "But Marlowe's a good case in point. He's a smart guy, and a rational guy, but once the craziness got into his mind, it spread like rot. Don't be like him, Mike. It's just the two of us out here, and I need you to stay sane. If you go running off into the mountains, screaming about vampires, I might just abandon you. Got it?"
 
   "So what time do we set out in the morning?" Mike asked after a moment, feeling a little intimidated by Kate's directness. He was feeling very much like the junior partner in this enterprise.
 
   "First thing," she replied, taking a step back. "We should hit the road as soon as it gets light. The LeCompte castle is only a few miles away, but the roads are pretty twisty and I'd rather take things slow. If we're careful and don't end up hurtling down a ravine, we can be there by midday."
 
   "Okay," Mike replied, "and then we come back down here for the night?"
 
   "Nope," Kate said, smiling as she shook her head. "There's no point. Do you know how many hours we'd waste? I've got come camping supplies in the jeep. We're going to stay up there for a few nights."
 
   "At the castle?"
 
   "You got a problem with that?"
 
   "Of course not," he said, determined not to let his fear show. "Sounds like fun. I've never stayed in an abandoned vampire castle before. I doubt many people have had such a great honor."
 
   "Watch it," Kate said with a smile as she turned and headed to the door. "Let's not use the 'v' word, okay? We're not out here on some kind of ghost hunt. This is an academic expedition. Now let's find our rooms. We've got an early start."
 
   Once she'd headed upstairs, Mike was left standing in the office. Moments later, the guest-house owner came through, fixing Mike with a suspicious scowl. Rather than trying to explain himself, Mike merely nodded politely before scurrying off to find his room. He'd been regretting his decision to come out to Bulgaria ever since he'd agreed while talking to Kate a week earlier, but he figured the best thing to do would be to just go along for the ride. After all, as long as the castle was abandoned, there was no reason to get too worked up.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   "So that's it, huh?" Mike said, standing by the jeep early the following morning. Staring at the distant mountains, he could just about make out a large, dark structure clinging to the side of the rocks.
 
   "That's it," Kate replied, with a hint of a smile. "The LeComptes were a very powerful family around here back in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. They built their new home to impress, and it worked. Stories of their barbarity and cruelty spread throughout the region. Their name might have died out over the years, but back then they were one of the most feared families in all of Europe. The locals were terrified, and you know what? They still are. It's been hundreds of years since the last of the LeComptes died, but people around here still don't like to hear the name. It's almost as if they expect them to suddenly come back one day. Why do you think that grand old building has been left to rot?"
 
   Turning and looking back at the guest-house, Mike saw that the woman was watching them from the window. She looked scared, as if she feared that some great evil was about to be stirred. Mike smiled at her, and she quickly stepped out of sight.
 
   "Superstition tends to linger," Kate continued. "It infects the mind of one generation and then it gets passed down to the next. Each person adds their own twist to the story, just to personalize it a little, and over time the tale adapts to fit the paranoia of each particular age. It's classic oral storytelling, except that this time the purpose isn't to entertain. It's all about fear. The stories that scare people around here today are, in most cases, descended from stories that were first told about the LeComptes hundreds of years ago."
 
   "Who can blame them for being a bit jittery?" Mike asked, finding it hard to take his eyes off the distant, ominous castle, which dominated the landscape like a black smudge on the side of the mountain. Even now, knowing that the place was completely empty, Mike couldn't help but feel that there must be a pair of eyes somewhere in the dark building, watching over the land. In fact, it was impossible to believe that such a huge building could have been left empty for so many years. After a moment, he realized that Kate was staring at him.
 
   "You're doing it, aren't you?" she said with a half-smile.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Stop it!"
 
   "What?"
 
   "You're letting your imagination run away with you! You're thinking about all the things that could be up there."
 
   "I was just -"
 
   "Get in the jeep," she said, smiling as she interrupted him. "We've got a long drive ahead."
 
   Although the distance to the castle was barely four miles in a straight line, the road that led up the side of the mountain was torturous and twisty, with sheer drops for most of the way and very few barriers. It was clear that no-one had been out this far for many years, and all attempts to maintain the roads had been abandoned. Kate and Mike took turns at the wheel, and by midday they finally passed into the castle's shadow. Just after 1pm, the jeep came to the end of the road and the final few hundred meters had to be completed along a rocky outcrop that led, eventually, to a small open plain that jutted out in front of the building.
 
   "Home sweet home," Kate said nervously, tapping the steering wheel. "You ready to go inside, or do you want to wait in the car?"
 
   "I'm ready," Mike said, peering out at the building. Now that he was up close and could see it properly, he felt in awe of such a magnificent construction. Rising hundreds of meters into the air, the LeCompte castle was a grotesque and beautiful Gothic masterpiece, made from what appeared to be some kind of black stone. With gargoyles perched on every available surface, it was clear that the place was designed to instill fear and dread in the hearts of anyone who came near, and Mike couldn't deny that his heart-rate was a little higher than usual as he stared at the large stone steps that led to the main entrance. He knew it was irrational to be affected so strongly by a few architectural flourishes, but all the logic in the world wouldn't be enough to make him feel entirely at ease out here.
 
   "And you're sure this place has been abandoned for centuries?" he asked eventually.
 
   "I'm certain."
 
   "How can you be so sure?" he continued, turning to her. "If it's been abandoned, that means no-one's been here, and if no-one's been here, how does anyone know that it's abandoned?"
 
   "Come on," Kate said, smiling as she opened the door and stepped out of the jeep. "God, look at the view from up here. You'd think the locals would've taken the place over and turned it into some kind of resort. You know, this is exactly why superstition holds us back as a species. A gorgeous place like this, left to just sit here in isolation. It's a crime against history, Mike. We need to document the entire place." She turned to him. "The crazy thing is, we wouldn't even be here if Marlowe hadn't started looking at those bones. The world wouldn't have heard of the LeCompte family and their abandoned castle, and I'd never have been able to raise the funds for this expedition. This whole building could have gone unexplored for another century. It could have just been left to waste away."
 
   "What a tragedy," Mike replied bitterly, stepping out of the jeep and wandering toward the base of the steps. "So what do we do now?" he asked. "Just walk right in?"
 
   "You got a better plan?" Kate said, switching her camera on as she walked past him and started making her way up to the main entrance. She seemed so confident and self-assured, as if she enjoyed proving that she wasn't scared.
 
   "What about animals?" Mike asked, hurrying after her. "I mean, just because humans have left this place alone, you can't be sure there aren't other things here. What about bears? What about... mountain lions?"
 
   "I think we'll be okay," Kate replied with a smile as she stopped by the large wooden door. "If a mountain lion comes for you, Mike, I'll fight it off. Trust me, I'm tougher than I look." Reaching out, she took hold of a large, thick rope and gave it a pull. Sure enough, from deep within the castle, there was the sound of a bell ringing.
 
   "Seriously?" Mike asked. "A bell?"
 
   "I can't believe it still works," Kate said with a fascinated smile. "I guess that's what you get with good craftsmanship." With that, she pushed the door, and found that it was unlocked. "Help me," she said, and with Mike's assistance she was able to push the door all the way open to reveal the gloomy interior of the building. A large chamber decorated with dusty old paintings, it was like something from a horror movie, but it appeared that the entire place had been abandoned with all its furniture and fittings left intact. Dust floated through the air, picked out by beams of light that shone through the windows.
 
   "It's like stepping back in time," Kate said, waving dust away from her face as she stepped forward.
 
   "And you don't think -" Mike started to say, before there was a sudden, loud flapping sound nearby. To his horror, he turned and saw several bats flying straight down toward him, and he was barely able to duck in time before the creatures swooped past and headed out the door.
 
   "You've got to be kidding me!" he shouted, as Kate laughed.
 
   "Your expression!" she said, clearly finding the whole thing to be highly amusing. "God, Mike, you've gone totally pale."
 
   "What are we gonna find next?" he replied. "Christopher fucking Lee walking down the stairs? This place is like some kind of movie set. It's as if someone dressed it up specifically to be a spooky old castle."
 
   "Bats are common in this part of the world," Kate explained. "A place like this would be a perfect location for a nest. There are bound to be more of them around, but they won't attack. The myth of the angry, blood-sucking bat is just that. A myth."
 
   "I'd rather not get rabies while we're out here," Mike replied ruefully.
 
   "Look at the chandelier," Kate said, pointing up at a huge, magnificent creation that hung above them. "That's a hell of a lot of gold, and what's the white stuff? Bone?" Grinning, she turned to him. "Do you think these people were that crazy? A chandelier made with real human bones? Can you imagine the kind of people who'd want to have something like this in their home?"
 
   "It's hard to believe no-one came and ransacked the place after the family died off," Mike replied.
 
   "Everyone was too scared," Kate said, walking over to a large table and running a finger through the dust. "It must be hundreds of years since anyone even dared to come near the castle. The LeCompte's were part of a feudal system, so villagers were forced to come up and deliver tithes and other offerings, but apart from that they kept well clear of the place. The LeComptes ruled by fear, and all these years later, even though the family has disappeared, the fear remains. They just -"
 
   Turning suddenly, she stared back at the open door.
 
   "What?" Mike asked. He waited for a reply, but Kate seemed to be almost frozen in place, as if she expected someone to appear. "Kate?" Mike continued. "What's wrong?"
 
   "Nothing," she replied, clearly a little shaken. "I just... I guess it was more bats, that's all."
 
   "So how did they die out?" Mike asked, determined not to let her see that he was getting spooked by the place. "If this family was so powerful, how come their castle has been deserted for so long?"
 
   "I guess nothing lasts forever," Kate replied, with a hint of sadness in her voice. "Even the greatest of families has to fall eventually. The bloodline gets polluted, successive generations make costly mistakes... Whatever happened, it must have been quite sudden. Look at this place. If it wasn't for all the dust, you could be forgiven for thinking that someone still lives here. It's fabulous."
 
   "That's not quite the word I'd use," Mike said as he walked over to the bottom of the large staircase that wound up into the heights of the building. "It's definitely huge, though. Where the hell do we begin? You'd need a full team to catalog this place. Even then, it'd take weeks."
 
   "We'll split up."
 
   "Are you serious?" he replied, turning to her.
 
   "You've got your phone, haven't you?" she said with a smile. "What's wrong? Don't tell me you're scared. It's just an old, empty castle. There's no-one here. Just don't go into any areas that are too dark. You never know if there's a loose floor, or a steep drop. You've got your torch with you, right? I mean, the only actual danger is that you might accidentally walk into a door or something."
 
   "Yeah," he said, trying to quickly come up with a reasonable excuse for them to stick together, "but..." He paused for a moment, aware that Kate could see right through him. "Fine," he said eventually, trying to sound confident. "You know what? Fuck it. We'll split up. You want to meet back here in, say, two hours? If we survive, I mean."
 
   "Sounds like a plan," Kate replied. "But remember, if you get scared and you want to hold someone's hand -"
 
   "I'll be fine," Mike said quickly, determined to prove her wrong. She was so certain that he'd got all caught up in the superstitious talk about the castle, it was as if she was starting to see him as some kind of amusing distraction. A child, even. "I'll take this direction," he continued, indicating a huge arched doorway that led through to what appeared to be some kind of hall. "I'll meet you right back here in two hours, and then we can work out where to go from there."
 
   "Be careful," Kate said, turning and making her way up the stairs. "You never know. I might be wrong. The place might be filled with vampires and monsters. If you find any coffins festooned with garlic, you probably shouldn't try to open them. I don't want to find your bloodless corpse when I get back."
 
   Smiling, Mike watched as she headed up to the landing and disappeared into one of the upstairs room. Turning to look over at the archway, he realized he needed to just get on with things and not let his fears take over. His rational mind was fully aware that there was no such thing as vampires, so he simply needed to make sure that it was this part of his mind that took charge right now. He had to focus on the reality: the castle was a huge, empty building that was home to nothing more than a few bats and maybe some other vermin. Taking a deep breath, he made his way through to the next room.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Walking through what appeared to be some kind of great hall, Mike found himself lost in a daze. Everything about this castle seemed larger than life, to the extent that he found it hard to believe that such a place truly existed. He kept expecting the building place to suddenly pop out of existence, leaving him standing on a rocky outcrop. It wasn't just that he found it hard to believe this castle could be tucked away in this corner of Bulgaria; it was that he found it hard to believe that such a building could exist anywhere in the world. It was just too grand, too dark and too melodramatic to comprehend, as if it had emerged fully-formed from some old Gothic fairytale.
 
   This hall, for example, was at least a hundred meters long, and the ceiling was just as high. A long table ran the length of the room, with chairs arranged on either side, and another huge chandelier hung high above, secured to the vaulted roof by a series of thick chains. Arranged around the edge of the room, a set of dark statues watched proceedings. Wandering closer, Mike saw that each of the statues was fashioned in the likeness of a man, and while some of them held swords and other weapons in their hands, others wore robes and seemed to be unarmed. It was hard not to assume that these were members of the LeCompte family, arranged after death so that they could observe the lives of their ancestors.
 
   "Sorry to disturb," Mike muttered as he walked along the row, briefly admiring each statue in turn. Given the nature of the castle, he couldn't help thinking that the statues might suddenly come to life. It was certainly the kind of place where such horrors might seem a little more possible, and no matter how hard he tried, he couldn't stop wondering if this castle might exist in some world that was entirely separate from everywhere else. Was it not possible, he thought, that the laws of nature could be a little different in this dark, undisturbed pocket of reality?
 
   "You must have seen some things," he whispered, staring into the face of one of the statues. "If you could talk, huh?"
 
   Feeling overwhelmed by all the opulence, and not really sure where to begin, he made his way through to the next room, which appeared to be some kind of large conservatory. Sofas were arranged around the edges of the room, and there was a piano in the far corner. One of the walls was decorated with a huge metal shield, which showed a range of war scenes. Just as the exterior of the castle was imposing, so too was the interior. It seemed that those who braved the road up to this place were to be given no relief once they made their way through the door. Everything about the castle seemed to have been designed to emphasize the savagery of the LeCompte family.
 
   Hearing a noise high above, Mike looked up and realized that there were footsteps in a room directly over the hall. Reminding himself that it was probably just Kate, he walked over to the piano and sat down. It was hard to imagine the barbaric LeComptes gathering for an evening of music, and Mike couldn't help but wonder whether the family was filled with grotesque monsters. He thought of the whole room being filled with revelers, engaging in some kind of Bacchanalian pageant, probably slaughtering peasants in the process. Shuddering at the thought of all the blood that must have been spilled in the castle, he lifted the piano's lid and looked down at the keys, before finally playing a few notes.
 
   As if disturbed by the noise, a solitary bat detached itself from the nearby wall and swooped low across the hall before disappearing into the next room.
 
   For the next few minutes, Mike sat and played a couple of simple songs, just a few compositions that he remembered from his childhood. Eventually, however, he paused as he realized how unlikely it was that the piano could remain in tune after so many years. Playing a few more notes, he was certain that the instrument was in perfect condition, which seemed hard to believe if it had been left alone for so many hundreds of years. Standing up and stepping away from the piano, he couldn't shake the feeling that perhaps Kate was wrong and that someone, at some point, had spent some time up in this place. After all, a piano couldn't keep itself in tune, and the passing years would have taken a toll on the strings even if no-one had touched the instrument.
 
   "Musical bats," he muttered wryly, forcing himself to stay calm. "It's the only explanation."
 
   Above, more footsteps moved across an upstairs room. Again, Mike told himself that it must just be Kate. There was simply no way that anyone or anything else could be living in such a desolate place.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   The floorboards creaked as Kate made her way cautiously across the dimly-lit room. She was high up in the castle, in a large stone room that was dominated by a four-poster bed over by the far wall. Far from looking abandoned, the bed seemed to have been used recently, with the sheets pulled aside and no layer of dust to be seen. Making her way slowly across the room, Kate paused for a moment by the bed and then carefully set the sheets straight until the bed was more or less tidy. Probably best not to let Mike see such a thing, she figured; he'd just get even more paranoid.
 
   Reaching her hand under the bed-sheets, Kate found that there was no warmth. Clearly no-one had been in the bed recently.
 
   Hearing a noise nearby, she turned and stared into the darkness. Her heart was racing, and for a moment she was convinced that there must be someone lurking in the shadows. She took a step forward, and finally she heard the noise again; this time, however, she realized that there was a mouse scurrying along the floor. Standing completely still, she watched as the mouse made its way to a small hole just below the bed, and moments later the creature disappeared into its own little world. Figuring that the whole castle was probably riddled with mice, rats and other infestations, Kate took one final look around the bedroom before heading back over to the door.
 
   Glancing up at the top corner of the nearby wall, she spotted a bat roosting in the darkness. She paused for a moment and watched the creature. It seemed to be asleep, or at least it showed no sign of being disturbed by her presence. Almost as if it felt comfortable. Still, it was nothing special; just a dumb creature, eking out an existence by feeding on scraps in someone else's abandoned home.
 
   Once she was out of the room, Kate found herself in a narrow, tall corridor that ran along the front of the building. Flags hung above, representing various stages of the LeCompte family's past glories. With the whole castle having fallen into a state of disrepair, the flags seemed vaguely pathetic, as if they were placed there by people who were convinced that their glory could never end. Now, in the twenty-first century, the flags seemed old and faded, and the defiance of the LeCompte family simply seemed more futile than ever. Kate smiled as she thought of the family's great men, and how distraught they would undoubtedly have become if they'd known that their name would eventually fall by the wayside of history.
 
   Stepping over to a nearby window, Kate looked out at the vast mountains that ran across the horizon. Those mountains had stood, unchanging, for the entire duration of the LeCompte family's history, and they'd outlasted the family's dramas. When the first LeCompte came to this land, the mountains watched over his journey, and they were still watching when the last members of the family began to die off. Kate couldn't help but wish that there was some way to speak to those mountains, to ask them what they'd seen and to beg them to relate their story. They had undoubtedly seen a huge amount of bloodshed, and heard the screams of many men and women who had been dragged up to the castle. In fact, the calmness of the scene only served to emphasize in Kate's mind the idea that the whole region had once been in bloody thrall to the LeCompte family and their dark ways.
 
   No wonder, she realized, that the valley seemed so lush and fertile. So much blood must have soaked down from the castle's high vantage point, enriching the soil and nourishing new life.
 
   Sighing, Kate checked her watch and realized that it'd soon be time to go and find Mike. She's only brought Mike with her because she wanted some company on the trip. She'd had a hard time persuading her colleagues that a journey to Bulgaria would be necessary, but eventually she'd worn them down and made them see that the dark mystery of the LeComptes was of essential value to her broader work on European folk legends. No-one had wanted to come with her, of course, and there was no way Andrew Marlowe could be signed out of the psychiatric hospital, but Kate had been determined to have someone with her when she made the journey to the castle. She wanted someone to see her moment of glory, and although Mike was a dull man of limited imagination, he'd be as good a witness as any.
 
   Witnesses, she felt, were important. The castle had stood neglected for so long. Most of the world had no idea of its existence, and the locals were too scared to make anything of the place. Even now, she imagined fearful eyes staring up from the valley, terrified that some supernatural power might be unleashed from these empty, dusty corridors. It was strange to think that the LeComptes still had so much thrall over the region, despite the fact that they'd to all intents and purposes been gone for centuries. Fear could outlast men, though, and could perhaps even outlast the world itself.
 
   Taking a deep breath, she reminded herself that it was definitely time to leave the window. Still, she couldn't tear herself away. Not quite yet. Her eyes were constantly scanning the horizon, looking for any sign of movement.
 
   "Come on," she muttered under her breath. "Where are you? Come back to me."
 
   


 
  

Chapter Five
 
    
 
   "Kate!" Mike called out as he returned to the entrance hall. "You around? It's time to come up with an actual plan!"
 
   Smiling, he turned and looked for some sign of her. Slowly, however, the smile faded from his lips as he realized she was nowhere to be seen. In fact, as he listened to the silence, he couldn't shake the feeling that he was completely alone.
 
   "Kate!" he shouted again, a little more loudly this time. "Come on, we had an arrangement!"
 
   He waited.
 
   "Kate!"
 
   No response.
 
   Reaching into his pocket, he grabbed his cellphone and brought up Kate's number. After a moment, however, he saw that he had no coverage out here in the wilderness.
 
   "Kate!" he shouted, convinced that she must be able to hear him, even if she was far off in another wing of the house. "Kate! Come on, we need to talk about what to do next!" He paused for a moment. "A little professionalism wouldn't hurt either," he muttered under his breath.
 
   After a few minutes, realizing that she wasn't coming, he decided to head upstairs to look for her. Making his way up the wide stone staircase, he suddenly felt completely defenseless, as if he'd been deposited in the middle of an alien world. He couldn't help but keep glancing over his shoulder, as if he was worried that there'd be someone or something following him. As hard as he tried, the specter of some kind of presence just wouldn't go away, and he was starting to wonder whether he could truly handle a night in this place.
 
   "Hey!" he shouted when he got to the landing. "Kate! Come on, where are you?"
 
   Wandering along a corridor that ran across the front of the castle, he stopped for a moment and looked out through a large window. The landscape in this part of Bulgaria was a formidable sight, reinforcing Mike's sense of loneliness and reminding him that he was truly far from home. He'd been relying on Kate to act as his guide and help him find his way around, but although she'd always seemed so reliable and dependable back home at the museum, out here in Bulgaria she seemed to be losing her way a little. It was as if something about the project was causing her to lose focus, and Mike didn't feel equipped to take charge of their work. He needed to get Kate back on track, but the first part of that task was to find her, and so far she seemed to have disappeared into the bowels of the castle.
 
   "This isn't funny!" he called out, his voice echoing in the vastness of the building. This was a place where armies would once have marched through high-ceiling corridors, and now Mike was wandering lost and alone.
 
   Wandering into a nearby room, he saw a rumpled bed that looked suspiciously as if it had been used by someone. He made his way over and placed his hand under the sheets, immediately feeling a hint of warmth, as if there had been a body occupying the bed recently. Trying not to panic, he turned and looked across the room, spotting a bat clinging to the far wall. Although he knew that there might be a perfectly rational explanation, Mike could feel the concern starting to build in the pit of his stomach. While he certainly didn't believe in vampires, he figured there was a chance that someone had been making this abandoned castle their home.
 
   Hurrying back to the door and out into the corridor, he realized he had to make a decision. The castle was far too large for him to search every room, and clearly he was at a disadvantage if it turned out that there was someone else hiding in the shadows. Then again, it was still possible that this whole situation was a misunderstanding, and that Kate had merely become distracted as she explored the place. There was a chance that she'd wandered into a remote part of the building, and that she'd eventually come back, muttering about being a little late, and then laughing at Mike's concern. He was worried, sure, but he figured it was still a little too early to collapse into abject panic.
 
   "Kate!" he called out, heading back to the stairs and making his way down to the large entrance hallway. After all, this was where they'd arranged to meet, so this was where Kate would eventually show up. In theory, anyway. There was still no sign of her, but Mike forced himself to stay calm. Checking his watch, he decided to give her one more hour, and then he'd start thinking about the possibility that she was in danger. Hoping to take his mind off his worries, he headed through to one of the nearby rooms and found himself in a long, tall space lined with hundreds of large oil paintings, each of which bore a ledger with the name of a member of the LeCompte family.
 
   "So this is where you've all been hiding, huh?" he muttered as he looked up at a huge painting of someone named Martin LeCompte, identified as having lived in the fifteenth century. The image itself, cracked and peeling a little, was several meters wide and at least five or six meters tall. It was a huge and impressive piece of work, and Martin LeCompte himself was an imposing figure. In the background of the image, soldiers appeared to be dying on a battlefield, and their splashes of blood were the only vibrant color in an otherwise drab and dark palette.
 
   Wandering along the room, admiring each painting in turn, Mike began to realize that Kate was right when she said the LeCompte family deserved further study. They appeared to have been one of the richest and most feared families in European history, up there with the likes of the House of Medici. It was hard to believe that such a powerful lineage could have been forgotten by scholars, and Mike figured that it was almost as if the LeComptes had purposefully tried to expunge their name from the history books. Either that, or terrified locals had done the job for them, although it was hard to see why the LeComptes had died off. The castle showed no sign of disrepair or damage. It was as if, one day, the last of the LeComptes had simply walked out the door and left the place to rot.
 
   Stopping in front of another painting, Mike stared up at the dark, furrowed brow of a gentleman by the name of Ivan LeCompte. As strange as it seemed, there was something a little familiar about the man's face, although Mike couldn't quite work out where he'd seen him before. Some of the noblest old European families enjoyed a degree of inter-breeding, of course, but this seemed like a much stronger resemblance, almost as if Mike had at some point stared into this very face, or at least into the face of someone who shared the same blood. Then again, he figured, after staring at painting after painting, he was probably just getting used to the facial features of this great family.
 
   "Kate!" he shouted, turning to look back at the door. "Come and see this!"
 
   No reply.
 
   Sighing, he continued to make his way along the row of paintings, casually glancing at each one. He knew that the next step would be to secure funding for a team of experts to come out to the castle. The place would be taken apart with forensic care and analyzed in excruciating detail, and eventually the LeCompte family would likely become famous around the world. There would be books about them, maybe even films, and they'd become part of wider Bulgarian and maybe even European folklore. Mike felt a little humbled to realize that he was present at the start of this huge process, which would eventually change the way Bulgarian history was regarded. As he pondered these possibilities, he realized it was insane for Kate to think that there was any point in them staying and doing any work by themselves; now that they'd taken a quick look around, they needed to go and get in touch with their colleagues back in London and arrange for a proper expedition.
 
   Reaching the end of the room, Mike noticed that the final painting was a little different to the others, since it was the first to show the image of a woman. As soon as he looked up at the face, however, he felt his chest tighten, and it took a moment before he was able to fully understand what he was looking at. Checking the name on the plaque at the bottom of the frame, he saw that the image was of a woman named Madeleine LeCompte, but there was something horribly wrong with what he was seeing. He stared up at the face, and slowly a sense of absolute horror and dread began to creep through his entire body. Finally, filled with panic, he turned and ran.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Six
 
    
 
   "Kate!" Mike shouted, coming to a halt in the hallway as he saw Kate standing over by the door. "What are you doing?"
 
   With her back to him, Kate was staring out at the mountains. It was almost as if she was looking for someone, waiting for someone to appear from the wilderness. Slowly, she turned and looked at Mike, and there was a curious smile on her lips.
 
   "I was looking for you," he stammered. "I found something. Through in the next room, a painting, you..." He paused as he realized that there was something strange about the way Kate was watching him, as if she was amused by his words. It was definitely her, but something had changed.
 
   "It's okay," she said softly. "Don't worry."
 
   "You have to see this," he continued. "I know this is going to sound crazy, Kate, but there's a painting, and it took me a moment to realize what I was looking at, but it's... It's like..." He paused, fearing that the words would sound insane as soon as they left his mouth. "You have to see for yourself," he said eventually. "This painting, this woman, her name's Madeleine LeCompte, but when you see the likeness..."
 
   "I already know the painting well enough," Kate said, stepping toward him. "I've looked at it a thousand times over the years. I even remember posing for it."
 
   "No," Mike continued, taking a step back, "you don't understand. This is one of the LeCompte family portraits. It's from the sixteenth or seventeenth century, and this Madeleine LeCompte woman looks exactly like you. It's not just a passing resemblance, Kate. She looks exactly like you, like a spitting image."
 
   "I know," Kate said, still sounding strangely calm, and with the smile on her lips growing by the second. "The man who painted my portrait was a local artist. My father forced him to come up here and paint both my brother and myself, and then he had the man's throat slit and he used his blood to add some color to the canvas. My father felt that no false pigment would be good enough. Blood has its own unique tone that just can't be copied. Daddy was always so fussy about the little details."
 
   "Kate, this painting is hundreds of years old -"
 
   "It was a warm summer's day when the painter arrived," Kate continued, slowly advancing upon Mike as he backed away into the next room. "I had to spend a week posing for him. God, it was boring, but the end result, the painting, was quite fabulous. I almost felt sorry when father handed me the knife and told me what I had to do, but of course, one is always a little hesitant when one kills for the first time."
 
   "Kate...
 
   "I chose that name when I came to work at the museum," she explained. "Catherine Langley. Kate. I plucked it out of thin air. I just wanted to be close to the bones when they arrived. I knew my brother would be among them. It was so hard to keep calm when I first saw his remains, but I couldn't let Marlowe or the others know who I really am, could I? I've waited centuries for him to be resurrected. In fact, after a while, I began to regret the little trick I pulled to get Alderman Petrov to bury him in the first place, but that's all by the wayside now. What matters is that my dear brother is on his way home. In fact, he should be here any minute. It's been so long since I saw Edgar. Our reunion is going to be so fabulous."
 
   "Kate -"
 
   "Call me Madeleine. I've used so many fake names over the years, but at the end of it all, I'm still, always and forever, Madeleine. I'm sorry I lied to you, Mike, but it was all rather necessary. Deception, like cruelty, courses through my veins and makes me who I am." She smiled, with tears in her eyes. "It's been three hundred and fifty years since I last saw my brother, but I haven't changed at all. And he hasn't changed, either."
 
   "I'm getting out of here," Mike stammered, trying to walk around Kate, "I'm not going to -"
 
   Stepping directly in front of him, Kate opened her mouth and hissed, exposing two sharp fangs.
 
   "Jesus!" Mike shouted, stepping back.
 
   She smiled. "I feel bad about Marlowe. He was a nice guy. A fool, but still a nice guy. Maybe I should have killed him, instead of allowing him to descend into madness. Then again, I've always enjoyed such cruelty. I've tried to change, Mike. Really, I have. I've dallied with purity and innocence. I've tried to be good and kind, but it just doesn't work. God, the torment has damn near ripped me apart, but eventually I had to accept that I can't change. None of us can. We are who we are, and what we are. Cruelty's just part of my nature. It's who I am. After all, did you ever see a scorpion try to cut off its own tail?"
 
   "What are you?" Mike asked, his heart racing as he tried to work out how to get past her and make it out to the jeep.
 
   "What do you think I am?" she replied, opening her mouth a little and showing her fangs once again. After a moment, she frowned, and then she turned to look back at the door. "He's here," she said eventually, her voice filled with longing and passion. "At least, he's here!"
 
   "Who?" Mike asked.
 
   "He's here!" she shouted, running back to the door and stopping for a moment. "Oh, after all this time, my handsome brother and I are to be reunited!" Putting her hands together under her chin, as if in prayer, she clapped with excitement. "How utterly fabulous!"
 
   "What are you talking about?" Mike asked, moving across the room until he could see through to the hallway, and to the main door that led into the castle from outside. After a moment, he realized there was another figure walking slowly into the castle. "Who's that?" he shouted.
 
   "This is my brother," Madeleine said, grinning from ear to ear, looking as if she was totally mesmerized by the dark silhouette that had stopped in the far doorway. "Edgar is home! After long last, we're reunited! This is going to be so wonderful! So fabulous!" She turned back to look at Mike. "He's risen. Don't you see? He's crawled from his grave! It took him centuries, and it must have been so painful, but our games can begin all over again! The games and the pain and the love and the hatred and the anger. All of it. And now we'll be together forever, and the LeCompte family will rise again!"
 
   


 
  

The Vampire's Grave part 2
 
   


 
  

Chapter One
 
    
 
   "Your new skin," Madeleine said softly, as she ran a sponge over Edgar's bare back in the flickering candlelight, "is just like your old skin. It's amazing how it can grow back like this time and time again, reforming in its old patterns, never losing an inch of its perfection. If anything, you look even better than before. Younger, more radiant." She squeezed the sponge, forcing out some more of the soapy water and the using a hand to spread the foam across her brother's flesh. It was just like the old days, when they'd bathe together, and she felt reassured by the resumption of this ancient tradition. "Our bodies, Edgar, are the most wondrous things. To think, the last time I saw you, you were just a set of bones on a tray in the museum in London. How quickly you've returned to your old form. Just a couple of months. It's a miracle. A miracle from God."
 
   "I had no choice," Edgar said darkly, staring at the candles that flickered by the edge of the bathing pool in one of the smaller rooms of the castle. "I spent an eternity in that grave, thanks to you. My head was removed and placed between my feet. A brick was forced into my mouth. The fools even put herbs and flowers in my coffin, thinking that they would prevent me from returning."
 
   "And they did," Madeleine said, dipping the sponge in the pool for a moment before continuing to wash Edward's lower back. "Didn't they? For a while, at least."
 
   "You went too far," he replied firmly. "The game was just supposed to be a way for us to pass the time, Madeleine. You had me imprisoned in that grave for hundreds of years. Did you never think to dig me up and rescue me? Did you never think that perhaps, just perhaps, you'd overstepped the bounds? I waited for you to come and get me out of there, but you never came."
 
   "I knew someone would dig you up eventually," she said calmly, "and I was right. As soon as I heard that your bones were to be taken to London, I made my way there and ensconced myself at the museum. I created a whole new identity for myself, just so that I could be close to you, so that I could watch your ragged remains as they healed. Do you have any idea how long I spent at that museum, pretending to be some other woman, just so I could be there when you finally arrived? And then I pretended to like that Marlowe fool, just to get closer to his work. I was going to help you, but obviously you took matters into your own hands and burned the museum down instead. I must say, Edgar, I think that was a little over the top." She giggled. "A whole museum. Daddy would have been so proud."
 
   As she ran the sponge over Edgar's skin, Madeleine was momentarily dazzled by the candlelight as it glistened against his wet shoulders. She'd missed these moments. While Edgar was gone, she'd been alone. She'd dallied with humans here and there, but a human mind wasn't enough for her. She needed a vampire; she needed her brother. Now that he was back with her, she was convinced that their pair of them could resume their old life. The castle was still in good condition, so they could use it as a base while they re-established themselves in the region. After three hundred and fifty years, the locals would learn to fear the LeCompte family all over again.
 
   "Just so that you know," Edgar said eventually, "your debt will be repaid. I won't forget what you did to me. When you're least expecting it, I shall take my revenge."
 
   "Oh, I hope so," she replied. "You know how much I enjoy our games."
 
   "You won't enjoy this one."
 
   "Sounds like fun."
 
   "It'll hurt."
 
   She squealed with delight.
 
   "Give me that!" Edgar snapped, grabbing the sponge from her hands. Turning to her, there was real anger in his eyes. "I can bathe myself. I'm not a child. Don't you have other things to be doing?"
 
   "I've missed you," she said hesitantly, shocked at his forcefulness. "Edgar, it's been so long -"
 
   "And whose fault was that?" he shouted. "Three hundred and fifty years, Madeleine! I was down in that grave for three and a half centuries! Do you think I wasn't conscious during that period? Of course I was! Every second of that time, I was trying to force my body to heal! Can you even begin to imagine the agony I endured? Can you conceive of my thoughts when finally, after so long, I realized that my coffin was being dug up? And then, to realize that my body had deteriorated to become little more than a collection of bare bones? The healing process was so desperately slow! I had to wait while I was driven and flown halfway across the world, with a bunch of other, ordinary corpses all around me! And then, laid out on that metal slab in that idiot's laboratory at the museum -"
 
   "It was just a game," Madeleine replied, her voice low and pained. "I didn't mean to -"
 
   "When you came in to look at my bones," Edgar sneered, "I swear to God, I was ready to rise up and slit your throat. I could hear every word you said to that idiotic man. I knew exactly what kind of game you were playing. Do you want to know why I burned that entire museum down? It was because I could no longer contain my anger at you! You filled me with so much rage, I had to find a way to let it out!"
 
   "It was a game," Madeleine said again, trying to sound a little more firm this time. "We always played games, Edgar. That's how we amused ourselves. Perhaps I went a little far on this occasion, but it was still just a game -"
 
   "Games are for children!" he shouted.
 
   "No! No, that's not true! We're different, Edgar. We're not like others. We were just having fun -"
 
   "Three hundred and fifty years!" he screamed. Standing naked, waist-deep in the bathing pool and illuminated only by candlelight, he was a fearsome sight. Slowly, as if he was becoming a little calmer, he began to use the sponge to wash his chest. "Three hundred and fifty years trapped in a pauper's grave," he continued. "Believe me, sister, I had more than enough time to contemplate all manner of things I could do to you. I came up with a thousand ways to gain my revenge. The only difficult part of the endeavor will be in deciding which I shall choose first."
 
   "I look forward to it," Madeleine said with a faint smile.
 
   "Don't," he replied firmly. "You will suffer, and you will regret the day you had me entombed."
 
   "When you've finished washing yourself," she said, "perhaps you can wash me?"
 
   "You disgust me," he sneered.
 
   "I must say," Madeleine replied, watching as Edgar continued to clean himself, "I think you're overreacting just a little. We never set any rules for our games. They were a free-for-all, so I don't see why you're so mad at me. It was all just a way of playing with each other, to pass the time. It's not my fault you weren't able to find a way out of that grave sooner. I mean, how was I to know that idiotic old Alderman Petrov and his bunch of yokels would actually be able to stop you from breaking free? I thought they were just full of bluster."
 
   "Didn't you wonder why, after a few years, I still had not emerged?"
 
   "I thought maybe you were sulking," she said, "or that you were enjoying yourself down there."
 
   "Enjoying myself?" Edgar roared. "You thought that I might be enjoying my captivity?"
 
   "Let's not fight," Madeleine replied. "It's been so long since we were together, let's not spoil things by getting angry at one another. I'm sure we've both made mistakes, but we can get past that, can't we? We can talk about things calmly over dinner, rather than -"
 
   "You make me sick," Edgar said, his voice filed with anger.
 
   "Oh, don't say things like that," Madeleine said, forcing a laugh. "God, I'd forgotten how serious you can be sometimes. It was a game, Edgar. That's all. A game. I understand that you're upset about losing, but -"
 
   "Get out of my sight!" Edgar shouted.
 
   "Come here," Madeleine said, smiling as she waded through the water. "Let me finish cleaning you. It's the least I can do."
 
   "Don't touch me," Edgar replied, baring his fangs. "I want to be alone. I don't want to listen to your lies. The castle is large and empty, Madeleine. There's no reason for us to be in the same room all the time."
 
   "But this is our big, happy reunion!"
 
   "Get out!"
 
   "Let me wash you first," she said, reaching out for the sponge.
 
   "No!" Edgar shouted, grabbing her by the arm and pushing her away.
 
   "What's wrong with you?" Madeleine shouted back at him. "You used to like playing games!"
 
   "Things have changed," he replied.
 
   "No!" she shouted.
 
   "I grew up!" he said firmly. "I spent three hundred and fifty years trapped in a coffin, and I grew up! It seems that you, on the other hand, continued to play your ridiculous games up here on the surface. I used to tolerate you, Madeleine, but at this point in time I feel physically sick every time I look at you! I've changed -"
 
   "No!" she shouted again, rushing forward and grabbing him by the shoulders. "Nothing's changed! We haven't changed! We can't change! We're like this forever, and the game will go on forever! Don't you understand?"
 
   "Leave me alone," Edgar replied, pushing her aside as he made his way to the edge of the pool and began to walk up the steps.
 
   "Not until you talk to me!" Madeleine shouted, hurrying after him.
 
   "I'm warning you," he replied, still walking away. "This isn't the time to push me, Madeleine -"
 
   "Talk to me!" she screamed.
 
   In a flash, Edgar turned and grabbed her, pulling her close and biting down hard on her bare shoulder, using his fangs to rip away a section of flesh. Although she struggled, Madeleine couldn't get free as blood poured from her wound and ran into the bathing pool, and eventually she let out a gasp of pain. Finally, as Edgar released his grip a little, Madeleine was able to pull away and clutch the deep gash that her brother had made.
 
   "You bit me!" she shouted angrily.
 
   "Be grateful that's all I did," Edgar sneered.
 
   "You haven't bitten me since we were children!"
 
   "You're still a child!" he roared. "You still play games! What are you going to do now, Madeleine? Are you going to bite me back? Do you want to fight me, the way we fought when we were younger?"
 
   With tears in her eyes, still clutching her bloodied shoulder, Madeleine stepped back toward the center of the bathing pool.
 
   "Good," Edgar said, seeming a little calmer. "Your blood tastes weak and putrid these days. I want to be alone for a few hours. We'll meet at dinner and discuss our plans. Until then, keep out of my way."
 
   Once Edgar had stormed out of the room, Madeleine was left standing alone and naked in the bathing pool, with blood still pouring from her injured shoulder and tears still rolling down her eyes. She'd been so desperately looking forward to Edgar's return, and it hadn't occurred to her that he might be angry. Well, not this angry. Trembling a little, she took her hand away from her shoulder and saw that the wound was deep and wide. It would take many hours for her flesh to heal, and for the pain to go away. Looking down, she saw that the water around her was running red. Determined to wash away her tears, she slowly lowered herself beneath the surface until she was floating in a cloud of her own blood.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Staring up into the darkness, Mike realized that the two creatures had stopped arguing. For now, at least. Over the past half hour, he'd been able to hear them in a distant part of the castle, shouting and screaming at each other. They seemed to be totally out of control, as if they were wrapped up in their own very private battle, and Mike was tempted to believe that they'd completely forgotten him. Ever since they threw him down into this small, dark stone chamber in the heart of the castle, he'd been terrified that their plan was to just ignore him and let him waste away. From his limited knowledge of medieval torture methods, he was fairly sure that he was in an oubliette, which meant that there was no likelihood of him being retrieved any time soon.
 
   The oubliette was small, barely a couple of meters in diameter, and with a low, arched roof. There was no light at all, so Mike had been forced to feel his way around the walls. It was clear, however, that the only way in or out was via the hatch in the ceiling, which was firmly bolted shut. There was a small amount of straw on the floor, and once or twice Mike had heard a rustling sound that he thought might be coming from a mouse or a rat. The place certainly stank, suggesting that some kind of creature had made its home in the chamber, and eventually, as he listened to the silence and waited for the distant argument to resume, Mike felt a sudden, sharp biting sensation on his leg.
 
   "Fuck!" he shouted, kicking out instinctively. He heard a nearby squeaking sound as something, probably a rat, scurried to safety.
 
   All he could do was wait and hope that Kate would have pity on him. The transformation from Kate Langley, diminutive and passionate anthropologist, to someone named Madeleine, had been as shocking as it had been sudden. Mike found it hard to believe that she could have been hiding her true self all this time, but he couldn't deny the evidence that had finally developed right in front of him. The huge painting was clearly an image of Kate herself, and the plaque clearly identified her as Madeleine LeCompte; quite how she could have lived for more than three hundred years, Mike wasn't sure, but out here in the hinterlands of the Bulgarian wilderness it seemed somehow more possible that such creatures could exist.
 
   Besides, the revelation about Kate's true identity had at least helped to explain a few anomalies. Mike had always wondered how and why Kate had suddenly arrived at the museum to join the anthropological department, especially since she'd seemed far more interested in eavesdropping on the work of others. After the fire, Kate had taken a particular interest in the recovery of the Bulgarian bones, and Mike remembered noticing that she was the only member of the faculty who'd bothered to go and visit Andrew Marlowe at the psychiatric hospital. Then there was Kate's determination to bring a party out to the LeCompte castle; she'd said that she wanted to uncover the ancestral home of a long-forgotten European dynasty, but now it was clear that she'd actually been keen to return so that she could be reunited with her brother. The whole story was so incredible, Mike found it hard to believe, yet he couldn't come up with an alternative explanation.
 
   Kate Langley had never existed. She'd always been a mask.
 
   Hearing a noise somewhere above, Mike froze, and he quickly realized that someone was approaching the top of the hatch. Seconds later, there was a grinding sound, followed by a flood of light as the hatch swung open and someone loomed out of the darkness with a flaming torch in their hand.
 
   "Come on," Madeleine said, reaching down toward him. "Time for dinner."
 
   "You have to let me go," Mike stammered. "There's no way you can possibly think -"
 
   "I don't have time to argue," she continued, sounding a little annoyed, "and you don't have a choice in the matter. Either you can come up willingly, or I'll come down there and get you. Trust me, it'll be a lot easier and a lot less painful if you just come up."
 
   Mike stared up at the flaming torch, which was obscuring Madeleine's face.
 
   "What's wrong?" she asked eventually, sounding annoyed. "Why the hell are you still down there?"
 
   "People are going to be looking for me," he continued. "They're going to notice that I've vanished. They knew where I was coming. Do you think you can just keep me here and no-one's going to come looking?"
 
   "Don't worry about that," she replied, moving back from the opening. "I'll deal with it all. For now, get your ass out of that damn hole. When you're told to do something, you need to do it. Understood?"
 
   Hesitantly, Mike reached up and hauled himself up through the hatch, finally rolling across the floor of the room above while Madeleine pushed the door shut again.
 
   "You probably have a lot of questions," Madeleine said after a moment. "The first thing you need to know is that Kate Langley never existed. Not really. She was just a role I was playing. Do you think I could have infiltrated the museum if I'd turned up and announced that I was Madeleine LeCompte, and that one of the bodies coming from Bulgaria was actually my brother?"
 
   "Madeleine LeCompte," Mike said slowly, "was born more than three hundred years ago."
 
   "I know," she replied. "I don't look it, though. Do I?" She lowered the torch a little, finally allowing Mike to see her face. Although her hair was messier than usual, it was still clearly her. "Come on," she continued. "Pay a girl a compliment. After the day I've had, any kind words would be sorely appreciated."
 
   "What happened to your shoulder?" Mike asked, looking at the scar tissue just to the right side of her neck.
 
   "Just a little playful fighting with my brother."
 
   "That creature is your brother?" Mike continued. "Are you serious?"
 
   "Deadly. I haven't seen him for a while, though. In fact, tonight is gonna be our first family dinner for such a long time. Don't you feel privileged to be invited?"
 
   "This is madness..."
 
   "No," she replied, "it's not madness. It's sanity. The world out there, the world with its museums and cities and busy lives, that's insanity. You've got no idea how much I hated every second of my life in London. When I was pretending to be Kate Langley, I had to put on a show all the time and pretend that I was comfortable. The truth is, I hate what humans are doing to the modern world. Here at the castle, though, everything makes sense. That's why I'm so happy my brother came back. It was hard living here alone, but now we're together again and we can put the family back on top. The LeComptes are going to rule again."
 
   "But why did you drag me here with you?" Mike asked. "Just to torture me?"
 
   "I wanted some company," she replied. "Is that so bad? It was lonely here without Edgar, and I didn't know how long it'd take him to make the journey. Of course, now he's back, I don't need you anymore, so..." She paused. "Come on. We need to go to dinner. Edgar's in a funny mood and it's going to take a while to make him calm down. He's got a bee in his bonnet about something, but it'll be fine. It's always fine eventually. People don't change. Even after three hundred years. I know my brother better than he knows himself."
 
   Mike opened his mouth to argue with her, but no words came out. He felt as if he was going to wake up from this nightmare at any moment.
 
   "Come on," Madeleine said, reaching out and taking his hand. "There's no need to be scared. What will be, will be. You're just an observer tonight. All you can do is watch."
 
   Looking down at her body, Mike saw that she was completely naked.
 
   "Naughty boy," she continued, leading him along the corridor, holding the torch out to guide the way. "We do things a little differently in the LeCompte family. You'll see soon enough. There used to be so many people living here, but now it's just the two of us. We try to keep to the old traditions alive as much as possible, but of course there are always a few problems. You know how it is, right? The classic fight between tradition and modernity. Think about what it's like for those of us who live for centuries."
 
   Mike kept quiet. He was waiting for a chance to run. After all, the jeep was still parked outside, and he figured he could maybe get out there, get it started, and drive away without either of these freaks spotting him until it was too late. First, though, he'd need to lull them into a false sense of security and make sure that they believed he was willing to stay. He'd have to gain their trust, and then later, when they were distracted, he could sneak out to the jeep.
 
   "So," he said eventually, trying to sound as casual as possible. "What's for dinner?"
 
   


 
  

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   "This place has gone to ruin," Edgar said darkly as he sat at the head of the table. "What have you been doing all these year, Madeleine?"
 
   Sitting at the other end of the table, Madeleine glanced nervously at her brother, while affecting a carefree tone of voice. "Oh, this and that," she said eventually, picking her words carefully. "Three hundred and fifty years is a long time. You can't expect me to have just sat around here, waiting for your return. The world has moved on. History has been in flux. You missed so much, Edgar. The industrial revolution, the great wars, the dawn of the atomic age, the internet... Gothos fell, and Sangreth -"
 
   "So you've been neglecting our home," Edgar said firmly, interrupting her.
 
   "I've been out exploring," she replied, the tension evident in her voice. "I considered coming to dig you up, of course, but I thought you'd consider that to be rather patronizing, as if I didn't believe you could get yourself out of your own grave. I can't tell you how many times I felt certain that you were due to show your face, only to be disappointed. It never occurred to me that those foolish little men would actually be able to keep you in your grave for any substantial period of time. Obviously, it's now clear that you would have liked me to have given you a hand, but at the time, I thought we were still playing the game."
 
   "You took the game too far."
 
   "So you keep saying."
 
   "The state of this castle is a disgrace to our family name," Edgar continued. "On my way here, I didn't encounter a single human who'd even heard of the LeCompte name. It's as if we've been erased from history. We might as well tear the place down."
 
   "We're the last, Edgar. You know that."
 
   "Meanwhile, you were off in London, pretending to be someone else."
 
   "That was for you -"
 
   "Keep lying," Edgar said darkly. "It suits you."
 
   Sighing, Madeline set down her knife and fork. "I don't know what you want me to say, Edgar. I'm sorry. Is that enough? I mis-judged the situation." She paused. "I thought you had a sense of humor," she muttered under her breath.
 
   "Humor?" he asked. "How can there possibly be any humor in such a fate? You left me down there to rot for more than three hundred years. You obviously struck some kind of bargain with the alderman who presided over my execution. Did you truly believe that I'd find the whole experience amusing? Did you think I'd emerge refreshed from such a long rest?"
 
   "I'm sorry," Madeleine said. "That's all I can say. I know you'll forgive me eventually, dear brother. After all, we're the only members of our family left. We shall have to get onto more practical matters at some point. The blood-line must continue, and there are only so many ways such a thing can be achieved when there are just the two of us." She paused for a moment, smiling as she fixed her brother with a determined stare. "We might have to be inventive, my dear. We might have to try something new."
 
   "And what of this weakling?" Edgar asked, glancing over at the far corner, where Mike was chained to the wall. "You brought a pathetic human to our home. You allowed him to see us at our most vulnerable, to hear our arguments, to understand our curse. He can't be allowed to leave."
 
   "I can!" Mike said nervously. "Really, I won't say a thing!"
 
   "Did you bring him here for sport?" Edgar continued, turning back to Madeleine. "As a pet? I can't possibly fathom why you'd waste any time dealing with such a miserable wretch."
 
   "I was lonely," she replied. "You've no idea what a bad time I had in London. It's such a busy city, but there was no-one I could really talk to. I just couldn't face the prospect of coming all the way back to the castle without some company. Granted, it might have been better if I'd found a more impressive specimen, but you know what humans are like. Besides, I had to get things together rather quickly." She paused for a moment. "These are just details, dear brother. We must focus on the bigger picture. You're right when you say I've been acting frivolously, but now's the time to get on with the important things."
 
   "You haven't changed, have you?" Edgar replied with a sneer. "Three hundred and fifty years after I last saw you, you're still an immature child."
 
   "Of course I haven't changed," she said, her hands shaking a little as she sipped from her glass of wine. "No-one ever changes, Edgar. We're born with set souls, and nothing can alter that, not even the passage of time. By our very nature -"
 
   "I've changed," he said firmly.
 
   "Superficially, perhaps, but -"
 
   "I've changed," he said again. "Can't you tell? When you look into my eyes, do you see the same young fool you saw all those years ago? Or do you see someone who is older and wiser."
 
   "But..." She paused, clearly a little disturbed by his glare. She wanted to tell him that she saw no change at all, but she wasn't sure if such a claim would be true. "I was afraid you'd say something like that," she continued eventually. "The absolute worst thing in the world is when someone thinks that he's achieved change, even though such a thing is impossible. You'll see. We can restore the castle to its old glories. We can put things back to how they were and defy the changes that have begun to take place in your absence. Of course, in order to do that, we need heirs. We need children. We have few options, my darling brother, and in the circumstances -"
 
   "Why is this creature staring at me?" Edgar asked, turning to Mike.
 
   "What?" Mike asked, his eyes wide with horror.
 
   "You're staring at me," Edgar continued. "Are you scared of me?"
 
   "No!"
 
   "Why not? Don't you know who I am?"
 
   "I..." Mike paused. "I just want to get out of here," he continued, tugging on the chains that held him in place. "I only came to see the castle, and I swear to God, I won't tell anyone about either of you. I'll just go home and get on with my work, and you'll never hear from me, I promise! Please, just let me go!"
 
   "Be quiet," Edgar said dismissively.
 
   "Look at me!" Mike continued, trying to crawl toward the table before the chain tightened and held him in place. "Do I look like someone who wants to cause trouble? If you let me go, I'll forget that any of this ever happened!"
 
   "Humans haven't changed while I've been away," Edgar said, turning to Madeleine. "They're still, for the most part, a whiny, pathetic species. I fail to understand why they haven't died off and been replaced by a more fitting animal. My journey home was uneventful, but I encountered many humans, and without exception they filled me with disgust."
 
   "You see?" Madeleine replied. "Nothing changes. Humans haven't changed, and we haven't changed, and the world still spins just as it always did. We're still Edgar and Madeleine, only this time we're all alone. Don't you see? We have to go back to the way things used to be. Don't waste time being angry. If I took the game too far, I apologize, and I certainly won't do it again, but the important thing is that the game is still so much fun. I want you to get revenge on me, Edgar, and then I shall do the same to you. We can keep playing forever, in-between certain other duties." She paused, waiting for him to say something. "Oh, Edgar. Tell me you understand. Tell me you're not really mad at me. Aren't you even slightly impressed? I mean, think about it. I managed to trap you underground for three hundred and fifty years. That's quite an achievement, is it not?"
 
   Pushing his plate away, Edgar sat in silence for a moment.
 
   "You're still the same Edgar from all those years ago," Madeleine said softly. "You have the same needs. The same desires. I'm the only person who understands you, and you're the only person who understands me. We belong together. We're still Edgar and Madeleine, we're still..." She paused, as if she was considering the perfect word. "You know what we're like together. You know why people always trembled at the mention of our name. Can you walk away from all of that? Think of the possibilities. Think of the world, waiting to fear us once again. If you reject me, you reject power and strength. You reject love. You reject life itself."
 
   She waited for him to respond.
 
   "Can someone set me free?" Mike whined from the corner.
 
   "What do you propose?" Edgar asked eventually, keeping his gaze fixed on Madeleine.
 
   "We must plan carefully," she replied, with a hint of a smile. "We must focus on rebuilding the LeCompte bloodline. There might be some difficult decisions to be made, but..." Standing up, she walked along the side of the table until she was behind her brother, and finally she placed her hands on his shoulders. "We know each other so well, Edgar. I understand that you're angry with me, but this, too, will fade. I know that deep down, in your heart, you're impressed with what I managed to achieve. Now it's time for us to work together again. We need a family, Edgar. A bigger, stronger family. The LeCompte dynasty must continue, and there's only one way for us to achieve a true and noble bloodline." She leaned closer, until her mouth was close to his ear. "We can't dilute our family. Not yet. We need pure children."
 
   "Madeleine -"
 
   "Don't reject me, Edgar. Not again. Don't you remember how sorry you were the last time? Just because you're tired of one of our games, you don't have to stop playing with me altogether. We're a team. We're all that's left of the LeCompte bloodline, but we're enough. We'll start a whole new dynasty."
 
   "You disgust me," Edgar replied darkly, staring straight ahead.
 
   "I don't think so," Madeleine whispered. "I didn't disgust you all those years ago. I seem to recall that you liked me very much indeed."
 
   "You've had more than three centuries to produce offspring," Edgar said. "In all that time, could you not find one human who was willing to mate with you? Were there not others of our species who could be tracked down and persuaded to offer you their seed?"
 
   "Of course," she replied, "but I don't know what happened, really... None of them tickled my fancy, if you know what I mean. A few of them were amusing, but nothing more. I need a real man. I need a man who smells familiar."
 
   "What about him?" Edgar asked, looking over at Mike.
 
   "Don't make me nauseous," Madeleine said with a sneer.
 
   "I must consider your suggestion," Edgar said after a brief pause. Standing up, he walked over to the door, before turning back to his sister. "I've been away for three centuries, Madeleine, and I've returned to find that the world is very different. You might not believe that people can change, but I see the evidence right in front of me. You have changed -"
 
   "No!" Madeleine called out, as if horrified by the idea.
 
   "You have changed," Edgar said again. "We can't simply go back to our old ways. When I've made a decision, I'll let you know. Until then, I must be alone." He paused for a moment. "This whole place has become a symbol of our family's fall, and of your failure to protect our legacy."
 
   "It's still our home," Madeleine said meekly. "It's where we come when we need to be safe, and together."
 
   "Perhaps," Edgar replied. "Or perhaps even this rocky, dead place has changed over the years. Either way, I must be alone while I make my decision."
 
   Watching as her brother made his way through to another part of the castle, Madeleine seemed stunned by this latest development. With tears in her eyes, she looked down at her trembling hands, and slowly her shock began to twist and grow until it became a kind of simmering anger. With pain in her soul and pure venom in her heart, she realized the only way to overcome such sorrow would be to make someone else feel a greater agony. Slowly, she turned and stared at Mike, who was cowering in the corner.
 
   


 
  

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   "No!" Mike screamed as Madeleine dragged him across the stone floor. "I swear to God, I won't tell anyone! Stop! I won't do anything! Just let me go! Please, God, get me out of here!"
 
   "Shut up," Madeleine muttered as they reached the conservatory. "Where the hell is he?" she asked, glancing around the room. She'd spent the past half hour dragging Mike through the castle, but Edgar was nowhere to be found. All she wanted was to find him and make him forgive her, but he seemed to have disappeared completely. She'd expected to find him in one of the castle's deeper rooms, probably sulking and brooding, but instead it was as if he'd left the castle. Still, she was convinced that he wouldn't leave without saying goodbye. Despite everything, despite his anger, he was still her brother, and they were still tied together by fate and destiny and love.
 
   "I'll give you anything!" Mike shouted. "There must be something you want! Name it!"
 
   "I want to find my brother," Madeleine said calmly, looking down at him, "so I can kill you while he watches." Out of sheer frustration, she yanked the chain that was tied around Mike's neck, pulling him closer. "Do you happen to know where I might find him?"
 
   "No!" Mike screamed, trying desperately to get free from the chain.
 
   "Edgar was right," Madeleine said quietly, as she impassively watched Mike's continued struggle. "Three hundred years have passed, and humans are still more or less the same. It's a miracle that no other species has come along to take your place as the dominant power. You're just lucky that vampires prefer to stay in the shadows. If we gave a damn about empires, your sorry civilization would have been wiped off the map centuries ago. You're nothing but food to us. Walking, talking, moaning bags of blood and meat."
 
   "Get off me!" Mike yelled, with tears rolling down his cheeks. "For the love of God, just let me go! Why are you doing this? I won't hurt you! Just let me go!"
 
   "I'm doing it to prove a point," Madeleine replied, turning and dragging him back the way they'd come. "My brother seems to be lacking a certain passion these days," she continued, even though Mike was too busy screaming and sobbing to hear her. "He's lost his edge. I'm worried he might become listless and depressed. Hopefully, some fresh blood will be enough to get him all fired up again. Believe me, when he's firing on all cylinders, Edgar's a hell of a sight to behold. I guarantee you've never seen such an impressive sight."
 
   Stopping, she looked down at Mike's struggling form as he tried to rip the chain apart with his bare hands.
 
   "Are you still doing that?" she asked after a moment, with a disinterested tone to her voice. "Can't you just accept your fate? It's not as if your life really means anything, anyway. Your only value is as food, so can't you focus on the fact that you're about to fulfill your true calling?" She paused. "I can't tell you what an honor it's going to be for you to be devoured by us. When Edgar and I fall upon a body and feast, it's such a divine moment. All that blood. All that screaming. I hope you hold on for a while. I'll try not to kill you immediately. You might not have had a very interesting life, but I'll make sure you have a fascinating death."
 
   "If you touch me," Mike said, still trying to get out of the chain, "I'll kill you. I swear to God -"
 
   "Whatever," Madeleine replied, leaning down to him. "Keep struggling, though. All that effort should make your flesh a little more tender when we -"
 
   "Fuck you!" Mike screamed, suddenly looping a section of chain around her neck and pulling tight, trying desperately to cut off her circulation. He was pulling as hard as he could manage, hoping to strangle her, but his sweaty hands were constantly slipping on the metal chain. "You thought you were smart, huh? You thought you could -"
 
   Before he was able to finish the sentence, Madeleine ripped the chain from his hand and let it drop to the floor, before leaning closer and hissing as she bared her fangs.
 
   "No!" he screamed, covering his face with his hands.
 
   Madeleine laughed. "Oh, Mike. You're going to be a pleasure to kill. You're so theatrical and -"
 
   Somewhere deep in the house, there was a loud, ominous groaning sound, like metal straining under some kind of enormous weight.
 
   "What was that?" Madeleine asked, letting go of Mike and standing up. She'd lived in the castle, on and off, for many years, but she'd never heard such a noise, and there was no way she was going to believe that it could be something natural. After a moment, she heard the noise again, except this time it seemed to be coming from a slightly higher part of the castle. Dropping the chain that was wrapped around Mike, she took a step toward the stairs. "Did you hear that?" she asked eventually, turning to look back at her prisoner. "I didn't imagine it, did I? There was a noise. Like a kind of..."
 
   She stood in silence for a moment, listening out for every sound.
 
   Somewhere nearby, there was a brief click.
 
   Silence again.
 
   The floor rumbled.
 
   The wooden buttresses began to split.
 
   A shower of stone-dust fell from high above.
 
   "What's he doing?" Madeleine asked eventually, with fear in her voice.
 
   From far below, there was another groaning sound, and the floor seemed to shudder for a moment. It was as if something was affecting the entire castle, ripping away at its foundations.
 
   Turning, Madeleine saw that Mike was crawling slowly toward the main door. Reaching down, she grabbed the end of the chain and pulled him roughly back toward her.
 
   "Nice try," she said, her voice filled with tension as she heard the noise yet again. Moments later, the floor started to shake, and a deep crack opened in one of the walls. "What the hell is he doing?" Madeleine asked, wandering over to inspect the damage as pieces of rock tumbled down to the floor. "What could he possibly be up to? What kind of crazy idea has he got in his head this time?"
 
   Hearing a sobbing sound nearby, she turned to see that Mike was once again crawling toward the door. Sighing, Madeleine wandered over and grabbed him by the neck, before lifting him up to face her.
 
   "Where do you think you're going?" she asked. "It's over. I've decided what's going to happen to you, and there's no room for argument, so just -" Before she could finish, there was a loud rumble from above, and Madeleine looked over at the stairs just in time to see that more rocks were breaking loose from the walls. "I don't like this," she muttered, carrying Mike over to the stairs as the rumbling sound began to spread throughout the entire castle. "He's doing something. I don't know what, but -"
 
   A loud grinding sound filled the air as the entire castle seemed to shake, and the whole structure started tilting to one side. Small pieces of rock fell from the ceiling.
 
   "It's like..." Madeleine started to say, before she suddenly felt a moment of realization wash through her body. "It's like..." She turned to look back at the stairs. "It's not possible. He wouldn't... Not the whole castle. He's not that angry with me. This is our family home. It's all we have left. Why would..." She paused, before turning to stare at Mike. "My brother," she said slowly, "is a madman. A vengeful madman. A brilliant, vengeful -"
 
   "Please just let me go," Mike whimpered.
 
   "It's -" Madeleine said, before the whole building seemed to lurch and shudder.
 
   "Oh God!" Mike shouted.
 
   "I knew he couldn't give up on the game," Madeleine continued. "I knew it! He said he was tired of playing, but don't you see? All that bluster was just part of the game! All the time, he was planning his revenge, but I never thought..." She looked down at the ground. "I never thought he'd go so far. Just as he underestimated me all those years ago, I underestimated him today. Oh, I can't wait until the next time I see him. He's going to be so pleased with himself and I'll have to do something fabulously terrible to him in return! I knew he hadn't changed! He still loves me!"
 
   "Dear God," Mike said, squeezing his eyes tight shut, "get me out of here!"
 
   Ignoring him, Madeleine hurried over to the main door, just as the floor lurched again. The rumbling sound was getting louder and more persistent, and now that she understood what was happening, Madeleine was filled with the understanding that it was far too late for her to do anything to stop her brother's scheme. Staring out at the mountains, she felt another jolt as the castle lurched, and as she turned to look up at the top of the building, she felt the ground begin to give way.
 
   "Clever," she whispered with a smile, putting her hands together under her chin and starting to clap. "Such a fabulously clever boy, my darling brother."
 
   Seconds later, the ground collapsed completely as the entire castle began to fall away from the mountainside. Madeleine felt herself starting to plummet, but she couldn't stop laughing as she realized that Edgar had found a way to punish her for everything she'd done for him. As she fell, surrounded by the rest of the collapsing castle, she realized that her brother had rejoined the game, which meant only one thing: he still cared for her, and everything was back to normal. It'd take her a while to get herself out of the ruins, of course, but she knew that she deserved this. Besides, being buried in the ruins of the castle would give her time to come up with an even greater plan for getting her revenge when she finally found a way out.
 
   With an ear-splitting rumble, the full weight of the castle came crashing down. The heavy iron bolts, having long supported the structure, had been removed one by one, and the entire structure was now coming loose. High above, a massive section of rock began to fall away. Madeleine was powerless to do anything other than watch in awe as the castle continued to fall all around her, slowly at first but finally gathering speed until it began to plummet down the side of the mountain, eventually tipping over and smashing completely. Finally, her body disappeared into the rubble and was quickly covered by a huge mass of rock and stone. Every part of the building was churned and ripped apart, breaking into thousands of pieces. A huge pile of stone and wood crashed to the bottom of the valley, followed moments later by a massive rockfall as one entire side of the mountain gave way and came tumbling down, landing on top of the castle and crushing its remains. A cloud of dust rose slowly into the air, and finally the scene was still.
 
   All that was left, in the end, was a pile of rubble where one side of the mountain had collapsed on top of the castle. There was no more movement, no sign of life. A few rocks were still slipping down, but otherwise the scene was completely still. If any life persisted, it was buried deep under an enormous pile of rubble. The castle, and all its occupants, were beneath thousands of tonnes of mountain debris.
 
   Nearby, standing on the edge of a rocky outcrop, Edgar LeCompte stared down at the wrecked, buried castle. After a moment, he turned and began to walk away, leaving his sister to begin the long task of crawling out from the vampire's grave.
 
   


 
  

Epilogue
 
    
 
   "Tell me the truth," Caroline said, her eyes filled with tears. "Is she ever going to be okay again?"
 
   "It's far too early to make a call," Dr. Webber said gravely. "Mrs. Wilson, you have to understand that we still don't know exactly what happened to Eva. The nature of her injuries, the manner in which she disappeared and was found... There are so many variables. I'm not comfortable making too many forward-looking statements right now. I know it's hard, but we just need to wait and see."
 
   "Can I see her?" Caroline asked. "I want to see her."
 
   "You can see her," Dr. Webber continued, "but first, I need to -"
 
   "Let me see her first," Caroline said, standing up and walking over to the door. "She's my daughter. She needs me."
 
   "I understand that," Dr. Webber replied, remaining seated, "but first there's something I have to tell you."
 
   Stopping at the door, Caroline turned back to look at him.
 
   "Eva's undergone an immense level of physical and psychological trauma," Dr. Webber continued. "We can't even begin to estimate -"
 
   "You've already said this!" Caroline hissed, starting to lose her patience. "I want to see my daughter!"
 
   "People in Eva's condition don't always wake up," the doctor explained. "I know that's not what you want to hear right now -"
 
   "You're saying she's dead?"
 
   "Not at all. I'm simply saying that we need to be realistic in terms of what we can expect from her. In terms of her waking up, there's no way to accurately predict when there might be a breakthrough. It could be in a week, or a month, or a year, or ten years, or..." He paused for a moment. "It could be never."
 
   "Or it could be today," Caroline firmly, fighting back her tears. "She might wake up as soon as I walk into that room and talk to her. She might hear my voice and come back to me."
 
   "Anything's possible," Dr. Webber said diplomatically, although the look in his eyes betrayed a lack of hope.
 
   "I want to see her," Caroline said again. "Now!"
 
   "I'll take you to her," Dr. Webber said, getting to his feet and heading over to the door. The pair of them walked in silence along the hospital corridor and into the ward. After checking a few details on a clipboard, the doctor gestured for Caroline to follow him to the far end, and finally he stopped.
 
   "You don't know my daughter," Caroline said, still on the edge of crying. "She's strong. She's stronger than anyone else you've ever had in here. She's been through so much since the death of her father, and she's always been able to hold up just fine. She's going to surprise you."
 
   "I hope so," Dr. Webber said with a sigh, sliding the door open. "Spend as much time as you need with her. Talk to her. Read to her. Whatever you think might help. There's always a chance."
 
   Without saying anything, Caroline turned and headed into the room. She immediately stopped when she saw her daughter resting on a large white bed, with all sorts of tubes and wires connecting her body to a series of machines. The whole room was humming thanks to various computers that were lined up on a nearby table, displaying various readouts.
 
   Walking over to the bed, Caroline stared at Eva's face, which was still just about visible from beneath all the equipment. She looked so peaceful, it was hard to believe that she'd been through such a traumatic incident. Sure, there were a few cuts and bruises here and there, but for the most part she seemed to be absolutely fine. She just wouldn't wake up. It had been twenty-four hours since she'd been found out in the forest, and she'd shown no sign of responding to any kind of stimulus.
 
   "Honey," Caroline said, taking a seat next to the bed and reaching out to run her fingers against the side of Eva's face. "It's going to be -" She paused, before looking down at her knees as she began to sob uncontrollably. She'd warned herself to be prepared for this. She'd reminded herself over and over again that Eva was going to look bad, but it was still horrific to actually see her in such a terrible state. "Oh God," Caroline sobbed, shaking uncontrollably.
 
   Several minutes passed before she was able to pull herself together. Reminding herself that she needed to stay strong for Eva's sake, Caroline reached past the tubes and wires and pushed the hair from across Eva's forehead. It wasn't much, just a small gesture, but it felt important to Caroline. Her daughter had been missing for almost two weeks, and all she cared about right now was being with Eva and finding some way to bring her back from whatever darkness had tried to claim her.
 
   "I don't know if you can hear me," she said slowly, her voice faltering as she tried to fight back more tears, "but I'm here, darling, and I'm not going anywhere. I promise, I won't leave your side until you're better. One day soon, we're going to walk out of this place hand in hand, and we're going to go home and..." She took a deep breath, trying to make sure she held herself together. "I swear to God, you're going to be okay. You're a fighter, Eva. You're tough, like me, and like your father. You're going to get through this, and you're going to show all those stuffy doctors that Eva Wilson's make of strong stuff."
 
   Glancing over at the door, she saw that Dr. Webber was talking to a nurse out in the corridor.
 
   "They don't think you're going to make it," Caroline continued, turning back to Eva. "I can see it in their eyes." She squeezed her daughter's hand. "We're going to show them. Right? We're going to make them regret the day they doubted you." Smiling through the tears, she stared at Eva's pale, almost white face, and she couldn't help but notice that there skin around her eyes was a little red and sore. Whatever had happened to Eva during those two missing weeks, it had clearly taken a terrible physical toll.
 
   "God," Caroline said with a sigh, looking down at the floor for a moment. She felt utterly wiped out, as if all her energy had been drained away.
 
   "Momma?" said a familiar voice suddenly.
 
   Looking at Eva, Caroline saw that her eyes were still closed but she was certain she'd just heard her daughter's voice.
 
   "Eva?" she said, tapping the girl's arm. "Eva, did you say something?"
 
   "Don't call the doctor," Eva whispered, keeping her eyes closed. "I don't want him to come in here. If you call him, I'll pretend to be dead again."
 
   "It's okay, honey," Caroline said, her heart racing. "Are you okay? Eva, sweetheart, I was so worried about you!"
 
   "I'm fine," Eva said quietly. "It's just that... They wouldn't understand. I'd rather be like this than have to talk to them. I've been listening to them, and I don't like it. They'd just get it all wrong."
 
   "I promise," Caroline continued, "I won't let them do anything to you. Do you hear me? I won't -"
 
   "Come closer," Eva whispered.
 
   Caroline stared at her for a moment. "Sweetheart, why don't you try opening your eyes?"
 
   "I will in a minute," she replied. "Just come closer first. Please, Momma."
 
   Smiling through her tears of relief, Caroline leaned toward her daughter, although the tubes and wires got in the way.
 
   "Closer," Eva whispered.
 
   "I'm not sure I can get much closer," Caroline said, trying to force her way past all the obstructions while still being careful not to pull anything loose. "It might be a while before I can give you a proper hug," she continued. "You'll just have to be patient, Eva, but don't forget for a second that I love you very, very much."
 
   "Closer," Eva hissed.
 
   Finally, Caroline managed to get close enough to plant a delicate kiss on her daughter's forehead. It wasn't much, but it filled her with joy.
 
   "Open your eyes, sweetheart," she said. "Come on, Eva. It's okay. I just want to see your pretty little eyes."
 
   There was a pause.
 
   "Eva, can you hear me?"
 
   "I don't know if you'll like it," Eva said calmly. "My eyes have gone funny."
 
   "Sweetheart, it's okay," Caroline said, stroking the side of her daughter's face. "I love you. There's nothing wrong with you. Just open your eyes and let me see that beautiful smile."
 
   Eva tilted her face toward her mother, and slowly she opened her eyes to reveal two oily black voids.
 
   Caroline froze, stunned by such a horrific sight. Leaning a little closer, she saw that Eva's eyes were still in their sockets, but both eyeballs had become entirely black. Although she wanted to say something, to tell Eva that everything was going to be okay, she was filled with a growing sense of panic.
 
   "Momma?" Eva said, sounding scared. "I knew you wouldn't like it."
 
   "No, sweetheart, I..." Caroline paused. "Can you see me?"
 
   Eva nodded.
 
   "I'm going to get Dr. Webber," Caroline continued. "I think he needs to see this."
 
   "Okay, Momma," Eva replied, "but first, there's something else I want to show you." Slowly, she bared her teeth to reveal two sharp fangs, and after a moment she began to hiss.
 
   "Eva..." Caroline started to say.
 
   It was too late. Before Caroline could move away, Eva reached out and grabbed her, pulling her closer and finally sinking her fangs deep into her mother's neck. Although Caroline struggled and tried to get free, her daughter seemed to be imbued with some new level of strength. Finally, unable to bear the intense pain in her neck any longer, Caroline let out an agonized scream.
 
   


 
  

The Shades
 
  
 
  



Part One
 
    
 
   Landfall
 
   


  
 

Dr. Stef Grant
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   Sutton is the first to see land. Just after dawn, with the ship's navigation systems spinning like crazy, he calls out like some kind of eighteenth century sailor, his voice sounding cold and brittle in the early morning mist.
 
   "Land!"
 
   The rest of us immediately head up to the front of the ship and stare out at the distant smudge on the horizon. We don't say anything, but that's because each of us has been dreading this moment. Sure, we've joked about it during the journey, and none of us would ever admit to being scared, but there's no doubt about it. We've each got our own private theories about what's happened, and about what we might find when set go ashore, but I guess we each also hope that somehow it'll turn out that there's been a simple misunderstanding. After all, isn't there a chance that when we reach our destination, we'll find that everything's fine and there was no reason to worry?
 
   "I always wanted to visit New York," says Lacey, forcing a nervous smile as she turns to me. "Course, I always thought it'd be for shopping and stuff. Like, a proper vacation." She pauses, waiting for me to say something, and it's clear that she's nervous. "How about you, Stef? You ever dreamed of coming here?"
 
   I nod, unable to stop staring at the land ahead as our boat speeds through the choppy gray waters. I'm not in the mood for smalltalk, and as I squint, I manage to make out the distant skyscrapers of the city. At least they're still standing. I was half expecting to get here and find the entire city had been flattened, but no: from where we are right now, a few miles from shore, New York looks pretty normal.
 
   "Still," Lacey continues, "maybe there'll be time for that some other time."
 
   "Listen to the pair of you," Gretchen Maloney says from the other side of the boat. "Talking like this isn't the most fucked-up shit in the world."
 
   "Landfall in thirty minutes," says Cooper gruffly, turning and grabbing a backpack. "I don't care how long you all wanna stand and gawp, but I want everyone ready on time. We've got a schedule."
 
   Grabbing a pair of binoculars, I hurry to the very front of the boat and try to get a better look at the city. With the boat pushing on through the waves, it's hard to get a steady view, but I'm eventually able to focus on the shoreline. Everything looks so gray and vague, as if the mist is intentionally obscuring the view. With a heavy heart, however, I realize that although the city looks normal, there's no movement. As I scan the shoreline, I see nothing but buildings. No people. No cars. Looking up, I see no planes. Suddenly those skyscrapers look like huge tombstones.
 
   "You see anything?" Lacey asks, sidling over to me.
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "That's okay," she continues. "It's kind of how I expected. I mean, there's not exactly gonna be a welcoming committee, is there? Whatever happened, it's probably knocked everything out." She pauses. "No birds, either."
 
   Looking up, I realize that she's right. As we get closer and closer to the shore, there should be gulls in the area, but there's nothing in the air apart from a chill wind and the first light spattering of rain.
 
   "It's started," mutters Gretchen as she unfolds a map. "I knew this'd happen."
 
   "What?" I ask.
 
   "Seeing patterns that aren't there," she continues. "Coming up with superstitious crap. If there are no birds, it's because the human habitat has changed and the local wildlife has headed off to find somewhere else. Gulls congregate near human settlements in order to consume the scraps. When those settlements stop producing scraps, the gulls move on. It's not rocket science, and there's no fucking mystery about the whole thing."
 
   "Final bets?" Lacey asks with a nervous grin.
 
   "On what?" I reply.
 
   "On what happened." She grabs the binoculars and takes a look. "I'm gonna go with the plague. Something heavy and tough that just hit real hard and wiped everyone out. It's the only thing that makes sense. Some kind of virus just swept through the place and killed everyone." She lowers the binoculars. "Kinda gross, if you think about it."
 
   "It can't have been a virus," I reply. "Whatever happened, it was more sudden."
 
   "A virus can be sudden," she points out.
 
   "Not this sudden," I remind her. "This was more like someone just flicked a switch." It's true. Two weeks ago, on September 1st, the United States of America just seemed to vanish. The day before, everything had seemed perfectly normal. Then, on the stroke of midnight, the USA just... stopped. All network traffic in and out of the country was cut off. All servers on US soil stopped responding. Telecommunications stopped dead, and US-controlled satellites shut down completely. Attempts to make contact with someone, anyone, on US soil failed completely. It was as if somebody had just scooped the entire country up and made it disappear, and I can't shake the feeling that the whole incident was extremely well organized. After all, attempts to use satellites to monitor the ground have been disrupted by some kind of interference, while a couple of military vessels sent to check on the situation were shut down by some kind of power failure.
 
   And then there's the barrier, which mysteriously appeared on the US borders with Canada and Mexico. So far, no-one has been able to work out exactly how the barrier works, but it's invisible and so far it has resisted all attempts to get past, and no-one has managed to get under or over. It also seems to be responsible for the disruption that's preventing satellites from seeing what's happening on the ground. Sure, a virus could knock out the majority of the population, but a virus can't build a barrier. A barrier requires resources and planning, and it indicates intelligence. Someone did this on purpose, or at least they knew it was coming.
 
   "Everyone wears a full suit," Cooper calls out from the other end of the boat. "We're not taking any chances!"
 
   "It's not a virus!" I shout back at him.
 
   "I don't give a damn!" he replies, already removing four protective suits from the locker. "Until we're certain, we all wear one. Anyway, there's also a danger of radiation." He grabs a hand-held monitor and checks the screen. "Nothing yet, but we're still a mile or so out. I want to be over-cautious here."
 
   "There's no radiation," I say, turning to Lacey as the boat hits a particularly big wave, sending spray onto the deck. "There'd be radiation after an accident, but this wasn't an accident."
 
   "You think someone turned everything off neatly?" she replies, raising an eyebrow.
 
   "I think whatever happened was controlled and orderly," I say, holding onto the handrail as I make my way around past the cabin and over to where Cooper has laid out the protective suits. Bright yellow with large clear hoods and breathing apparatus, these things are designed to keep us completely isolated from the world, and they each come with oxygen tanks that should last roughly six hours. They'll restrict our mobility, but Cooper's right: we can't just go blundering into this situation without any protection.
 
   "Everyone's got a theory," Cooper mutters, "but we're not making our decisions based on theories, okay? We're making our decisions based on science and logic. Above all, we're going to be cautious at every turn." He pauses for a moment as he starts climbing into his suit. "If in doubt," he continues eventually, "you stop and wait. This isn't a competition. No-one gets extra points or kudos for storming ahead and taking risks. If I see anyone trying to play the hero, I'll have you back on this fucking boat before you know what hit you."
 
   As I start getting into my own suit, I glance back toward the front of the boat and see the city getting closer and closer. The fog has started to clear a little, which means that the skyscrapers are looming higher and higher in the gray early morning sky. It's been eighteen days since we left Spain, and I've played this moment over and over again in my mind, anticipating what it'd be like to make landfall. Now that the moment is almost here, however, I'm filled with anticipation and a certain amount of dread. I know that officially this mission is a rescue and reconnaissance operation, but I can't help feeling that our main task is going to be picking over the remains of whatever's left.
 
   Suddenly the boat's engine changes down a gear, and I realize that we're starting to coast toward the shore. We're heading past Manhattan Beach, and the plan is to head past Staten Island and go straight for Manhattan itself. On the way here, we discussed our plan endlessly, and eventually we figured that if we had any hope of finding survivors, the best place to go would be Manhattan. The others still think that there's a chance we might find people alive here, and that those people can tell us exactly what happened. I wish I believed the same, but the truth is, I'm not expecting to find anyone alive. I can't explain it, but I just have this very strong sense that the place is going to be empty.
 
   "Everyone takes a gun," Cooper says as we all finish getting into our suits.
 
   "Are you sure that's necessary?" I ask, glancing over at Lacey and seeing the worried look on her face.
 
   "We might need to protect ourselves," Cooper replies. "I don't like it any more than you do, but we're not taking any risks. No matter what happened here, there are bound to be at least a few survivors, and they might not be..." He pauses for a moment, as if he's not quite sure how to finish the sentence.
 
   "Human?" I ask.
 
   "If resources are low," he continues, "people might be reduced to desperate measures. If there are people here, we can't expect to be welcomed with open arms. They might have been driven insane by hunger. There could be disease, and people will do anything if they're scared. They could see us as an enemy. I know it's hard, but if we're in danger, we have no option but to use force and retreat." He pauses. "I'm guessing neither of you have ever killed anyone before."
 
   Lacey shakes her head.
 
   "Stef?" Cooper asks.
 
   I nod.
 
   "You've used a gun?"
 
   I nod again.
 
   "On someone?"
 
   "It was in a very different situation," I tell him. I can see the look of shock in Lacey's eyes, but I really don't want to discuss this right now. "So are these things already loaded?" I ask, hoping to change the subject as I look down at the handguns. "Do they have safety catches?"
 
   As Cooper hands out the guns and gives us brief instructions about how to operate them, I can't help thinking that this is pointless. He and the others are still working on the assumption that there's been some kind of accident, and that we're going to come across a few stumbling, ragged survivors. I don't think that's what happened at all. I think that whatever went down in the US on September 1st, it was much more controlled, which means that the outcome is likely to be much more ordered. Turning and looking past the bow of the boat, I see that we're fast approaching Manhattan. We're going to be the first people to set foot on US soil since this whole mess started, and without any means of communicating our findings back to our base, our main aim is just to take a look around, get some idea of what happened, and then leave. Something tells me, however, that it's not going to be quite so simple.
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fifteen days ago
 
    
 
   "Has anyone seen Lydecker?"
 
   Keeping my eyes on the monitor, I can't hide a faint smirk as Mendez hurries through the office in his customary panic. I swear to God, that guy is constantly running around like his pants are on fire. The day he's calm and serene is the day I start to worry, and probably the day when the bank collapses and we're all out of a job.
 
   "Has anyone seen Lydecker?" he shouts again, sounding as if he might be about to have a heart attack. Stopping next to my desk, he huffs and puffs for a moment before, finally, I realize he's staring intently at me. "Jones," he says eventually. "Have you seen Lydecker?"
 
   I shake my head, still frantically typing as I keep my eyes on the screen.
 
   "Has he been in at all today?"
 
   I shrug.
 
   "Caroline, can you stop for a moment and help me out here?"
 
   Sighing, I stop typing and turn to him. "I don't know where John Lydecker is," I say, making sure to stay as calm as possible. "I never know where he is, and if I did know, I'd be making a special effort to forget. As long as he's not here, bugging me, I'm happy." With that, I start typing again; after all, these advisory notes to my clients aren't going to write themselves.
 
   "He was supposed to be in a meeting at 8am," Mendez continues, clearly not impressed by my answer. "The guy's missed three meetings in two days. As far as I can tell, he hasn't even been to his terminal, and IT say he hasn't logged into his account from home. Seriously, it's like he's just completely vanished."
 
   "Have you tried calling him?" I ask.
 
   "Believe it or not," he replies, "yes, I have. No fucking answer. I've sent him emails until my fingers started to bleed. I've tried pinging his phone. I've done everything short of go down to the precinct and report him missing. He's nowhere to be found."
 
   "Maybe that's a good thing," I reply. "I mean, he's kind of annoying."
 
   "Did he say anything to you about being busy?" he asks.
 
   "No," I reply, barely able to stifle a laugh at the idea that John Lydecker and I would ever have a casual conversation. Given the stench of Lydecker's breath, I usually make sure to keep at least a couple of meters from him at all times. "I really don't know him outside of the office. He's not really my type. I don't know if you've noticed, but he's not very social."
 
   "He's the best analyst we have," Mendez replies humorlessly. "I don't see you pulling in the big clients, Jones. Maybe when you're at Lydecker's level, you can start passing comment on him. Until then, maybe you should keep your mouth closed and try to learn a little more from your colleagues. Without the big-hitters, I'd have to let go of the small-fry, and trust me, that situation would not be to your advantage."
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but it's clear that there's no point. Mendez thinks the sun shines out of Lydecker's backside, purely because the guy's able to smarm the big names in New York's banking industry. Seriously, John Lydecker is the greasiest, most obsequious little toad I've ever met, and on a personal level I wouldn't care if I never saw the bastard again. Then again, on a professional level, I guess I know deep down that he's good at his job. "I don't know where he is," I say eventually, making sure to remain calm, "but I hope you find him soon."
 
   "I need you to go to his apartment," Mendez says, fixing me with a determined stare.
 
   "Ha," I reply, staring back at him. "Very funny."
 
   "It's not a joke," he continues. "Get his address from the system and go to his place. It's somewhere down near Battery Park. Go knock on his door. Break the damn thing down if you have to. Talk to his neighbors, go through his trash, camp out opposite the building until you spot him. I don't care how you do it, just find out where the hell he's got to, and get his ass back here!"
 
   "You're not serious!" I reply.
 
   "Deadly!"
 
   "I've got work to do!" I protest. "I've got six deadlines today! The Meldrew account alone is going to take all morning!"
 
   "Someone else can deal with the Meldrew account," he replies.
 
   "I've built up a very strong relationship with Mr. Meldrew," I point out. "I just -"
 
   "Someone else," he says again, more firmly this time, "can deal with the Meldrew account. Your job, whether you like it or not, is to go and find Lydecker."
 
   "But -"
 
   "I'm your boss," Mendez says firmly. "Right now, the best use of your time, from my perspective, would be for you to get your ass down to John Lydecker's apartment next to Battery Park and find out what the hell's going on with that guy. Whatever else you're doing, it can wait. You'll just have to stay late." He stares at me, as if he's waiting for me to acquiesce to his insane demand. "Don't take this the wrong way, Jones," he continues eventually, "but this bank will survive for a morning, even a full day, without your presence. John Lydecker, on the other hand, is fucking essential. So go find him!"
 
   Sighing, I realize that he's totally serious. He actually expects me to spend my morning trying to track down our errant office genius. To be honest, this is kind of the biggest slap in the face I've ever experienced since I started working here. Sure, I know I'm at the bottom of the ladder in terms of experience and authority, but I never expected to be treated as a glorified gopher. I'm starting to think that maybe there's no hope for me to ever get out of this damn place with any respect. I should just quit and go back home to Minnesota, and work in my mother's thimble shop.
 
   "You're still in your chair," Mendez says after a moment. "You need to get going, Jones. I don't care if you have to drag him by the collar, I want John Lydecker back in this office by lunchtime. The only excuse I'll accept is that the guy's stone cold dead, and if that's the case, I want photos of the corpse as proof. Either that, or cut off his head and bring it to me."
 
   Once he's walked away, I'm left feeling pretty damn angry. Of all the people in the office, Mendez chose to send me to track Lydecker down, which clearly means that he doesn't really value me. As I switch my computer off and grab my coat, I can't shake the impression that I've just been well and truly put in my place. Unfortunately, I clearly lack the firepower to stand my ground, so I've got no choice other than to go and do as I'm told. Seriously, though, I can't wait for the day when I'm able to turn down such dumb assignments. If John Lydecker can't be bothered to come to work, I don't see why it should be my problem. After all, it's hardly the end of the world.
 
   


  
 

Dr. Stef Grant
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Steady!" Cooper calls out as the boat slowly drifts toward the side of the quay. With rough waves making the operation much more difficult than we'd anticipated, and with our suits making our every move more cumbersome, it's clearly not going to be easy to step from the boat to the concrete steps that line the edge of the water. "Try to hold it steady!" Cooper calls out again, turning and waving at Sutton. "Remember the drill!"
 
   "Just jump already!" Sutton calls back to him.
 
   After taking a moment to steady himself, Cooper finally makes the leap, landing hard on the steps and immediately stumbling onto his hands and knees. He clambers up the concrete and climbs over the metal railing, before turning back to watch as we get ready to follow.
 
   "Go," I say to Lacey, watching as she seems uncertain about whether she should follow. "Just go!" I tell her, trying not to seem too irritated by her dithering. We haven't even made landfall yet, and she's already starting to bug the hell out of me.
 
   Slowly, Lacey climbs to the edge of the boat and jumps onto the steps, and Cooper helps her as she struggles to climb over the railing. Gretchen follows, making the whole process look disarmingly simple.
 
   "Break a leg!" Sutton calls out from the cabin.
 
   "Geronimo," I mutter, before jumping and landing near the others. Like Cooper, I fumble the landing a little and end up on my hands and knees, but I quickly get to my feet and make my way up the steps and over the railing until I join the others on the wide, open path that runs along the southern edge of the park.
 
   "Back to the holding position!" Cooper shouts at Sutton, who has already started to maneuver the boat a little way back from the shore. The idea is that he's going to keep a watching brief, monitoring the shoreline and making sure to be ready for an evacuation at a moment's notice. If it comes to it, we might even have to swim back out to him, although that would be a tall order while the water's so rough. There's a fine mist hanging in the air, making everything feel slightly damp.
 
   "Are you sure he has to go back out like that?" Lacey asks nervously. "Wouldn't it be better if he stayed close, just in case we need to get out of here in a hurry?"
 
   "We won't need to get out of here in a hurry," Cooper says firmly, "and Sutton says the weather's too choppy for him to stay close to the shore. He needs to go further out. Don't worry. He's going to pick us up at 5pm, just before the sun goes down."
 
   "Sure," Lacey says, smiling nervously.
 
   "Okay," Cooper says eventually, his voice muffled a little by his suit. "Welcome to America, everyone. Let's just focus on the job at hand, and not allow ourselves to get distracted. The company didn't pay us to come for a vacation. We've got a checklist of things to get done, and there's no point dawdling. If we can get ahead of the plan, I'm happy to leave early, but we're going to be here for the best part of a week so let's start as we mean to go on. No bickering. No in-fighting. No heroics. Stick together, work as a team, and make sure you've got each other's backs."
 
   Turning, I look up at the skyscrapers. We're standing on a large open piece of concreted land, surrounded by a series of small buildings and stalls. Nearby, the concrete gives way to a section of grassland, as if this was once some kind of waterside park. As I expected, there's no sign of anyone nearby, not even dead bodies. It's as if all the people in New York - hell, all the people in America - just vanished, leaving their world behind. The question is, where did they go? And why?
 
   "No radiation spikes," Cooper says, checking his hand-held monitor. "Background radiation is within normal parameters, maybe even slightly below what you'd normally expect to see."
 
   "Are you sure that thing's even working properly?" Lacey asks. "Most electronics are kinda fucked up right now."
 
   "It's the best we've got," he replies. "It seems to be responding normally, but you're right, we can't trust it completely. Still, the pills we took earlier should give us some protection." He pauses. "It's going to be a lot easier to get about if we're not weighed down by these masks. If everyone's in agreement, I'm going to suggest that we remove them."
 
   Without waiting for Lacey or Gretchen to voice an opinion, I remove my mask, finally feeling the cold breeze on my face. I take a deep breath of early morning Manhattan air, which turns out to be surprisingly clear. Cautiously, the others also remove their masks and set them down on the ground.
 
   "Smell that?" Gretchen says, taking a deep breath. "The crisp odor of early morning Manhattan. Minus the relentless smog, of course."
 
   "There's no radiation," I say, taking a couple of steps toward the grass. "If there had been any kind of radioactive release, this grass would have been affected." Crouching down, I run a gloved hand over the very tips of the blades of grass. "There'd be discoloration," I continue. "Whatever happened, it wasn't a nuclear event."
 
   "You seem pretty damn sure of that," Lacey says nervously.
 
   "I am," I reply, looking up at the skyscrapers and desperately searching for any sign of life. "Does this look like a place where everything went to shit?" I continue as I get to my feet. "There's no sign of chaos. There aren't bodies in the streets. This was more controlled. There was a plan."
 
   "Care to elaborate?" Cooper asks, walking over to join me.
 
   "I didn't say I had all the answers," I remind him. "I'm just giving you my honest opinion."
 
   "So the entire country shut up shop and disappeared?" Lacey asks. "Overnight?"
 
   "Maybe all the New Yorkers just popped out of existence," Gretchen adds with a smile.
 
   "We didn't come here to argue," Cooper says firmly. "We came to get a first impression of what the hell's going on, so that's what we're going to do. I want to remind you that we're sticking together at all times. There'll be no wandering off, no taking the initiative. We don't have any way of keeping in touch, so we stay close and remain in each other's line of sight at all times. I know I keep saying this, but it's worth repeating. This isn't a time for heroes. We're scientists, so let's act rationally and do our job."
 
   Walking away from the water's edge, I quickly reach the grass. I can't help looking up at the nearby tower blocks, scanning the windows in case there's some kind of movement. It's hard to believe that an entire city could be empty, and I guess my human instinct is still convinced that at some point there'll be some kind of sign. Still, as the cold wind continues to blow across the open space, and as a light rain starts to fall, the city seems extremely desolate.
 
   "Here's what we're going to do," Cooper says as he catches up to me. "We're going to head north through Battery Gardens and then we're going to find, I think, Broadway. We're going to use that as our focal point, like a kind of spine moving up through the island. It's as good a starting point as any, and I figure our best bet is just to keep going north and see if we find anything of note." He turns to me. "Are you good with that plan?"
 
   I nod, before turning and seeing that Lacey is hanging back a little, as if she's scared.
 
   "Are you okay?" I call out to her.
 
   "Totally," she replies, trying to smile. "I just... You guys are in the driver's seat. I'm just here to keep an eye on things, remember? That's why the company sent me. Just pretend like I'm not really here."
 
   "That's gonna be hard if you keep talking," Gretchen tells her, rolling her eyes.
 
   "I mean it," Lacey continues. "The company has utmost faith in your abilities. All of you. They just sent me to monitor things and eventually report back."
 
   I glance at Cooper, and I can see a hint of concern in his eyes. We haven't talked about it, but I'm pretty sure that he and I share a healthy level of mistrust when it comes to Lacey. I mean, she's done and said nothing to make us dislike her, but I don't think either of us likes the feeling that we're being watched. When the company hired us for this mission and told us that we'd have to bring an observer to monitor our actions, we accepted it as a necessary part of the situation. That doesn't mean, however, that we have to like it.
 
   "You can't slow us down," Cooper tells her. "One of the preconditions was that you'd stick with us. If you're hanging back, you're endangering the mission. There's going to be a lot of walking. If you're not fit enough, you need to tell us right now so we can come up with an alternative solution."
 
   "I'm not hanging back," she says defensively, "and I am fit enough! Don't worry about me! I'll be fine!"
 
   "Then prove it," he replies, turning and walking across the grass. "Keep up!"
 
   "Come on," I say, feeling a little sorry for her. "It's not so bad. Let's just stick to the plan, huh?"
 
   Nodding, she hurries over to me and we start following Cooper. It's clear that Lacey is terrified, and I keep expecting her to turn and run, but to her credit she's able to stick with us as we walk toward the nearest road. The rain has started to fall a little more heavily now, but I figure we can't let a little bad weather hold us back. After all, we crossed the Atlantic in a rusty old boat, so we've already faced worse.
 
   "I'm cold," Lacey says eventually. "Not that I'm complaining," she adds quickly, "I just... I just thought I'd mention it."
 
   "Me too," I reply, hoping to set her mind at ease. "If that's the worst that happens while we're here, I'll take it."
 
   She smiles, and this time it seems genuine.
 
   "We'll be back on the boat well before nightfall," I continue. "Don't worry, there's no way we're going to spend the night on dry land. This place is so damn chilly even during the day, I wouldn't want to risk the possibility of hypothermia."
 
   "We're not insured for being on the island at night," she replies.
 
   "Well," I say, "I guess that settles it." We continue to walk for a moment, with Cooper still a few paces ahead. "I know I'm not supposed to ask," I say eventually, "but when the company sent us here, what exactly were they thinking we'd find?"
 
   "What do you mean?" she asks.
 
   "They must have some kind of expectation," I continue. "I mean, it's costing them money, and they must have an objective. That's the one thing I've never really been able to understand. Why not just wait for the European governments to decide what to do?"
 
   "The company has no patience for the wheels of political bureaucracy," she replies. "If we wait for the EU to make a decision, nothing'll get done before Christmas. You know what they're like. The company needs answers as soon as possible."
 
   "At least they we able to get permission for us to come out here," I point out. "I kinda thought there was no way any of the governments would let us come."
 
   "Huh," she replies awkwardly.
 
   "They do know we're here, right?" I continue.
 
   "It's complicated," she replies.
 
   Stopping dead in my tracks, I grab her shoulder and force her to turn to me. "This mission is above board, right?" I ask. "The company didn't just send us without proper authorization, did they?"
 
   "Of course not!" she says, as if it's the craziest idea in the world. "There's loads of paperwork. Everything's rubber-stamped and signed and sealed, all that jazz. It's just that none of the governments could decide how they should react, but they were perfectly happy for the company to take responsibility. You know what it's like, right?"
 
   "Keep up!" Cooper calls back to us, having got to the edge of the park and finally noticed that we've fallen behind.
 
   "Sorry," I say, as Lacey and I start walking again. "I didn't mean to sound paranoid. I just didn't like the idea that maybe this was an unauthorized expedition."
 
   "Well, it's not," she replies testily. "It's fully authorized. The company paid for all the necessary permits. The whole thing's above board. I could have shown you all the documentation before we left, if you'd asked. The company would never, ever cut corners."
 
   "I'm sure," I mutter. "After all, why would they lie?"
 
   "That must be where Broadway starts," Cooper says, pointing across the road.
 
   "Listen," I say, turning and looking over at some nearby buildings. "There are really no sounds, are there?"
 
   We stand in silence for a moment, and it's true: the whole city seems to be shrouded in an ominous hush. The only noise comes from the occasional rustling of our protective suits, plus there's a faint background hiss caused by the light rain as it fall on the grass.
 
   "Let's not get spooked by this place," Cooper says. "Don't let your minds wander. It'd be way too easy to start imagining things, okay? Remember the psych briefing we had before we left. Even the strongest mind can start to go a little crazy when faced with something extreme, and I think this situation definitely counts as extreme. It's only natural for your imaginations to start filling in the gaps, but you need to stay focused." He turns to me. "Got it?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Got it?" he asks Lacey.
 
   "Totally," she replies.
 
   "So it's settled," he continues. "We'll make our way along Broadway for a few hours and just see what we find. Remember to stick close to one another, and no-one's allowed to go wandering off." With that, he turns and starts walking across the wide, empty street. Lacey and I exchange a worried glance before heading off after him, and the three of us begin our walk into the heart of the empty city.
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fifteen days ago
 
    
 
   "John Lydecker!" I shout, hoping that this time the deaf old woman might actually hear me. "He lives in apartment 23, across the hall!"
 
   "Apartment 23?" the old woman replied, frowning. "No, I'm sorry, it can't be! That's where Mr. Lydecker lives!"
 
   "I know!" I shout, trying not to let my exasperation boil over. "I'm trying to find Mr. Lydecker! Have you seen him around?"
 
   Still frowning, the old woman shook her head.
 
   "When was the last time?" I ask.
 
   "Knock on his door!" she replies, before smiling politely and stepping back into her apartment. The door slowly swings shut, leaving me standing alone in the corridor.
 
   "Thank you for your help," I mutter, before wandering back over to the door to apartment 23. There seems little point in knocking yet again, since it's clear that Lydecker is either out or dead. The last thing I want to do is go bursting into the stench of a decomposing body, but anyway, I'm fairly sure he's not in there. The corridor definitely doesn't seem to smell bad, and when I put my nose against the keyhole, there's nothing unusual. Maybe I'm just keen to ensure that I don't have to see a dead body, but I'm pretty damn certain that Lydecker's rotting, decomposing corpse isn't in the apartment.
 
   "Great," I mutter, remembering how Mendez told me not to go back to the office until I'd found the bastard. To be honest, knowing my boss's unpredictability, I'm kind of worried that he might fire me if I return empty-handed. He clearly doesn't hold me in very high regard, and he has a history of using grand gestures to make points to the rest of the workforce. It took me six months to get that job, and I'm damn well not going to let John Lydecker get me fired just because he can't be bothered to turn up for work. If Mendez wants me to find that little asshole, then I'm damn well going to find him.
 
   Grabbing a notebook and pen from my bag, I tear out a page and place it flat against the door before starting to write a quick note, informing Lydecker in no uncertain terms that he needs to get his ass to the office immediately. I have no idea whether he'll pay any attention to such a note, of course, but I figure I have to try. The guy's always been a total ass-hat and there's a part of me that worries he's less likely to turn up if he thinks he can get me fired by staying away, but I guess I should be a little less cynical and hope, instead, that there might still be a sliver of humanity in his cold heart. Once I've finished the note, I fold it in half and tuck it under the door, before taking a step back and realizing that I don't have any more options. All I can do is maybe loiter nearby and hope that I spot Lydecker coming home. Fat chance, but it's my best shot.
 
   Taking a seat in the cafe opposed Lydecker's apartment, I order a coffee and grab a newspaper from the bench. Frankly, I can't shake the feeling that this entire situation is ridiculous. I'm supposed to be a junior investment analyst at one of the city's leading private banks, so why the hell have I been sent out to look for a colleague who can't be bothered to show up for work? Flicking through to the back of the newspaper, I start idly looking through the job adverts, figuring I could always use a switch to a new position or even a new career. At this point in time, I'd take pretty much anything that's on offer.
 
   "Tough day?" asks a voice nearby.
 
   At first, I barely even notice that someone's trying to get my attention. I'm not used to random strangers starting conversations with me in coffee shops, so I just assume that he's talking to someone else.
 
   "Sorry," he continues, "I didn't mean to interrupt. I'll let you get on with that."
 
   Glancing over at the next table, I see a middle-aged, besuited guy with a cautious smile, looking directly at me. The first thing I notice about him is that he's got piercing light blue eyes; the second thing is that he has the kind of chiseled jawline and rugged good looks of a guy who might as well have been specifically designed to hit on women in coffee shops.
 
   "I..." Pausing, I realize I have no idea what to say. I'm terrible at small-talk; right now, my brain is freezing up, and I'm pretty sure I must already seem like an idiot. Within a couple of seconds, I realize I've already left it too long to reply, which means that this insanely handsome guy must have already pegged me as some kind of idiot.
 
   "Sorry," he says again. "I really don't make a habit of this kind of thing. I just heard you sighing a few times, I thought maybe something was up."
 
   "Sighing?" I ask. Was I sighing? I don't remember sighing, but I suppose I might have been. Come to think of it, I guess I was sighing in my head, but I had no idea they were coming out in real life too. "Sorry," I say eventually, "I didn't mean to..." Before I can finish the sentence, I realize I'm blushing. Damn it, I'm not this kind of person: I don't meet guys randomly in coffee shops, and I can't hold a casual conversation to save my life. I need to reset my brain.
 
   "It's a weird place to be, huh?" he continues, his pale blue eyes still fixed on me. "Tuesday morning, 11am, a coffee shop near Battery Park. Doesn't quite feel right." He checks his watch. "I should be in my office right now. I should be meeting clients, and yet here I am, just sitting here in this coffee shop." He pauses. "And obviously I'm bothering you. I'm sorry, I'll let you get on with reading your newspaper. Like I said, you were sighing, it seemed like something was wrong, and I thought I'd ask."
 
   Smiling politely, I watch as he looks back down at his book.
 
   "You don't happen to know of any jobs in the financial sector, do you?" I ask suddenly, figuring I should keep this conversation going. I glance over at Lydecker's apartment block, but of course there's no sign of him. The odds of him suddenly appearing are pretty much zero. "Sorry if that's a little forward," I continue, turning back to the guy, "but I figure I need to keep looking. I mean, I already have a job, but I'm kinda hoping to move on."
 
   "You are, huh?" He pauses. "Me too. Sorry, I don't have any idea where you might get a new job. I'm kind of in the same boat myself, actually, except I'm in marketing, which I guess is the Devil's work." He leans over and offers me a hand. "Reed Williams."
 
   "Caroline Jones," I reply, shaking his hand.
 
   "I feel like I've seen you somewhere before," he continues, "but I guess that's probably just city-talk. I mean, you see so many people every day on the subway and in the street, I guess maybe the brain notices them all. It's hard to remember who you actually know and who you've just spotted passing by while you were heading to work." He pauses again. "Damn it, listen to me. I'm going on and on. I swear, as God is my witness, I've never started randomly talking to a woman in a coffee shop before. I don't try to pick people up on a regular basis. Not that I'm trying to pick you up!" He sighs. "I'm really messing this up, aren't I? I'm afraid I have a habit of saying completely the wrong thing."
 
   "It's fine," I say, smiling. This Reed guy is kind of cute, even if his pick-up skills are kind of rusty.
 
   "I should probably just let you get back to whatever you were doing," he continues.
 
   "I was just flicking through the paper," I tell him. "This whole trip was kind of unplanned, so I don't really have anything to do while I wait."
 
   "At least I've got this," he says, holding up his book so that I can see the cover. "It's not much good, though. I found it on the subway, figured I'd give it a try." He pauses. "So where do you work, Caroline Jones?"
 
   "I'm actually at work right now," I tell him, keen to keep the conversation going. After all, it's so hard to meet a decent man, so I might as well see if this goes anywhere. He must like me, at least a little. "I've been sent to locate a colleague who's gone missing. Well, not missing, more like he just hasn't been showing up. My boss wants me to sit here and keep an eye on that apartment building over there, and wait until the guy appears, and then I'm supposed to drag him back to the office." I take a deep breath before letting out a sigh. I don't know why I'm telling this guy the truth; I should be bigging myself up. "It's hard not to feel a little disposable right now."
 
   "Huh," Reed replies with a frown. "You know what? Snap."
 
   "Snap?" I ask.
 
   "Snap. I've basically been sent to do the same thing."
 
   "You're kidding," I reply.
 
   He smiles. "The marketing firm where I work has this real genius guy who always gets the big clients. He's kind of an asshole, but credit where it's due, he knows his stuff. He's the reason the big accounts always come to our company. They ask for him by name, which means he's pretty much indispensable. Unfortunately, he suddenly stopped turning up to work a couple of days ago, and my boss is going crazy trying to contact him, and finally he came to me and told me to get down here and find this asshole and see why he's gone walkabout."
 
   "Wow," I say, raising an eyebrow. "That's kind of spooky."
 
   "So we're both basically in the same boat, huh?" Reed replies. "I've got to admit, I was sitting here feeling pretty useless." He pauses. "I guess it's karma that we met, or something. Two useless people sitting in a coffee shop on a Tuesday morning, feeling completely under-appreciated by their bosses."
 
   "I guess," I reply.
 
   "So tell me about your asshole," he continues, before immediately looking shocked. "I did not mean it like that!" he says, correcting himself as I start laughing. "I did not mean... You know what I meant, right?"
 
   I nod, but it's hard to keep a straight face, especially as Reed is blushing more than I've ever seen a guy blush.
 
   "I just wondered about the guy you've been sent to find," he continues awkwardly, still looking as red as a beetroot. "I mean, the guy I'm looking for is such a major pain, I kind of don't want him to show up. Seriously, he's just this angsty, loud bundle of hatred and venom. I guess maybe that's why he's so good at his job. He's totally focused on one thing, and one thing only."
 
   "My asshole's a pain in the butt too," I reply with a smile, hoping to ease Reed's embarrassment. "I wouldn't say he's full of hatred and venom, he's more the miserable, depressive type. I swear, it's almost like he walks around the office all day with a little cartoon raincloud over his head. I really wouldn't be too upset if it turned out he'd just quit and was never coming back. As far as I'm concerned, it's not worth the bother to have him around. I mean, yeah, John's good at his job, but he brings everyone else down. I feel like productivity across the board suffers, which is why he looks so damn perfect in comparison."
 
   "Huh," Reed replies, staring at me. "It must be a day for coincidences. The guy I'm looking for, my asshole, is also called John."
 
   "Not John Lydecker, I hope," I reply, taking a sip of my coffee. I glance out the window at the apartment building, just in case by some miracle Lydecker might be strolling to his front door, but of course there's no sign of him. I turn back to Reed.
 
   "Yes," he says, with a look of concern on his face. "As it happens, the guy I'm looking for is named John Lydecker."
 
   


  
 

Dr. Stef Grant
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Everywhere's shut," I say as I rattle the door of a coffee shop. "Locked and shut."
 
   "What's wrong?" Cooper asks. "Hungry?"
 
   "Every door is locked," I continue, walking along to the next shop and finding the same thing. "It's not like people ran screaming out of their places of work." Cupping my hands around my eyes, I peer through the window and see that the interior of the shop looks perfectly calm. There's no sign of panic. It's just as if the owners locked up as normal and walked out, never to return. "This must be the most normal apocalypse ever."
 
   "It's not an apocalypse!" Lacey says quickly.
 
   "You know what I mean," I reply, following them along the sidewalk. "There's no sign of panic. Hell, there's not even any garbage in the streets. Even on its best day, the average city has some garbage. With this place, it's almost as if everyone tidied up before they left."
 
   "She's right," Cooper says, stopping by a garbage can. "All the bins are empty. It's like they planned ahead."
 
   "Maybe they were worried about rats," I point out. "With no humans about, rats would quickly overrun the place, especially if there was festering garbage in the streets. Even if the place was cleaned..." I pause as I realize that we still haven't spotted any life at all since we reached the city. It's not only humans that seem to have deserted the place; all animals have departed, as if New York has been deemed unfit for any kind of habitation.
 
   "Let's be careful not to let the speculation get out of hand," Cooper says firmly. "There's a reasonable explanation for everything, even if it's not immediately apparent. The last thing we can afford is rampant speculation."
 
   "There has to be bacterial life," I say. "The entire city can't be completely devoid of all lifeforms."
 
   "Why don't we try to go into one of these places?" Lacey asks as she wanders over to a shop window. "Maybe there's something inside that could help?"
 
   "We're sticking to exterior locations today," Cooper tells her. "All being well, we'll start going inside certain buildings tomorrow, but for now we just have to get a better idea of how things are looking across the city in general."
 
   "But if we go inside today," she starts to say, "we can -"
 
   "We have a plan," Cooper says firmly, interrupting her. "I was promised that the company's observer wouldn't interfere with the way I want to run the operation. I hope, Ms. Hobbs, that you're not going to start causing problems. Remember, we have no way to communicate with our base while we're here, so it's not as if you can call in back-up."
 
   She stares at him for a moment. "Are you threatening me, Mr. Cooper?" she asks eventually.
 
   "No-one's threatening anyone," I say with a sigh, keen to break up their monotonous bickering. "Seriously, guys, is it going to be like this all the time? We're supposed to be here for a week. If the pair of you are going to spend the whole time arguing, I think we need to reconsider our plan to stick together, otherwise I'm going to end up banging your heads together. Okay?"
 
   "We're sticking to the plan," Cooper says gruffly. "Stef, you and I are in charge of this mission. Anyone else is just an observer." With that, he turns and continues to walk along the street, leaving me standing with Lacey.
 
   "He's under a lot of stress," I say after a moment.
 
   "We're all under a lot of stress," she replies. "I wasn't even allowed to bring any cigarettes. I've got these damn patches all over my arms, but I swear to God, they're not doing a damn thing. If that idiot keeps provoking me, I can't be held responsible for my actions."
 
   "Maybe you should let me deal with any problems that come up," I tell her. "If you want to challenge one of Cooper's decisions, don't go to him directly. Come to me, and I'll act as a kind of mediator, okay? I know how to handle him."
 
   "You two go back a long way, do you?" she asks.
 
   "We've known each other for a while," I reply, deliberately avoiding giving any details. "Come on, we need to keep moving. The last thing we want is for him to start ranting about how we're slowing him down."
 
   "I just find this place creepy," she says as we start walking again. "Like, there should be millions of people here. They should be swarming the streets. A city without people is just totally insane. It doesn't make sense, you know? I really thought we'd get some answers when we arrived. If there were bodies, at least we could start examining them and working out what happened. The population of an entire country can't just up and vanish overnight." She pauses. "Can they?"
 
   "No," I reply, seeing that Cooper has stopped up ahead. "They went somewhere. We'll find them. Alive or dead, they have to be around."
 
   "Wait!" Cooper calls back to us, raising a hand to indicate that we shouldn't get any closer to him.
 
   "Did you find something?" I ask, hurrying toward him.
 
   "Wait right there!" he says, turning to me with a look of concern in his eyes. Cooper's not the kind of guy to get carried away unnecessarily, so it's immediately clear that something's wrong. "We might have a problem."
 
   "What kind of problem?" Looking over my shoulder, I see that Lacey has hung back, as if she's scared of going any further.
 
   "See for yourself," Cooper says, "but be careful. Don't go past me."
 
   Frowning, I walk over to him and stop as I see that there's something written on the sidewalk.
 
   "What is it?" Lacey calls out anxiously.
 
   "I'm not sure," I reply, taking a step back in order to get a better view. Written in big letters, using some kind of chalk or paint, someone has left the words 'Stop!' next to a crudely-drawn line. It looks, for all the world, like a message left behind to warn us. Looking over at a nearby wall, I see the same message sprawled in huge letters, and then again on the other side of the street. Whoever left this warning behind, they were clearly very keen to make sure that we wouldn't go any further.
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fifteen days ago
 
    
 
   "Apartment 23," Reed says, as we stand in the corridor and stare at the gold numbers on John Lydecker's door. "So this is where your John Lydecker lives too, huh?"
 
   I nod, but in truth I'm starting to feel pretty creeped out. The John Lydecker who works with me at the bank, the guy I'm here to find, has always been a workaholic. Until he stopped showing up a few days ago, he was the kind of guy who'd be at his desk by dawn, and who wouldn't leave until close to midnight. Despite all his other faults, you could never say that he wasn't a hard worker, and he barely had time to eat and wash, let alone to have a whole secret life and another job. Whatever's going on here, I'm at a loss right now.
 
   "So on the same day," Reed continues, "in the same city, we were both sent to this apartment to find John Lydecker." He pauses. "Sounds like fate. Except, my John Lydecker is a senior associate at a marketing firm, and your John Lydecker is some kind of analyst at a private bank." He pauses again, clearly as stumped as I am. "My Lydecker is an absolute beast. He works non-stop. I swear, the guy doesn't even have time to breathe. There's no way he could be the same guy you're looking for."
 
   "My John Lydecker is a kind of short, plump man," I tell him. "Balding, with this terrible comb-over. He has the foulest breath you ever smelled in your life, and he always wears these blue plaid shirts with -"
 
   "Cream slacks," Reed continues.
 
   "Cream slacks," I say, "and braces over his shoulders."
 
   "And sandals, with socks," he adds. "And he's always got loads of dandruff on the lenses of his glasses. I don't know how a guy with such a small amount of hair can have so much dandruff."
 
   "He smokes a pipe," I add, "and even though he's not allowed to actually smoke it in the office -"
 
   "He smokes it right outside," Reed says, "and when he comes back inside, he still makes the whole damn place stink." He pauses. "He knows everyone hates it, but he does it anyway. It's almost as if he's intentionally trying to piss off the entire office. Even though people complain, he keeps on doing it."
 
   We stand in silence for a moment.
 
   "Twins," I say eventually.
 
   "Twins?"
 
   "There must be two of them," I continue. "Two identical twins. They're basically the same, they've got the same habits, the same personality, and they live in the same apartment. They both live right here in apartment 23."
 
   "And they're both named John?" he asks, clearly finding it difficult to accept my explanation.
 
   "Yes!" I pause. "Maybe it's some weird game they like to play, or maybe they had mean parents. There's got to be some kind of explanation, though, 'cause it's not like the same guy can be living two completely separate lives! There have to be two of him!"
 
   Sighing, Reed turns and bangs on the door. "Lydecker!" he calls out. "Are you in there?"
 
   Silence.
 
   "I already tried that," I tell him.
 
   "Me too," he says, "but right now, I figure we need to try everything." He bangs on the door again. "John Lydecker! If you're in there, you need to open the goddamn door right now, do you understand? It's Reed! I'm here with Caroline, from your other office! We need to talk to you! We've both been sent to find out why you haven't turned up to work, and now we kind of have a few other questions for you!"
 
   "He's not there," I continue.
 
   "Turn around," Reed says.
 
   I raise an eyebrow.
 
   "Just turn around," he says with a smile. "Just for a few seconds. Please?"
 
   Figuring that he seems pretty trustworthy, I turn around and immediately hear that he's doing something to the door. I stare along the dark, carpeted corridor, and for a moment I think back to all those moments when I was forced to speak to Lydecker. Was there anything he said or did that should have made me suspicious? I mean, the guy was an absolute asshole, so I guess I kind of zoned out most of the time when he was talking to me, but apart from that he always seemed like a really boring, totally uninteresting kind of guy. It's hard to believe that, suddenly, he might actually have been hiding something.
 
   "Okay," Reed says, as there's a clicking sound. "You can turn back now."
 
   Turning back to face him, I see to my shock that the door to Lydecker's apartment is swinging open, while Reed is smiling nervously and holding what looks like a very thin screwdriver in his hand.
 
   "Do I want to know how you did that?" I ask.
 
   "It's a long story," he replies a little sheepishly as he puts the screwdriver back in his pocket. "I'll tell you some other time. Usually, I'd let the lady go through the door first, but on this occasion I think maybe I'll take the lead. That okay with you?"
 
   "That's okay with me," I tell him, making a mental note to ask him later how he managed to get the door open.
 
   "Lydecker!" he calls out as he walks through into the apartment's hallway. "Are you in here?" He waits for a reply, before turning back to me. "You know, what we're doing now is technically a felony. It's okay if you want to wait outside. If your John Lydecker is anything like my John Lydecker, I don't think he'd be too happy if he came home and found us wandering around inside his apartment."
 
   "We're just concerned for his safety," I reply as I follow him through the door. "Is it me, or does this place smell kind of musty?"
 
   "Like no-one's been here for a while?" he asks, waving a hand through the cloud of fine dust particles that's floating through the air. "Then again, maybe he's just very bad at keeping the place clean. I don't know what your Lydecker's like, but mine seems like a perennial bachelor. The kind of guy who wears his dishevelment as a badge of honor."
 
   Walking over to a nearby door, I glance through into what turns out to be the bedroom. It's fairly small, and the only furniture is a single bed pushed against the wall furthest from the window, while there's a small wardrobe nearby. For a guy who apparently works two decent jobs at once, he sure doesn't seem to spend much money on niceties.
 
   "Just the one bed," I say. "Unless he's very close to his twin brother, I'm pretty sure he lives alone."
 
   "There's no sign of a struggle," Reed replies, making his way through to the front room. "It's not like anyone broke in and trashed the place." He pauses to sniff the air. "Smells like a real bachelor pad, doesn't it?"
 
   Following him, I find myself in a small, neat room with a couple of sofas and a huge bookcase that lines one of the walls. To be honest, this is exactly how I imagined John Lydecker's apartment might look, with plenty of dull, beige tones and a general air of old-fashioned rigor. This doesn't seem like the kind of place where someone would ever hold a party, for example, or even invite someone back for a drink. Come to think of it, I don't remember Lydecker ever coming across as a very social kind of person. He always seemed to just come in to work, do his job, and then go home. I don't remember him mentioning any hobbies, and whenever the office went out for drinks, he'd always excuse himself. As far as I know, he doesn't even have any social network profiles. The guy certainly kept himself to himself.
 
   "I don't really know what I was expecting to find," Reed says as he walks over to the window and looks out at the view. "At least there's no rotting corpse."
 
   "Here," I say, picking up a small identity card that has been left on a table by the sofa. The picture shows John Lydecker, but the card is for some company called Compidome, which I've never heard of. "Is this the same guy you're looking for?" I ask, passing the card to Reed.
 
   "That's him," he replies, before holding the card up to the light. "You got any idea about Compidome?"
 
   "Nope," I reply. "I guess maybe he had a third job as well?" Taking my phone from my pocket, I pull up the browser and run a quick search for Compidome. To my surprise, there are no hits. I try a few different variations, but there's nothing. "What kind of company," I continue after a moment, "has no web presence at all? Not a website, not a mention. Nothing. It's as if they don't exist."
 
   "A company with something to hide?" Reed asks, before putting the identity card in his pocket. "I'm guessing that maybe Lydecker doesn't need this anymore," he adds, "and if he does... Well, tough."
 
   "Do you think maybe we're getting mixed up in something big?" I ask, glancing back across the empty room. While it's kind of fun to be sneaking around like a pair of spies, I'm starting to worry that there are too any questions mounting up about John Lydecker's life. "I mean, it's almost as if he was involved with something kind of creepy."
 
   "John Lydecker?" Reed replies, as if he finds the idea amusing. "What do you think he was? Some kind of spy? Something to do with the government? Maybe he was sent here by the Russians!"
 
   "No!" I reply quickly. "Well, I don't know. I mean, something weird's going on here, right? And now he's vanished completely, which kind of doesn't make any sense. What if there's way more to him than we realized? I mean, I don't want to get carried away, but I feel like maybe we're going a bit too far. We've broken into the guy's apartment!"
 
   "I guess," Reed replies, even though the frustration is evident in his voice. He pauses for a moment, clearly lost in thought. "You're right," he says eventually. "Do you want to maybe retreat and get a drink somewhere? It seems like we're looking for the same thing, so we might as well work together. I'd like to pick your brain and see if we can work out what's really going on here."
 
   "Sure," I reply. "My boss made it pretty clear that my job's on the line if I don't manage to find this asshole."
 
   "Mine too," he says, as we turn and head back to the front door. "When we do find him, though, I swear I'm going to -"
 
   He stops speaking as we reach the hallway and find a woman standing in the doorway. Looking a little confused, she frowns as she stares at us. She looks to be in her twenties, with dark skin and a set of colored folders clutched to her chest. It's hard not to notice that she seems very stylish, and she looks extremely out of place standing here in the drabness of this rundown apartment building.
 
   "Who are you?" she asks, with a distinctive British accent.
 
   "Who are you?" Reed replies cautiously.
 
   "My name's Chloe Atkins," she says, eying us suspiciously. "I'm from Kellerton's." She stares at us, as if she expects us to say something. "The fashion magazine?" she offers eventually. "I've been sent to check up on our assistant editor. He hasn't shown up for work over the past few days."
 
   "Let me guess," I reply, glancing over at Reed. "John Lydecker."
 
   


  
 

Dr. Stef Grant
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "You are joking, aren't you?" Gretchen asks, as the four of us stand next to the message that has been scrawled on the sidewalk. "You're not actually going to start falling for this stuff, are you?"
 
   "It's not about falling for anything," Cooper replies. "It's about taking sensible precautions. Someone left this message for a reason. Maybe it's just superstitious nonsense, or maybe there's more to it. Either way, I think we'd be well-advised to proceed with caution."
 
   "He's right," I say, looking down at the roughly-sketched letters on the floor. It looks as if whoever wrote the message, they did it in a hurry, perhaps even in a panic: the lettering is very scrappy, as if the person didn't have time to redo the parts that weren't right. "Stop," I continue, reading the message out loud. "It's not exactly ambiguous, is it? Someone was obviously trying to warn us."
 
   "Warn us about what?" Lacey asks, looking nervously up at the tops of the nearby buildings. "Does anyone else feel as if we're being watched?"
 
   "Don't overreact," I tell her.
 
   "I'm serious," she continues, almost as if she's starting to panic. "I can feel someone looking at us. There's someone here! Like, in one of the buildings. They're watching us. Maybe they're waiting for us to do something?"
 
   "Could you feel this person before we found the message?" I ask.
 
   "No, but -"
 
   "It's your mind playing tricks on you," I continue, hoping to calm her down. Even before we left Spain last week, I'd pegged Lacey as the nervous, panicky type, but I'd hoped she might be a little better at keeping that part of her personality under wraps. "There's no-one here," I tell her. "No-one's watching us. No-one's left to watch us."
 
   "You don't know that," she replies.
 
   "Look around you," I say firmly. "There's no sign of anyone. You're just letting the unusual nature of the situation get to you. This is exactly what we were all warned about before we came here."
 
   Lacey sighs, but I can tell that she's not convinced. As I'd expected, she's already starting to fall apart, and I'm not even sure she'll be able to last for the whole mission. If I had to place a bet, I'd say that after a maximum of two days she'll decide she wants to remain on the boat while the rest of us explore. Not that it matters much. She's here to represent the company, and as such she contributes nothing valuable to the situation. The last thing we need is to have to babysit some vapid little corporate shill.
 
   "This is exactly what I warned everyone about," Gretchen says. "This mission isn't a place for civilians."
 
   "I'm not a civilian!" Lacey protests.
 
   "Sorry," Gretchen replies, "but you are. You're the very definition of a civilian. I'm a professional security adviser, Cooper and Grant are scientists, and you're a paid shill who was sent by the company to keep tabs on us. You're the most civilian-like civilian I've ever met."
 
   "There's no need to argue," Cooper says. "I think we can find a way forward that keeps everyone happy. Lacey, you say you can feel someone watching us, but have you actually spotted any movement?"
 
   She shakes her head.
 
   "And you've been watching the buildings pretty closely, haven't you?" He waits for a reply. "I noticed the way you were walking," he continues eventually. "You kept looking up. You were already on edge. If there'd been any movement at all, I'm pretty sure you'd have spotted it."
 
   "I can feel someone watching us," Lacey replies, but the pep has left her voice and she sounds strangely defeated. She knows that we don't believe her, and she lacks the strength to argue her point.
 
   "Until or unless we see anything," Cooper adds, "we're going to assume that there's no-one in the area. Personally, I'm convinced that if anyone saw us, they'd come running to greet us with open arms." He turns and looks back down at the message. "This thing, on the other hand, concerns me. It's pretty direct, and it's clearly very deliberate." He glances over at the side of a nearby building, where the message is repeated several times in the same messy, scrappy writing. "
 
   "This is just superstitious nonsense," Gretchen continues, clearly becoming increasingly frustrated by the way that we're stopping to discuss the message. "None of us knows the context this was written in. It could have been part of a game, or some kind of gang conflict. There are literally a million different reasons why someone could have written this here, and the idea that it's intended specifically to warn us not to proceed is..." She pauses, as if she's waiting for us all to agree with her. "Well, it's insane," she continues eventually. "Cooper, it's less than an hour since you warned us to be rational as we move through the city, and now you're acting as if there's some kind of magic line we're not supposed to cross."
 
   "I'd rather have a better understanding of the situation before we move forward," he replies firmly.
 
   "And how are you going to do that?" Gretchen asks. "Do you want to get a Ouija board and summon the spirits of the dead?" With that, she steps forward, moving past the message and the line. "There," she says, "now what do you make of it?"
 
   "I think you should step back over here," Cooper says, clearly not impressed.
 
   "If we stop every time we come across something unusual," Gretchen continues, "we're never going to get anywhere. It's clear that there's nothing going on here, so let's stay calm, stay rational, and keep moving. We need to be back at the boat by sunset, and we can't afford to waste any time." She waits for one of us to say something. "Do I look like anything bad is happening to me?" she continues. "How much more proof do you need? What exactly do you think is going on here? Some kind of magic, invisible wall?"
 
   "I'm in charge of this mission," Cooper says firmly, attempting to regain his authority. "I decide our route, and I'm the only one who has the authority to judge when a situation's dangerous." He turns to Lacey. "Ms. Hobbs, can you please confirm to Dr. Maloney that the company invested its full authority in me for the duration of this expedition?"
 
   Lacey nods, even though it's clear that she's terrified.
 
   "Fine," Gretchen says, stepping back across the line and standing next to me. "Do we have your permission, Dr. Cooper, to advance past this piece of superstitious nonsense, or are we going to turn back?"
 
   Cooper sighs. It's clear that he's picked a fight that didn't need to be fought, and he needs to find some way to reimpose his authority.
 
   "If you want my opinion," I say, hoping to give Cooper a nudge in the right direction, "it's safe for us to continue, but we need to be extra vigilant. This message does make it clear that there's added danger. Someone obviously felt very strongly that no-one should go further into the city. Maybe that person was deluded, and maybe not, but we have to assume that they had a better understanding of the situation than we currently possess." I pause for a moment, keen to ensure that Cooper realizes I'm on his side. "Do you agree?" I ask eventually.
 
   "We proceed with caution," he says finally. "If I say stop, we stop. All of us. There'll be no more insubordination. I make all decisions, and final authority rests with me. Is that understood?"
 
   "Loud and clear," Gretchen replies, smiling as she once again walks past the line drawn on the sidewalk.
 
   "What do you really think?" Cooper asks me.
 
   "I think we should be careful," I tell him, before stepping past the line and following Gretchen. It's clear that whatever's going on in New York, it'll take us more than a few days to unravel the truth. Something happened in this city, something that terrified people and made them fear for those who'd follow. Whatever it was, it can't have been a virus, since the hand-held scanners haven't picked anything up, and it can't have been any kind of radioactive event. Right now, it genuinely seems as if all the citizens of New York simply died and vanished, leaving behind the bare bones of a city to mark their passing. It's hard not to share at least some of Lacey's concerns, and I can't deny that I feel as if we're being watched. Still, that's just my mind playing tricks on me. The reality is clearly that, for whatever reason, we're alone here.
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fifteen days ago
 
    
 
   "Meet John Lydecker," says Chloe, placing a couple of photos on the table as we sit in the coffee house opposite the apartment building. "This guy knows the fashion business inside out. I mean, seriously, he dresses like someone's dodgy uncle, but when it comes to high fashion, he's just got the most amazing eye. It's almost like magic." She pulls out a couple more photos, which Lydecker at what appears to be some kind of glitzy fashion event. "On the other hand, his personal hygiene is atrocious and he's got a personality like sandpaper. The way dandruff collects on his glasses is pretty fucking gross too. It's like little piles along the top of the frames, with flecks all over the lenses. Like, seriously foul. People go out of their way to avoid him unless they absolutely need his help."
 
   "Huh," I say, staring at the photos for a moment, before turning to Reed. "What do you think?" I ask after a moment.
 
   "I think there are now three John Lydeckers," he replies, unable to take his eye of the images. "A pair of twins would have been just about believable. I was just starting to get my head around that idea. But three of them?" He pauses. "No way. This is clearly something much bigger, and I don't think we're going to get to the bottom of it by just hanging around in a coffee shop and waiting to see if he shows up at his apartment."
 
   "So let me get this straight," Chloe continues. "You both know John? And your versions of him both went missing two days ago, like mine?"
 
   "He just stopped showing up for work," I tell her. "The guy was always conscientious. First in, first out, and then suddenly he was gone. He even used to comment whenever someone else was late. Of all the people in the office, he's the last one you'd ever expect to pull something like this." I take out my phone and bring up Lydecker's phone number. "Is this the same number you two have?"
 
   Reed nods, while Chloe checks her phone before showing the screen to me. It's the same. There can no longer be any doubt: we're dealing with the one man, not three.
 
   "There's just no way to explain this," I continue. "The same guy, the exact same guy, can't be working in three places at once, full-time. Believe me, if it was possible to hold down three jobs at once, I've have tried."
 
   "How do we know it's even just three?" Reed asks, looking out the window. "For all we know, someone else'll turn up soon looking for him. And someone after that. Hell, soon the whole city might be on the hunt for John Lydecker. This thing is already a little too weird for me." He pauses. "I'm just gonna call my boss and tell him what's going on. There's no way he can expect me to deal with this. It's insane."
 
   "Somehow," I reply bitterly, "I think my boss might not believe me."
 
   "My boss loves Lydecker," Chloe continues. "He acts like he's the best worker in the world. Seriously, he's not going to be pleased when I tell him I drew a blank. He might just fire me out of spite." She pauses. "We should go to the police. Whatever's going on here, it's way bigger than anything that any of us can deal with. I can handle weird shit, but this weird shit is a step too far."
 
   "You might be right," Reed says. "We should probably wait until the end of the day or something, and then start filing a missing person's report. Or missing persons. I have no idea if we're dealing with one person, three people, or..." His voice trails off, and it's clear that he's got no more answers than the rest of us. "I swear," he continues eventually, "when I eventually get my hands on this guy, I'm going to hold him down until I get some answers. After the morning I've had, chasing around after him, I deserve some answers." He looks over at me. "By the way, if we do go to the police, let's leave out the part where we broke into his apartment, okay? It's not really a big part of the story, and I'd rather not have to deal with a bunch of unnecessary questions. Just focus on the main issue."
 
   "I think I'm going to stay here for a while," I say, checking my watch. "You never know, he might still show up."
 
   "You really think so?" Chloe asks skeptically. "Don't you think he's probably skipped town permanently? Maybe he was caught up in something big and now he's on the run? It's always the quiet ones, you know. They're the ones who're scheming away in the background, and then suddenly they surprise you. It wouldn't surprise me if Lydecker turned out to be messed up in some pretty shady stuff."
 
   "If he does come back," Reed replies, grabbing my phone and typing a number into the display, "call me. I'll come back. My number's saved." He passes the phone to Chloe, and she does the same. "I'm going to check a few bars that I know John went to from time to time, just in case anyone's seen him, but I'll come back in a few hours. We need to work together on this. If just one of us goes to the police, we'll be laughed out of the station. We should go together."
 
   "I'm gonna go check his desk," Chloe says, grabbing her folders and getting to her feet. "I'll swing back here at five and I guess we can compare notes. You wanna meet up then?"
 
   Once she's left, Reed and I sit in an uncomfortable silence for a moment. It's clear that we're both completely creeped out by the situation with Lydecker, and I imagine he's feeling the same thing that I'm feeling: he's worried that we're going insane. After all, on the surface, this situation makes absolutely no sense, and it's hard to see how there could possibly be an explanation that brings things back into the realm of reality.
 
   "You okay?" Reed asks eventually.
 
   "Yeah," I reply, even though it's not strictly true. "I'm just kind of dazed by it all."
 
   "Me too." He pauses. "If you want to drown your sorrows later, we could get a drink and see if we come up with anything. Sometimes a couple of beers can help lubricate the brain and get a few extra ideas flowing."
 
   "Sure," I say, looking over at the window. "Right now, I feel like I'm going crazy."
 
   "There's a reasonable explanation," he continues. "Just 'cause we can't see it now, doesn't mean it's not there."
 
   I smile politely, but it's hard to take much solace from his words when he's clearly got no idea what's happening.
 
   "If nothing else," he adds, "it's been an interesting day. Hell, we'd never have met if Lydecker hadn't pulled this little stunt, so..." His voice trails off.
 
   "We'll get that drink later," I reply. "Maybe the three of us can work something out."
 
   "The three of us?" He looks confused for a moment. "Right. Chloe. Sure, maybe she's got an angle that we've missed. I mean, three heads are better than two, right?" He pauses. "I should probably get going. I feel kind of helpless just sitting here, but I'll see you at five, okay? And if anything happens, let me know immediately. If he shows up, maybe it's best not to approach him by yourself. You have no idea how he might react."
 
   "You think he could be dangerous?" I ask with a smile.
 
   "I think we need to be careful," he replies. "There's no need to rush."
 
   After Reed has left the coffee shop, I find myself sitting alone, lost in thought. I feel as if there has to be a really obvious, really easy answer to all of this, something that'll suddenly click into place and make me realize I've been a complete fool. Somehow, we're missing the truth, and I'm convinced that eventually we'll end up sitting around and laughing about how we managed to fool ourselves. The simple fact is that John Lydecker can't be three people at once, even if that's what appears to be happening, so something else is happening instead. Maybe he's just an insanely hard worker who manages to keep three jobs going at once? I figure that if he's some kind of extremely gifted savant, he could maybe flit between the bank where I work, the marketing firm where Reed works, and the fashion magazine where Chloe works, and no-one would ever guess. If we try to match up his working hours later, we'll probably find that they fit together like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. The guy probably sleeps for just an hour or two each day. This is all kind of hard to believe, but I feel a little better now that I've come up with an explanation that's at least vaguely credible.
 
   As the afternoon ticks past, I stay in the coffee shop and read newspaper after newspaper, while occasionally glancing over at Lydecker's apartment building. Just before 5pm, I head out and make my way across the busy road before going up to apartment 23 and banging on the door again. I don't really expect him to be home, but I figure I should double-check that he didn't manage to slip into the building while I wasn't looking. Once I'm certain that there's no sign of him, I wander back down and across to the coffee shop, where I wait a while long before realizing that it's almost 6pm and there's still no sign of either Reed or Chloe. Bringing up Reed's number, I try to give him a call.
 
   "Hey," I say as the ringing stops, but I immediately pull the phone away from my ear as I'm hit by a wall of incredibly loud static. I think there might be a human voice in there somewhere, flaring and pulsing somewhere deep in the signal, but it's impossible to hear a word that he's saying. "I'm still at the coffee shop," I shout into the phone, ignoring the weird looks I get from some of the other customers. "Are you coming?"
 
   Once I've cut the call, I try to get in touch with Chloe, but I get the same strange static. Again, I think I can just about make out the sound of her voice, swirling in the noise, but it's hopeless trying to make out any words. I leave a brief message, but I doubt she'll be able to hear it. I guess there must be something wrong with cellphone reception today, although I can't help but notice other people who don't seem to be having any problems. Placing my phone on the table, I try to ignore the growing feeling in the pit of my stomach that's telling me something's wrong. After all, I could understand how Reed or Chloe might be delayed, but both of them? At the same time?
 
   By 8pm, it's clear that for whatever reason, I'm being doubly stood up. Heading out of the coffee shop, I try to call Mendez but my phone's still acting crazy so I decide to head back to the office. Fortunately, Mendez always works late, so at least I know where to find him. I'll just have to give him my sob story and hope that he doesn't decide to take his annoyance out on me. I mean, it's not my fault that John Lydecker's gone walkabouts, and firing me wouldn't help. Then again, Mendez is kind of temperamental, and it's clear that he's not my biggest fan. By the time I reach the office building, I've got a horrible feeling that this bad day is about to get worse, and I'm quickly proved right when I get into the lobby and find that my security card no longer gives me access to the elevators. I swipe several times, but all I get is a red light. Sighing, I take a step back and try to stay calm, even though I'm filling up with anger and my hands are starting to shake. Seriously? Have I already been fired?
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   "Maybe we should stop for some food and water," Gretchen says, coming to a halt in the middle of the road and turning to the rest of us. "We've still got a lot of walking to do."
 
   Pulling a bottle of water from my bag, I unscrew the top and take a few sips. While we're not exactly low on rations, I still can't help trying to conserve our supplies as much as possible. We've got plenty of cases of food and water on the boat, but I guess it's just hard-wired into me to be careful with dwindling resources. Glancing over at Cooper, I realize that he's the same: he takes a sip from his water bottle, but no more, before taking a bite from one of his energy bars. Cooper and I go back a long way, and we've been in some tricky situations together in the past. I guess we've learned the same lessons over the years, and neither of us wants to get even close to the point where we have to start worrying about our rations.
 
   "Thirsty?" Lacey asks.
 
   "Huh?" I ask, before realizing that she's looking at Gretchen, who has already drunk an entire bottle of water.
 
   "It's good to keep hydrated," Gretchen replies, dropping the empty bottle in a nearby bin before taking a second bottle from her bag and starting to drink. "By the time you get thirsty," she continues after a moment, "your body's already passed the point where it's running short. We should all be drinking as much as possible if we're going to keep our strength up." With that, she takes another long swig from her bottle, quickly finishing its contents.
 
   "Still," Cooper says, putting his own bottle back in his bag, "try to pace yourself."
 
   "You won't be saying that when you're starting to lag behind and I'm pushing on ahead," Gretchen replies with a smile. "Seriously, it's basic survival training. You can go weeks without feed, but only three days without water. Even just a few hours without proper hydration can be enough to affect physical performances. Maybe I'm being overly paranoid, but I don't fancy the idea of being below my optimal condition while we're here." She looks back over at Lacey. "After all, the bogeyman might still be watching us."
 
   "I'm not an idiot," Lacey replies. "I'm just cautious."
 
   "You're a civilian," Gretchen says. "I doubt you've ever been in a high pressure situation in your life, have you?"
 
   "I'm not sure what you're basing that assumption on," Lacey says, seemingly a little annoyed, "but I've been under plenty of pressure, thank you. My life is basically one long pressure point."
 
   "I bet you were just sitting behind a desk at the time, though," Gretchen continues, evidently keen to see how far she can push Lacey. "Nothing beats the real, heart-in-mouth pressure of being out in the field, facing actual, physical danger. Trust me, I've been in enough war-zones to know what it's like. If you're smart, you'll watch and learn while we're here. Maybe you'll actually pick up some new skills."
 
   "Maybe," Lacey replies through gritted teeth. Once again, she's clearly not willing to fight her corner.
 
   "Another survival technique," Cooper says darkly, "is to avoid expending energy on wasted pursuits such as arguments. Team-work's also pretty important, so let's not start goading one another. We've still got a hell of a walk ahead of us, and I'd like to think we can all stick together." He glances over at Gretchen, who has taken the third and final bottle of water from her bag and started to drink. "Are you okay, Dr. Maloney?" he asks after a moment.
 
   "Me?" Gretchen asks as she finishes the bottle and tosses it into the bin with the other two. "I'm fine. I'm more than fine." She pauses for a moment, and it's clear that something is bothering her. "So are the rest of you just going to take little sips now and again? Aren't you going to hydrate yourselves properly?"
 
   "Are you still thirsty?" Cooper asks, with a hint of concern in his voice.
 
   "I'm fine!" Gretchen replies testily. "Forgive me for offering you all some advice. After all, it's not as if I'm the only one of us who's ever been in a real combat situation. Oh, wait, I am the only one. Still, I guess I mustn't let that get to my head, right? You guys can just carry on with your own plans, but don't blame me when your performance falls and you struggle on the walk back to the boat this evening." She turns and starts walking away, before stopping and turning back to face us.
 
   "Dr. Maloney," Cooper says sternly, "you've drunk three half-liter bottles of water in less than five minutes. Are you still feeling thirsty?"
 
   "Of course not," she snaps quickly, as if she was anticipating the question.
 
   Cooper and I exchange a worried glance. I'm pretty sure we're both thinking the same thing: Gretchen's sudden increased water consumption seems to be more than just a case of dry mouth. In fact, it's almost as if there's something wrong with her. My mind is already filling with various possible causes, such as a blood problem or diabetes, but it's impossible to say what's wrong for certain without giving Gretchen a full check-up, and something tells me that she wouldn't be a very cooperative patient. She's always been kind of argumentative and crotchety, but something seems different right now, as if she's worried or scared.
 
   "Shit, is she sick or something?" Lacey asks. "Please, God, don't tell me she's sick."
 
   "I'm not sick!" Gretchen replies, sounding as if she's disgusted by the idea. "Don't overreact! Just..." She pauses, and for a moment she seems distracted by something. "Give me some water," she says eventually. "I'm okay, but someone just give me some fucking water!"
 
   "We need to get back to the boat," Cooper says. "I think -"
 
   "Give me some fucking water!" Gretchen shouts, hurrying toward me and reaching for my bag.
 
   Swinging out of the way, I take a step back, but Gretchen seems determined to get to my water supply. She manages to grab hold of the bag and pull it off my shoulder, but I get a firm grip and drag it out of her hands.
 
   "Dr. Maloney!" Cooper shouts. "You have to stop this!"
 
   "I just want some water!" she screams, still trying to get into my bag. There's a kind of desperate tone to her voice, and no matter how hard she tries to hide it, she's clearly struggling.
 
   "Here!" I shout at her, pulling out a half-empty bottle and tossing it at her. While she fumbles with the top and starts to drink, I look over at Cooper and see that he's worried.
 
   "I knew this would happen," Lacey says, backing away from us. "I knew we didn't take enough precautions. I should never have listened to anyone else. I should have stayed at home and let someone else come and represent the company -"
 
   "I need more!" Gretchen shouts, tossing the empty bottle aside and staring at me. "I know you've got more! Give it to me!"
 
   "I don't know if I can," I reply.
 
   "Give her another bottle," Cooper says firmly.
 
   Grabbing a bottle from my bag, I throw it at Gretchen and watch as she gets it open. She seems almost like some kind of addict, desperately trying to get the lid off the bottle as fast as possible and finally swigging the water down her throat as if her life's in danger.
 
   "More!" she splutters as she finishes and throws the bottle to one side. She turns to me. "More!"
 
   "I don't have any left," I say. "I only brought two bottles."
 
   "More!" she shouts, lurching toward Cooper, although he hurries out of the way.
 
   "This isn't good," Lacey mutters, still backing away.
 
   "You!" Gretchen shouts at her, stumbling in her direction. "Bitch! Give me your water!"
 
   "Keep away from me!" Lacey shouts, pulling her gun from her bag and fumbling with the safety catch.
 
   "Put that away!" Cooper shouts at her.
 
   "She's not touching me!" Lacey replies, still fiddling with the gun. "I'm not going to let her come anywhere near me! If she's infected with something -"
 
   "She's not infected!" Cooper shouts. "This isn't -"
 
   Before he can finish, Gretchen lets out an agonized moan. She stumbles, almost losing her footing before she manages to stay upright. As she turns to face us, it's clear that something's wrong with her face. Her mouth is contorted into a kind of O shape, and her eyes seem somehow strained, as if she's struggling to keep them open.
 
   "Fuck!" Lacey says, finally getting the safety catch off and aiming the gun directly at Gretchen. There's a level of panic in her eyes that makes me extremely nervous, and I can't help but notice that she's got a finger firmly pressed against the trigger.
 
   "Put that thing down!" Cooper shouts at her.
 
   "Help!" Gretchen shouts, her voice sounding tight and harsh. She takes a couple of steps toward me, and I see to my shock that the skin on the sides of her mouth seems to have started to fuse together, leaving her able to keep only the very middle part of her lips apart. Something similar seems to be happening with her eyes, with the eyelids starting to grow together, and as she turns to look over at Cooper, I see that her ear-holes appear to have fused shut, as if the skin has grown over and completely sealed the entrance.
 
   "Everyone keep back," Cooper says firmly.
 
   Letting out a stifled moan, Gretchen turns back toward me, but now her mouth is completely fused shut by a layer of skin that has grown between her top and bottom lips. Her eyes are almost completely closed as well, and I can only see a faint gap between her eyelids for a moment, before they're sealed. As she takes a couple of steps toward me and reaches out for help, I see that her nostrils have also fused shut, which means there's no way for her to breathe now that her mouth and nose are completely sealed by skin. She seems to be screaming, although the sound is muffled now that she can't open her mouth, and as she drops to her knees she seems to be getting more and more panicked. She reaches out, desperately trying to get hold of someone, but we all make sure to keep as far back from her as possible.
 
   "Holy fuck," Lacey says, still pointing her gun at Gretchen. "Holy fuck, holy fuck, holy fuck..."
 
   There's nothing we can do to help as Gretchen collapses to the ground. As she rolls onto her back, she continues to let out a muffled moaning sounds and she starts clawing at her face, trying to break through the skin that has grown over her mouth. She's getting more and more desperate by the second, and although I want to help her, I'm not willing to risk getting contaminated by whatever has caused this to happen. Instead, I just watch as she tries to get her mouth open, her stifled screams sound more and more agonized until finally she seems to lose some of her energy. She rolls onto her front and tries to crawl toward Cooper, reaching out a hand as if she's desperately hoping that someone will be able to save her. Eventually, she stops moaning, and her body falls still.
 
   We stand in silence.
 
   "Is she..." Lacey starts to ask, before her voice trails off.
 
   "I think so," Cooper says, staring down at the body. "I think she suffocated."
 
   "How?" I ask, my heart racing faster than I've ever known. I can feel it pounding in my chest, and I'm having to fight the urge to turn and run.
 
   Cooper shakes his head, unable to find any words.
 
   "We have to get out of here," Lacey says. "We can't stay!"
 
   I take a step toward Gretchen's body, and I see that her eyes, mouth and nose have fused completely shut, along with her ears. I have no idea what could have caused her body to close up like that, but it's clear from her contorted face that her jaw was open when she died, desperately trying to find a way to breathe. Looking over at Cooper, I see that all the color has drained from his face. Whatever caused this, we have to get out of here right now.
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   Fifteen years ago
 
    
 
   "I have never seen this woman before in my life," Mendez says, standing on the other side of the security desk and eying me with suspicion. He turns to the security guard. "Sorry," he adds. "I don't know who she is."
 
   "Caroline Jones," I say firmly, fighting the urge to climb over the desk and grab the bastard by his neck. "I've been here for almost a year. I work at terminal 5b. I handle a series of third-level accounts. I deal with Mr. Meldrew and Mrs. Shale, and -"
 
   "Those are all real accounts," Mendez says, interrupting me, "and I don't know how you know the details, but I can assure you that I have a very capable group of employees who are taking care of these things. Ms. Jones, I've honestly never seen you before in my life, and you know that. This stunt, whatever its intentions, is a waste of everyone's time. It's already getting late, and I don't know if you're drunk or maybe you're on some kind of new drug, or maybe you've mixed your medications or something, but I don't have time for this. Maybe you do, but I don't. If you're having an emotional breakdown, please go and do it somewhere else." He turns to the guard. "I swear, the economy's pushing more people over the edge."
 
   "You need to move along," the guard says, staring at me.
 
   "But -"
 
   "You need to move along," he says again. "Mr. Mendez has indicated that you don't work here, and that's good enough for me."
 
   "Look," I say, holding out my security card. "If I don't work here, how did I get this? Check it. Rip it apart if you have to. It's completely genuine. I was given it on my very first day here. It's got my name, my date of birth, all my details. If you look in the files, you can probably check every time I scanned in and out of the building!"
 
   Taking the card, Mendez squints as he looks closely at the details. "It looks authentic," he says eventually, "but that just means it's a good fake. I've already double-checked the system, and there's no mention of any such employee. The reference numbers on this card don't match any details that we've got on file, and terminal 5b is occupied by a very fine analyst named Hanna Seltzer who has been in her position for the best part of a year. Also..." He pauses for a moment. "To be blunt, Ms. Jones, I've never seen you before in my life, and you most certainly have never been a part of my team."
 
   Staring at him, I try to work out just what kind of shit he thinks he's pulling. Does he seriously think he can fire me by just pretending that I never existed? Does he think I'll walk out of here with my tail between my legs and not put up a fight? I have tons of evidence that shows I've been working here for the past year. I have my pay records, I have documents at home, I have professional relationships with my co-workers and clients. If Mendez thinks he can just erase me from existence, he must have completely lost his mind.
 
   "Ms. Jones?" the guard says after a moment. "I'm sorry, but you're going to have to leave the premises, and I'm telling you right now that you're banned from returning at any point."
 
   "I know what this is about," Mendez says suddenly, with a faint smile breaking across his face. "This is some kind of job-seeking stunt, isn't it? You think you can impress me by being bold and forceful. You think I'll look at this security card and figure I might as well give you a job." He laughs. "Nice try, Ms. Jones, and almost tempting. Unfortunately for you, I'm rather more old-fashioned. I don't give people a job just because they grab my attention, or because their social networking profiles look good. This isn't going to get you anywhere, but I have to say, if you keep trying stuff like this, you might just strike it lucky somewhere."
 
   "Lydecker," I say, staring at him.
 
   "I'm sorry?" Mendez replies.
 
   "John Lydecker," I continue. "You sent me to find him this morning. He didn't show up, and you told me to go and get him. This is why you're firing me, isn't it? There are laws against treating people this way."
 
   "Who's John Lydecker?" he asks.
 
   "Who's John Lydecker?" I open my mouth to ask the question again, but for a moment something just seems to seize up in my mind. I honestly don't know if I can handle this much insanity in one day. "Who's John Lydecker?" I say eventually. "Are you serious? He's the asshole who hasn't shown up to work for two days! He's the asshole you sent me to find! You told me I'd better come back with him, or else! I guess this is the 'or else', is it? You think you can airbrush me from existence just because I didn't find your precious John fucking Lydecker?"
 
   "You ever heard of this Lydecker guy?" the guard asks, turning to Mendez.
 
   "No," Mendez replies. "Of course I haven't. This woman is clearly out of her mind."
 
   "Out of my mind?" With that, I snap. I swear to God, I'm normally a calm person, but I've had enough. Rushing around the desk, I reach out to grab Mendez by the collar, but unfortunately I'm stopped at the last minute by the guard, who wraps his big, bearlike arms around me and manhandles me back across the lobby.
 
   "Enough!" the guard shouts, dragging me closer and closer to the door.
 
   "Let me at him!" I scream, trying to get free so I can go back over to Mendez. Standing behind the desk, looking shocked, the little bastard is staring at me as if I'm some kind of alien who's just arrived from outer space. He probably thinks he's managed to get rid of me permanently. "This is bullshit!" I shout, even though I know I shouldn't be doing anything that makes me seem angry or out of control.
 
   "You need to calm down," the guard continues as he drags me through the door and out onto the sidewalk, where he finally lets go of me before stepping back to block the entrance. "You also need to not try to come back into this building," he adds, "or I will restrain you and I will call the police, do you understand? You're very lucky that the authorities haven't been involved already, but I'll have no hesitation in calling them if I think that you pose a material threat to this building or to anyone inside. That's my job, and I'll do whatever I think is necessary."
 
   Trembling with rage, I stare at him, trying to work out whether there might be some way to get past him. Looking over at the window, I can see Mendez standing behind the desk, staring at me with a look of frightened incomprehension. I've got to admit, he's a damn good actor, and he's managing a pretty convincing impression of a complete idiot. It's hard to credit him with such ability, but I guess that even a man like Mendez has to be good at something.
 
   "Ms. Jones?" the guard continues after a moment. "Do I need to call the police, or are you going to do the right thing and accept that this discussion is over?"
 
   As I take a series of deep breaths, I realize that passersby are starting to notice me. I start smoothing out the creases in my shirt and putting my hair straight, hoping to regain at least some dignity.
 
   "Ms. Jones?" the guard adds. "Are you going to leave the vicinity and refrain from bothering Mr. Mendez again? Are you going to make a smart choice right now?"
 
   "Sure," I say after a moment, deciding that perhaps a direct physical confrontation isn't the best option. "I'll leave the vicinity, but do you know where I'm going to go? I'm going to go and find a lawyer, and then I'm going to slap this company with the biggest fucking lawsuit in the history of lawsuits. I'm going to bring a mountain of evidence and I'm going to prove that Mendez is nothing more than a cowardly little piece of crap who doesn't even have the balls to be honest when he's firing someone for no reason." Feeling as if I might be able to cry, I take another deep breath in order to steady my nerves. "You'll see," I continue. "It might take a while, but eventually I'll get this all straightened out and I'll get an apology and a settlement. A huge settlement. Do you understand me?"
 
   "Absolutely," the guard says calmly, "but I need you to move away from the building now."
 
   "Have you really never seen me before?" I ask, hoping to appeal to his conscience. "I've walked through that door six days a week for almost a year. I've seen you sitting at your desk. Once or twice, I even spoke to you. At Christmas, I gave you a card. I figured people always ignored you, and I thought it'd be a nice gesture. I mean, I never expected you to be eternally grateful or anything, but I thought you'd at least remember. Are you seriously saying you've never noticed me? Not even once?"
 
   "I'm sorry, M'am," he replies. "I'm usually pretty good with faces."
 
   "Your name's Nelson," I continue. "I remember that. Nelson."
 
   "My name's on my badge," he points out. "I'm really, truly sorry M'am, but I can't help you."
 
   Sighing, I turn and start walking along the sidewalk. I can feel the guard's eyes burning into the back of my head, and when I get to the next corner I glance back and see that he's still watching me. I swear to God, I have never felt so completely humiliated in my entire life, and I'm going to make sure that Mendez is ruined for the way he's treated me. As I take a right turn and head down the next street, I realize that I'm close to breaking point, and finally the first tears start to well up in my eyes. I stop in the darkened doorway of a small shop and crouch down, unable to keep from sobbing. I worked so damn hard to get that job, and now it's been taken away by a complete asshole who thinks he can just treat me like trash. I hate the way he's managed to turn me into a bawling wreck, and I hate myself for reacting this way. I need to be strong, but instead I'm sobbing in a doorway.
 
   Finally, after a few minutes, I manage to dry my eyes and pull myself together. I get to my feet and start walking again, quickly making my way to the nearest subway station. It's getting late, and after everything that's happened today, I just want to go home, crawl into bed and hope against hope that somehow things will be better tomorrow. After all, they can hardly be worse. The journey home is agonizingly slow, of course, and by the time I emerge from the station I'm feeling so exhausted, I can barely even manage the brief walk to my building. I head up the steps and through into the hallway, and after checking to see if there's any post, I traipse up the stairs. Rooting through my bag and eventually fishing out my keys, I let myself into my apartment and, as I push the door shut, I let myself relax.
 
   Feeling completely dazed and confused, I drop my bag in the hallway and walk through to the kitchen, where I flick the light on before opening the fridge. I reach out to grab some pomegranate juice, before realizing that something's wrong. The stuff in this fridge is completely unfamiliar. I stare and stare, but it's like I'm looking at someone else's stuff.
 
   "Turn around slowly," says a voice behind me.
 
   Spinning around, I'm shocked to find a stocky, muscly man standing in the nearby doorway, wearing nothing but some underwear as he aims a handgun straight at my face. Behind him, in the hallway, a woman is staring at me with a horrified look on her face, and I slowly start to realize that the decor in the apartment is completely unfamiliar. I'm home, but this isn't my apartment.
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   "How are we going to signal him?" I shout as we hurry along the street, heading back down to Battery Park. "He's not expecting us until this evening!"
 
   "We'll find a way," Cooper replies. "I told him to stay alert, just in case we needed to come back early. We'll get his attention and he'll come back to pick us up. Don't worry. Sutton's a good guy. He'll be keeping an eye out for us."
 
   "What was that thing?" Lacey asks. "I mean, what caused that to happen to her?"
 
   "I have no idea," I reply. "Right now, we just have to get away from here. Whatever happened to Gretchen, could happen to -"
 
   "Don't say that!" Lacey shouts.
 
   "It's true," I reply firmly.
 
   "You still don't have to say it!" she continues. "She suffocated! I don't even want to think about what it must have been like for her! Did you hear the noises she was making? She was trapped in her own skin, in her own body! She was moaning like -"
 
   "I heard!" I shout, determined to shut her up. "We all heard!"
 
   As we reach the end of Broadway, we cross the deserted road and start running across the wet grass of Battery Park. This whole situation feels completely surreal. Although I prepared myself over and over again for this mission, and although I constantly reminded myself that there was a danger of unexpected events catching us off guard, I never truly believed that we'd face anything like this. I guess that was just my naivety, but I was convinced that whatever we found when we arrived, we'd be able to get to the bottom of it fairly quickly. I never, ever expected to have something happen that was so completely out of the blue and so utterly impossible to explain.
 
   When we get to the waterside, we all stop and stare out at the choppy waters. My heart immediately sinks as I see that there's no sign of Sutton's boat. There's nothing but gray water stretching as far as the horizon.
 
   "Where is he?" I ask, trying not to panic.
 
   "He's probably just taken shelter," Cooper replies. "The water's rough. He probably figured he'd go somewhere a little calmer. That's a perfectly normal thing to do. It's a smart move."
 
   "Where?" Lacey asks, sounding as if she's on the brink of a full-on meltdown. "Where did he go?"
 
   "I don't know the area," Cooper says, fumbling in his bag and finally producing a map, which he unfolds and holds up for us all to see. "There has to be some place nearby that he decided to use," he continues. "Don't worry. He's around somewhere. We just have to figure out where he'd have gone. There must be a spot that gives him some shelter from the weather."
 
   "I don't see anywhere," I reply, scanning the map for anything that looks even remotely like a harbor.
 
   "He's gone!" Lacey says. "He's abandoned us!"
 
   "Shut up!" Cooper shouts, turning to her. "You don't know Sutton! You don't know anything! He's here somewhere. We just have to find him." He folds the map back up. "The absolute worst case scenario is that he's taken the boat somewhere and we'll have to wait right here until he comes back for us in a few hours. I agree that it's not ideal, but it's not the end of the world either."
 
   "We can't wait here!" Lacey shouts, turning and looking back across the park, as if she expects to see something looming from between the buildings. There's absolute, genuine fear in her eyes, and to be honest, I don't blame her. We've only been here a few hours, and already one of our own team-members is dead.
 
   "What do you want to do?" Cooper asks testily. "Swim out there and hope you run into him? Stand and whistle?"
 
   "We don't know where..." Lacey starts to say, before her voice trails off. "You can't seriously say that there's no danger here. What happened to her... It could happen to any of us!"
 
   "But it hasn't!" I point out. "We were pretty much all together all the time. There can't have been one moment when she was exposed to anything that didn't also reach us, so if the same thing was going to happen to you or to me or to Cooper, it would have happened by now!" I wait for her to reply, but there are tears in her eyes as she stares anxiously at me. "We're not in any immediate danger," I say eventually, hoping to get her to calm down. "We can wait here for the boat to come back."
 
   "She stepped over the line," Lacey says after a moment.
 
   "She what?" I ask.
 
   "She stepped over the warning line."
 
   "We all stepped over that line," I point out.
 
   "But she was the first," she continues. "She was the one who..." She pauses. "That's the only difference. It's the only thing she did that the rest of us didn't. She broken the line first."
 
   "There's no way that could have caused what happened to her," I reply.
 
   "Then what did?"
 
   "I don't know!" I shout, as I realize that I'm getting close to tears. I turn away from Lacey, feeling as if I might wrap my hands around her throat if I have to stare at her for even a minute longer. I take a series of deep breaths, hoping to calm down, but I can't stop thinking about Gretchen's desperate final moments, as she was literally sealed inside her own body; I keep imagining her hand, grasping out toward us, hoping for someone to save her. No-one deserves to die like that.
 
   "We have no choice," Cooper says eventually, his voice bringing a welcome sense of calm to proceedings. "Sutton simply took the boat to a safer harbor. That's a good thing. He's the most reliable man I've ever met in my life, and I guarantee you that he'll be back before 5pm." He pauses for a moment. "You have my word."
 
   I turn to him, and I can see that he truly believes what he's saying.
 
   "He'd better," Lacey says, turning and walking over to the edge of the water.
 
   "He will," Cooper says again, fixing me with a determined stare as the rain returns.
 
   Five hours later, as the clock reaches 6pm and the sun dips below the horizon, we're shrouded in darkness as we stare out at the water. There's no sign of Sutton.
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fifteen days ago
 
    
 
   "This is my apartment!" I shout, trying and failing to stay calm.
 
   "I'm going to ask you one more time," the police officer says, eying me with evident suspicion. "Where did you get this key?"
 
   "It's the key to my apartment!" I insist, reaching out and trying to grab the key from his hand. "I've lived here for more than a year! All my stuff was here! I've got a tenancy agreement! This is insane! You can't kick me out of my apartment like this!" I turn to the man who was holding the gun earlier, and who called the police. "This isn't your apartment," I tell him, my voice trembling. "I don't know what happened here, but someone's playing a trick on you. Someone obviously broke into my apartment, moved all my stuff out, and then rented it out to this other family!"
 
   "All in the space of a single day?" the officer asks, raising an eyebrow.
 
   "We've lived here since June last year," the guy says. "You can ask Mr. Hermanetti. He's our landlord."
 
   "He's my landlord!" I shout.
 
   "Calm down," the officer says firmly. "M'am, don't make me warn you again. I will restrain you if necessary."
 
   "Thanks," I mutter, "but I've had enough threats of being restrained for one night." Realizing that he's frowning as he stares at me, I decide not to go into the gory details right now. "Forget it," I continue. "It's been..." I pause as I realize that it hasn't just been a bad day; it's been the most colossally awful day that I could ever possibly imagine. First I was sent on a wild goose chase looking for John Lydecker, then I was sacked by a man who couldn't even bring himself to admit what he was doing, and now there's some random person living in my apartment.
 
   "This is a lease," the officer says, holding up the piece of paper that he was given a few minutes ago. "It clearly states that Mr. and Mrs. Albers are the legal residents of this property. All the terms and outlined and as far as I can see, this is a perfectly valid document. It's even signed by the various parties." He pauses. "I don't suppose you happen to have a lease, Ms. Jones, do you?"
 
   "Of course I do!" I reply. "It's here! I don't carry it around with me! It's in the apartment!"
 
   "Where in the apartment?" he asks.
 
   "I don't know!" I shout. "They've moved everything around!"
 
   "We didn't move anything around!" the guy shouts.
 
   "Everyone calm down!" the officer says.
 
   "She's a liar," the guy adds.
 
   "I'm going to get in touch with the landlord, Mr. Hermanetti," the officer continues, "but I have no doubt whatsoever that this story is going to check out. You know why?" He turns and looks down at a nearby cabinet. "Was this here when you claim to have lived here, Ms. Jones?" he asks.
 
   "No," I reply. "That's not mine."
 
   He runs a finger along the top of the cabinet, and then he comes over and shows me the thick layer of dust that has accumulated on his fingertip. "This is not an apartment that has recently been changed in any way," he says firmly, before leaning down and moving the cabinet slightly to reveal a firm indentation in the carpet. "Do you see what I'm trying to show you?" he continues. "No-one's been moving stuff in or out of this place today. Hell, I don't think anyone's been moving anything in or out for months. It's clear to me that Mr. and Mrs. Albers are the tenants of this apartment, and that they've been here for a long time, which means that you most certainly do not have any right to be here."
 
   "We don't want to press charges," Mr. Albers says. "We just want to get her out of here and make sure she doesn't come back. She's lucky I didn't shoot her when I heard someone moving around through here."
 
   "Here's your key back," the officer says, passing the key to him.
 
   "That's mine!" I blurt out.
 
   "No," the officer continues, turning to me. "It really isn't. Now, Ms. Jones, you have to decide what you want to do. If you really want to press this matter, we can make some more inquiries and get Mr. Hermanetti to come down and confirm that Mr. and Mrs. Albers are his tenants. Alternatively, you can accept the situation and leave with me. If you want to come down to the station, we can start working out where you really live."
 
   "Am I under arrest?" I ask.
 
   "Are you under arrest?" He pauses. "No, Ms. Jones, you're not, but I'm concerned about you. It's clear to me that you genuinely believe that this is your apartment, which makes me wonder if maybe you need some help." He stares at me for a moment, as if he's waiting for me to say something. "If you walk out of here," he continues, "where are you going to go?"
 
   "Home," I say.
 
   "And where's that?"
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but finally I realize that I'm already home, except that apparently now it belongs to someone else. This morning, I had an apartment and a job, and now I have neither. Taking a deep breath and forcing myself to remain calm, I try to work out what the hell is happening here. The last thing I want to do is tell the officer all about my day. He'd probably decide that I'm insane, and I could even end up being hauled off to some kind of mental institution. Maybe that's what I need, but for now I figure I'll just find somewhere quiet and work out exactly what's happening.
 
   "Ms. Jones?" the officer continues. "Can you tell me where you'd go if you walked out of here right now?"
 
   "I don't know," I mutter. "I guess I'd go and get a coffee and... try to work out what I should do next. I mean..." My voice trails off as I realize that I've got no better options.
 
   "So you don't have a home address?"
 
   "Of course I do!" I reply, shocked at the suggestion. "Look at me! Do I look like I'm homeless?"
 
   "Then where do you live?"
 
   "I..." Taking a deep breath, I realize that there's no way I can answer his question.
 
   "I'm reluctant to let you just leave," the officer says. "For one thing, I need to know how to find you again. For another, I'm worried about your wellbeing."
 
   "But I'm not under arrest," I continue. "Am I? You said it yourself. I'm not being arrested."
 
   "No, you're not, but -"
 
   "Then I'll leave," I say, figuring that my only option is to go and take a moment to figure out the truth. "It's okay," I add, "I won't bother these people again. Like you said, it's just a big misunderstanding, and I've clearly got things wrong in my head. I'm sure I'll feel okay in a few hours. I just need to get my head together. Maybe I haven't been sleeping properly. If I just go home and get some rest, everything'll be okay in the morning."
 
   "Have you been drinking?" the officer asks.
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Any other substances?" he continues. "Have you been in a bar tonight, or any other situation where someone might have been able to slip a substance into your drink?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Is there any history of mental instability in your family?"
 
   Again, I shake my head.
 
   "You've got to help me out here, Ms. Jones. Right now, none of this is making any sense to me."
 
   "I'm absolutely fine," I say, heading over to the door. "You know what?" I add, turning back to him. "Come to think of it, I have been drinking. That's probably what this is all about. I guess I just went a little crazy and got confused, and now here I am, at the wrong apartment building or something." I pause, and it's clear from the look on the officer's face that he's not convinced. "I won't bother anyone again. I'm sorry. This is just... It's been a weird day, and I guess I got confused. I must have picked the wrong building. I mean, it happens to us all, right? Sometimes?"
 
   "I still want to know where you got that key," the officer says. "I'm gonna need a name and address from you before I let you go. Do you have any I.D. on you at all?"
 
   A few minutes later, having given him my driving license, I wait out in the hallway while he phones through to confirm the details. Right now, I swear to God, my head is spinning and I just want to be alone so I can work out what to do next. I've got a horrible suspicion that the details from my license won't match up to the database, since that's how the day seems to be going in general. Sure enough, after a couple of minutes, I hear the officer asking the person on the other end of the phone to double-check, and moments later his tone changes, as if he's decided that he has to take this entire situation more seriously. I freeze as I listen to the conversation, and it occurs to me that I'm about to be taken to the station. The last thing I want is to get deeper into trouble, and there's a part of me that wants to turn and run. Then again, I figure I have to trust in the system to sort this out. After all, I definitely still exist, so whatever's going on, it will get fixed.
 
   "Ms. Jones," the officer says, coming out into the corridor, "I'm going to need you to come with me. I can't confirm the details on this I.D. and given that you had a key to this family's apartment, I'm afraid I can't ignore what's happening here." He pauses for a moment. "I'd prefer it if you'd come with me voluntarily, but I'm willing to arrest you if necessary. It's for your own benefit as much as anything else."
 
   "No," I reply, trying not to let him see that I'm close to a complete nervous breakdown, "it's fine. I want to get this sorted out. I'll come with you."
 
   "You still believe this is your apartment, don't you?" he says as he leads me toward the stairs. "That I.D. you gave me... You think it's genuine, huh?"
 
   "I remember living there," I tell him. "I guess you think I'm insane."
 
   "I think maybe you need some help," he replies. "We'll see if we can get that help for you."
 
   When we reach the sidewalk outside the building, he excuses himself for a moment and heads back inside, claiming that he needs to double-check a few details with the occupants. Taking a deep breath, I wander over to the police car that's parked nearby and I look up at the night sky. It's at times like this that I find myself wishing that I had some family living nearby. If my parents were within driving distance, I could just get the officer to drive me to their home. Instead, I'm basically alone in the city, with few friends and no family. I've already tried to contact my mother and father by phone, but there seems to be something wrong with the network. Still, whatever's happening, I'm sure I can get it sorted out at the police station. Someone has to be doing this to me deliberately. Either that, or I've genuinely lost my mind.
 
   "Let's get this over with," I say a few minutes later, as the officer comes down the steps from the front door of the building.
 
   "What's that, M'am?" he asks as he reaches his car.
 
   "You've got to have records, right?" I continue. "I mean, I can't have just vanished completely. There's got to be a way to sort this out."
 
   He stares at me for a moment. "I'm sorry," he says eventually, "I'm not sure I follow."
 
   "I just don't..." Feeling tears welling up in my eyes again, I take a deep breath, trying to stay calm. I hate the fact that I cry so easily when I'm stressed. "I feel like something really weird is happening," I continue, my voice sounding a little frail, "and I just want to sort it out as fast as possible."
 
   "I don't understand," he says, glancing over his shoulder for a moment, as if he expects there to be someone behind him. "Is there a problem?" he asks as he turns back to me.
 
   "I think so," I reply. "Don't you?"
 
   He pauses. "M'am, are you okay?"
 
   "Shouldn't we get going?" I ask him.
 
   "Going where?"
 
   "To the station."
 
   He frowns. "Why do you want to go to the station?"
 
   "You said you wanted me to come down there with you," I reply, starting to feel a nervous, gnawing sensation in the pit of my stomach. "After what happened in the apartment, you said I had to come with you."
 
   "I said that?" he asks.
 
   "Of course," I reply, "don't you remember? You..." I take another deep breath, but I can't control the feeling of panic that's spreading through my body. "You remember talking to me, don't you?"
 
   "I'm sorry," he replies, with a concerned look in his eyes, "but I don't recall seeing you before. When was this conversation?"
 
   "Just now," I tell him. "Five, ten minutes ago. We were in my apartment, or the apartment that those people claim is theirs, and you wanted to know how I got the key. You checked my I.D. and it wasn't in the system." I wait for him to reply, but he seems confused. "You told me to wait right here," I continue, "while you went back inside to check something."
 
   He stares at me for a moment. "M'am, I'm here after a call about a domestic dispute. I'm afraid I don't know what you're talking about."
 
   I take a deep breath, and slowly it dawns on me that there's no point trying to explain any further. Whatever's happening here, it's way, way bigger than I'd realized. Either the entire world is rearranging itself around me, or I'm losing my mind.
 
   "Never mind," I say, turning and walking quickly away.
 
   "M'am!" he calls after me. "Are you okay?"
 
   I hurry around the next corner, desperately hoping that he's not following me. After a few meters, I glance over my shoulder and see to my immense relief that there's no sign of him. I keep walking, determined to get away from here and find somewhere I can just sit and think for a moment. There has to be an explanation for all of this. People don't just cease to exist like this, and I'm fairly sure I'm not the kind of person who'd suddenly flip and go crazy. When I reach the entrance to a subway station, I pause for a moment and try to work out if there's anywhere I can go that might help. Finally, I decide that my only option is to go back to John Lydecker's apartment and hope that there's some kind of clue. Taking the train, I finally emerge at the edge of Battery Park and hurry into Lydecker's building. When I get to his door, I knock and wait, but I already know that there won't be an answer.
 
   "Mr. Lydecker?" I call out, trying not to sound as if I'm on the verge of tears. "Are you in there? Mr. Lydecker, please, I need to talk to you! It's Caroline Jones from the office!"
 
   Silence.
 
   "Open this goddamn door!" I shout, before realizing that I'm in danger of losing my mind. "Please," I continue, lowering my voice, "just answer the door!"
 
   No reply.
 
   "Fuck!" I mutter, leaning forward and resting my forehead against the door. I feel as if I'm lost, cut off from my life and from the real world. There has to be a solution, and a way out of this mess, but right now I don't see it. The only possible explanation that makes sense is that maybe I've got some kind of serious brain injury. Is it possible that I've got a brain tumor, and it's causing me to imagine all this crazy stuff? As hard as that might be to believe, it's literally the only thing that even remotely makes sense, and I figure that when all the impossible stuff has been discounted, what's left - however insane or unlikely it might seem - has to be the truth.
 
   Finally, realizing that there's no point spending all night in the corridor, I try to open the door to Lydecker's apartment, only to find that it must have automatically locked after we left earlier. I make a couple of half-hearted attempts to break it down with my shoulder, but finally I trudge back along the corridor. I don't know where I'm going, but I figure my best bet is just to go and sit in the park and hope to hell that my head clears.
 
   When I emerge from the building, I cross the road and start walking toward Battery Park. After a moment, however, I notice that the coffee shop from earlier is still open, and as I glance through the window, I see to my shock that Reed Williams is sitting at the same table as earlier. I stop dead in my tracks and stare at him for a moment, until he happens to look over and we make eye contact. To my immense, overwhelming relief, it's immediately clear that he recognizes me, and he hurries over to the door, finally coming out to meet me on the sidewalk.
 
   "You're here!" he says, looking shocked. "I'd almost given up!"
 
   "You remember me?" I ask, the words sounding strange and crazy coming from my mouth.
 
   He nods. "And you remember me?"
 
   "Of course," I say, "but something's wrong. Something's totally wrong with my life."
 
   "Tell me about it," he says cautiously. "I swear to God, I don't know what's happening, but it's as if I've suddenly stopped existing altogether. It's like -" He looks past me, as something catches his attention.
 
   Turning, I see that Chloe is running toward us with tears running down her eyes. Whatever's happening here, it's clear that I'm not the only victim. The three of us are in this together.
 
   


  
 

Part Two
 
    
 
   The Station
 
   


  
 

Dr. Stef Grant
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   The storm moves in just after dusk, and by nightfall the whole city seems to be under siege. High winds sweep in from the south-west, buffeting the trees that line the front of the park and sending rain almost horizontally across the grass. I've been in storm before, of course, but this time there are two crucial differences: first, there are no lights, so everything is pitch-black; and second, there's nowhere to hide, nowhere to shelter. There's just the storm, raging all around in the dark.
 
   "We should go back inland!" I shout, even though I know my voice probably can't be heard over the howling wind. Having taken cover behind a section of solid wall by the waterfront, I'm not even sure where Cooper and Lacey have got to, but I'm assuming they must be close. "Cooper!" I shout. "Can you hear me?"
 
   I wait, but the storm is too strong. After a moment, I hear a loud banging sound, followed by some kind of scraping, and then a loud impact. In the dark, it's impossible to know what just happened, but I can only assume that one of the nearby benches must have been ripped from the ground and sent clattering across the grass. Hopefully Cooper and Lacey were well out of its way, because in a storm like this, a direct hit could be fatal. Even now, I can hear a loud splitting sound, as if one of the nearby trees has been torn from its roots.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I try to get closer to the wall, hoping to avoid the worst of the rain. I don't dare to imagine how the boat is managing out there, but unless Sutton got to safe harbor, I doubt he's got much chance. If the boat's gone forever, I'm not sure how we're ever going to get out of here.
 
   "Stef!" a male voice calls out suddenly, sounding distant and barely audible over the swirl of the wind and rain. It's barely recognizable as Cooper, but I can just about make out his familiar tones. "Stef!" he calls again. "Can you hear me?"
 
   "I'm over here!" I yell.
 
   "Stef!" he shouts yet again. "Are you out there?"
 
   Realizing that he can't hear me, I decide to save my energy. Curling tighter and tighter into a ball, I wait for the storm to pass. For several hours, the situation seems to get worse and worse, to the extent that I can't help wondering if the concrete wall might give way. My other concern is that this storm might in some way be connected to the craziness that's been happening lately. After all, it seems like something of a coincidence that this would happen so soon after the entire population of New York - hell, the entire population of the United States - simply vanished. I can't imagine a connection right now, but I guess it's possible.
 
   Eventually, just when it seems as if things can't possibly get any worse, the storm starts to die down. I have no idea what time it is, but the park is still pitch black even though the wind and rain are finally abating. Once things have died down to a steady drizzle, I get to my feet and start walking across the park. The grass is soft and muddy under my feet, and a gap in the clouds is finally allowing the moon to shine through, casting an eerie glow on the dark, distant skyscrapers. For a moment, I'm transfixed by the image of New York as a ghost city, with the skyscrapers rising up like huge, mournful tombstones.
 
   "Cooper!" I shout. "Lacey! Where are you?"
 
   No reply.
 
   "Cooper!" I shout again, before stopping and listening out for even the faintest sign that he's somewhere nearby. Although I don't want to admit it to myself just yet, I guess there's a chance that he could have been injured - or worse - during the storm. Hearing a rumble of thunder in the distance, I turn and see that lightning is flashing on the horizon, and with the way the wind is moving, it's clear that there's more bad weather headed straight for us. If this keeps up, we've got no chance of survival unless we take cover.
 
   "Cooper!" I scream, turning and stumbling across the mulchy grass. "Lacey! Come on, one of you, answer me! Please!" I pause, trying not to panic even though I'm becoming more and more convinced that I might be alone out here. If they've been hurt, or worse, I have no idea how I'm going to keep going. "Someone!" I shout.
 
   I wait.
 
   "Over here!" a voice calls out after a moment, and with a huge sense of relief I realize that Cooper's alive. Hurrying in the direction from which the voice came, I soon spot him in the moonlight, huddled under a tree with Lacey at his side.
 
   "We need to get under cover!" I shout as I reach them.
 
   "There's a metro station over there!" Cooper shouts, pointing into the darkness as thunder continues to rumble in the distance. "I saw it earlier! If we can get below ground, we can wait until this thing dies down! It's hardly ideal, but it's our best option right now!"
 
   Looking back toward the waterfront, I see that the lightning is getting closer.
 
   "It's our only chance!" Cooper shouts. "If we stay out here, we'll die!"
 
   "Don't say that!" Lacey screams. "No-one's going to die!"
 
   "Apart from Gretchen," I mutter, before grabbing Bill's arm. "Come on, we need to get going."
 
   Together, the three of us make our way across the park. Rain is still falling, and a strong wind is blowing all around us; with the thunder and lightning getting closer, it seems we're in a brief lull before the storm gets worse than ever. Dark clouds drift across the moon from time to time, but luckily we have enough moonlight to find the edge of the park and then to make our way across the wide open deserted street. I swear to God, it feels as if we've reached the end of the world.
 
   "There!" Cooper shouts, stumbling toward the metro station entrance.
 
   As soon as we get inside, I turn and look back over at the horizon. I've never seen a storm like this before; it's almost a hurricane, with clouds starting to swirl and occasional streaks of lightning arcing down toward the ground. I don't want to overreact, but I can't shake the feeling that this is more than just a storm. Water is already flowing through the streets, pouring down the steps that lead deeper into the metro station, and if the storm hits us with full force, the flooding could be intense.
 
   "We need to keep going," Cooper says, tugging on my arm.
 
   "Are you sure we should be going underground?" I ask. "If there's a flood, we could get trapped."
 
   "There are drainage systems," he replies, pulling me down the dark steps. "There are tunnels, too. Unless there's so much rain that the entire subway system floods, we'll be fine. This is the best option."
 
   Although I'm a little uncertain, I decide that there's no option but to trust him. The steps lead down into absolute pitch darkness, and I reach out to the railing in order to make sure that I can find my way. I can't even see Cooper or Lacey, but I can hear their footsteps a little way ahead of me, and finally we get to the bottom of the steps. I guess we must be in the ticket-hall by now, although I can't see a damn thing. Holding my hand up in front of my face, I realize that I can't see anything at all. It's like we're heading down into Hell.
 
   "I don't like this," Lacey says, her voice sounding small and frail.
 
   "It's our best option," Cooper says, as there's a crack of thunder nearby. After a moment, the steps are briefly lit by a flash of lightning from up above. "It'd be suicide to stay on open ground, and any water that comes down here is only going to go into the tunnels. It's human nature to be scared of the dark, but don't let superstitions guide you. We'll be fine down here."
 
   "I know," I say quietly, even though I lack his certainty. I can already hear water flowing nearby, and there's the sound of something dripping. I'm terrified that, at any moment, we could be swept away by a wall of water that would take us deeper and deeper into the station, down into the tunnels. With no lights to guide us, we'd be trapped forever; even if we didn't drown, we'd either die of hypothermia or starve to death.
 
   "We're just going to stay down here in the ticket hall," Cooper continues, "and ride out the storm. Just make sure you keep your footing. Whatever happens, don't let the flow of water take you down any of the corridors. In a few hours, things'll calm down and we can go back up in the light of day."
 
   "And then what?" I ask. "The boat's gone."
 
   "Sutton'll come back," he replies firmly. "He's just gone to find shelter. He probably saw the storm coming and realized he needed to protect the boat. The guy's smart, but there's no way he'd just abandon us." He pauses, and a rumble of thunder above is followed within half a second by a flash of lightning, indicating that the storm is now directly above us. "Don't worry about Sutton," Cooper adds. "Worry about us. It's going to get cold down here, and we're already wet."
 
   "How do we know there aren't bodies?" Lacey asks, her voice sounding frantic and tear-filled.
 
   "There aren't," Cooper says.
 
   "But how do you know?" she whines.
 
   "There just aren't!" Cooper shouts, losing his temper for a moment. "I'm sorry," he adds quickly, correcting himself. "To be honest, if there were bodies down here, we'd be able to smell them. Let's just focus on getting through the night and coming up with a way to regroup in the morning, okay? It'll be light soon enough."
 
   Taking a deep breath, I look back the way we came and watch as, for a moment, the top of the steps is illuminated by another flash of lightning. It sounds as if the heavens are coming down out there, and I'm finding it hard to believe that such a huge storm just happened to reach the city a few hours after we arrived. I'm not a superstitious or religious person, but it's almost as if this situation is chaotic on a biblical scale. Hearing the sound of more and more water flowing down the steps and into the darkness around us, I can't help but wonder if the city itself might be washed away before morning comes.
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fifteen days ago
 
    
 
   "What is this place?" I ask, standing on the sidewalk and staring up at the front of the building. It's way past midnight, and Reed has led us to Brooklyn, but so far he's remained tight-lipped about why we're here.
 
   "This is where my son lives," he says after a moment. "Tommy. He lives here with his mother."
 
   "You're married?" Chloe asks.
 
   He shakes his head. "Divorced."
 
   "And they don't..." I pause, aware that this might be a difficult subject for him. "So, you tried to come here earlier?"
 
   "When I realized that everything was completely messed up," he continues, staring up at one of the windows, "I decided to come and see Tommy. It's not one of my visitation days, but I figured Emma might let me see him anyway. I just needed to touch base with reality for a moment, but..." His voices trails off for a moment. "Emma didn't know who I am," he continues eventually, his voice sounding tight with emotion, "and then when Tommy came to the door, he didn't recognize me either. They weren't lying, either. I could see it in their eyes. They genuinely had no idea who I am. As far as they were concerned, I was just this strange guy standing on their doorstep, ranting about wanting to come inside."
 
   "Did you try to explain?" I ask.
 
   "I tried," he replies, "but Emma threatened to call the police. She seemed to be totally convinced that I was some kind of madman. And then, while we were arguing, Mrs. Varrel came out of the next apartment and asked if anything was wrong. I've known her for the best part of a decade, and she..." He pauses again, and it's clear that he's in a state of shock. "She didn't recognize me either," he adds eventually. "I stood there, with them all staring at me like I'm some kind of madman, and I wanted to argue with them but..."
 
   "But what?" I ask.
 
   "I just left," he continues, turning to me. "I retreated. I felt like somehow I must have made a mistake, but... I didn't make a mistake. This is my family. I mean, Emma isn't my wife anymore, but Tommy's my son, and he looked at me like I was some kind of psycho. I just wanted to get away and work out what was wrong, so I could come back and put it right, but I've been trying and trying over the past few hours, and I keep coming back to the fact that none of them recognized me. None of them. Unless this is some kind of huge joke, and everyone's involved..."
 
   We stand in silence for a moment.
 
   "My roommate had no idea who I am," Chloe says eventually, with fear in her voice. "She and her new roommate, some woman I've never seen before, thought I was some kind of junkie. They actually let me go to my room and open the door, and it wasn't my room. This other woman was living there, in my space, and my stuff was gone. They let me borrow a laptop, but I couldn't log in to my email or my bank or anything. It kept coming back with error messages. Eventually, I got so freaked out, I just had to get out of there, but it's like every trace of my life has been completely wiped out. There's nothing left."
 
   "You can't erase a person," Reed says. "Not in other people's minds. You can't make a kid forget his father. That's not even possible."
 
   "I tried talking to a police officer," I tell them, "but after a few minutes he forgot about me. It's like I was being unwritten from his mind as soon as he looked away. I swear, it was the freakiest thing I've ever experienced."
 
   "Fuck this," Reed says, suddenly walking toward the building and taking a set of keys from his pocket.
 
   "What are you doing?" I ask.
 
   "I'm going to talk to my son," he says firmly. "I'm going to sit down with him and make him remember. I'm going to find a photo, or a video, or something that proves who I am."
 
   "Maybe you should calm down," I reply, hurrying over to join him as he gets the door open. "Whatever's going on here, we need to take a step back and work out what to do next. If someone's messed with his mind, I'm going to reverse the process. I just need a few minutes alone with him, and he'll remember me. He has to."
 
   "Caroline's right," Chloe says as she joins us in the doorway. "We need to, like, go and speak to someone in authority. This can't just be happening to the three of us. Maybe something's leaked into the water or something like that, and it's causing everyone to have amnesia, but we're not affected because..." She pauses. "Look, I don't have all the answers, but something fucked-up is going on, right? We just need to come up with a better answer, and we need to get professional help."
 
   "He'll remember me," Reed says as he hurries up the stairs. "My own goddamn son is going to remember me!"
 
   "Reed!" I call out, as Chloe and I hurry after him. "You've already tried this! You know what's going to happen!" He doesn't reply, and soon the three of us are walking along a short corridor, with Reed headed straight for the door at the far end. "Reed!" I call out again. "You're not thinking straight! You're only going to get yourself into trouble! You can't just go barging in there and expect to brute force your way back into his memory!"
 
   "Have you got kids?" he asks, as he unlocks the door to the apartment. When he tries to push it open, however, he finds that there's a chain holding the door shut on the other side, which only allows him to open it about half an inch. "Fuck!" he shouts. "Emma! It's me! I need you to open this door right now! We have to talk!"
 
   "This isn't the way to solve things," I tell him, even though it's clear that he's not going to listen to me. I don't know Reed very well, but it's already pretty obvious that the thought of losing his son is driving him to the point of madness.
 
   "Have you got kids?" he asks again, turning to me.
 
   "No," I reply, "but -"
 
   "Then you don't know how this feels." He stares at me for a moment. "I'm sorry, but you don't know what it's like to see your own son's eyes as he looks at you like you're a stranger. He and I are so similar. We see each other three or four times a week, and we're not just father and son, we're friends. There's no way anyone could ever make him forget me. It's like my son is being taken away from me, and I don't care how big this thing is, I'm not going to -"
 
   Before he can finish, there's a sound from inside the apartment, and finally the door is opened by a bleary-eyed, shortish woman with cropped blonde hair. A chain is keeping the door from opening fully.
 
   "Hello?" she says, rubbing her eyes.
 
   "Mom?" a voice calls from inside the apartment. "Who is it?"
 
   "I don't know," the woman says, frowning as she stares at us. "I'm sorry, can I help you?"
 
   "We need to talk," Reed says. I can hear the tension in his voice, and he's clearly struggling to contain his anger.
 
   "I'm sorry?" the woman replies, clearly confused.
 
   "I need to talk to Tommy," Reed continues.
 
   "Uh..." The woman pauses. "I'm sorry, who are you?"
 
   "It's me," he says. "Reed." He waits for her to say something, but she just stares at him with a look of blank incomprehension. "Your ex-husband."
 
   "Excuse me?" she replies, raising her eyebrows.
 
   "Don't give me any more of this bullshit," Reed says, stepping forward and trying to push the door open.
 
   "Hey!" the woman shouts, stepping back as the chain tightens, preventing Reed from getting inside. "I don't know what your problem is, but if you don't get out of here right now, I'm going to call the police, okay? This building has cameras!"
 
   "Let me talk to Tommy," Reed says firmly. "He's my son."
 
   "What?" the woman says, starting to look angry. "Okay, I don't know who you are, but you need to leave right now. I mean, right fucking now. This isn't funny."
 
   "She doesn't remember you," I say, tugging at Reed's arm.
 
   "Tommy remembers me," he replies, trying once again to push the door open. "My own goddamn son is going to remember me. Bring him to the door."
 
   "Fuck this," the woman says, trying to push the door shut but finding that Reed has put his foot in the way. Turning, she grabs her phone from nearby and starts to make a call.
 
   "You can't be serious!" Reed shouts, trying to reach through for the phone.
 
   "Reed, we need to leave," I say, still pulling on his arm. "She doesn't remember you. This is like it was for me earlier. She doesn't even remember that you came here a few hours ago!"
 
   "Of course she remembers!" he says, reaching inside and trying to unhook the chain.
 
   "Police?" the woman says after a moment. "I need help. There's a man trying to gain access to my apartment." She pauses for a moment. "No, I've never seen him before in my life. He keeps saying he knows me, though. He's acting like I should recognize him. Can you send someone? I've got a chain on the door, but I'm worried he might try to force his way inside. I've got a child in the apartment with me."
 
   "Reed," I continue, trying to pull him away from the door, "you need to stop doing this! Whatever's happening, you're not going to resolve it by breaking into this woman's apartment!"
 
   "This isn't some woman!" Reed replies firmly. "This is Emma, my ex-wife!"
 
   "What the fuck?" the woman shouts at him. "I've never seen you before in my life!"
 
   "Hang on!" I shout, finally managing to pull Reed away from the door. "Let me show you something!" I continue, before turning to the woman. "I'm sorry about this. Please, just shut the door and go back to bed. I'll deal with this. He's just emotional."
 
   "It's okay," the woman says after a moment. "I think he's leaving." With that, she cuts the call and turns to me. "If I even see him here again," she continues, "I'll make sure he's hauled off by the police, okay? I don't care what's wrong with him. I'm not going to be woken up in the middle of the night by some asshole."
 
   "I promise," I say. "Just shut the door. Please?"
 
   Sighing, the woman pushes the door shut.
 
   "That was -" Reed starts to say.
 
   "Okay," I tell him, as I take a step back. I hate having to do this to him, but I figure I need to show him what's happening. "Try again."
 
   He stares at me.
 
   "Bang on the door again," I insist.
 
   He sighs, before banging his fist on the front of the door. "Emma!" he shouts. "I just want to talk to you! I'm not trying to hurt anyone or scare anyone, but I really want to work out what the hell's going on! Can you just -"
 
   Before he can finish, the door opens, and the woman stares out at us. She rubs her eyes for a moment. "Hello?" she says, sounding a little sleepy.
 
   "Mom?" a boy's voice calls out from inside the apartment. "Who is it?"
 
   "I don't know," the woman replies. "I'm sorry, can I help you?"
 
   Reed stares at her for a moment, and then turns to me.
 
   "She doesn't remember," I say firmly. "She doesn't remember being your wife, she doesn't remember you coming here earlier today, and she doesn't remember talking to you less than a minute ago." I wait for him to say something, but he simply stares at me, as if he can't quite process this new information. "I told you!" I continue. "This is what happened to me with the cop! They don't remember us!"
 
   "Do you want something?" the woman asks.
 
   Reed turns to her. "No," he says after a moment. "I'm sorry to have disturbed you."
 
   Frowning, the woman pushes the door shut, leaving us out in the corridor.
 
   "What the fuck is going on?" Reed asks. "That... She doesn't remember a damn thing!"
 
   "It's not just her," I reply, looking over at Chloe and seeing that she looks stunned. "No-one remembers us. It's like the three of us have suddenly stopped properly existing. People don't remember us. Even when they talk to us, they forget as soon as we're out of sight. I don't know what's happening, but it's as if the entire world has somehow lost the ability to remember us. It doesn't matter how many times you know on that door. Your ex-wife and your son have forgotten how to remember you. You can't change anything by yelling."
 
   "Then what can I do?" Reed asks, with clear desperation in his eyes. "Because I'll tell you right now what I'm not doing. I'm not walking away from my son!"
 
   


  
 

Dr. Stef Grant
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "You think this is a coincidence?" I ask, standing at the bottom of the steps as the first light of dawn begins to spread light across the entrance to the subway station. The storm is still raging, and a steady flow of water has been running down the steps all night, passing through the ticket hall and disappearing down various passages that lead down to the tracks. There's still not a lot of light down here, but there's just enough to allow us to make each other out in the gloom.
 
   "As opposed to what?" Cooper asks humorlessly, standing next to me.
 
   "This isn't just a storm," I say, turning to him. "This is massive, maybe even a hurricane, and it hit less than twelve hours after we arrived." I wait for him to say something, but he seems lost in thought for a moment. "I checked the radar systems before we left the boat," I continue. "There were no storms on the horizon. This came out of nowhere. Storms don't just appear overnight, not big storms like this."
 
   "Radar's been patchy lately," he replies. "Since we lost American data and systems, we've been struggling to patch things together. I wouldn't base any assumptions on the reliability or otherwise of our equipment. It's possible that this storm just slipped through the net. Coincidences do happen, Stef."
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but suddenly there's the sound of thunder from up above, followed almost immediately by a crack of lightning.
 
   "Hear that?" I say eventually. "The storm's been almost directly above us for hours now. It's like it moved in and decided to stick around. You think that's a coincidence?" I wait for him to reply, but he seems to be struggling for an answer. "I'm no expert," I continue after a moment, "but I'm pretty damn sure that this isn't how weather systems work. Something's caused this storm to develop extremely quickly, and now something seems to be attracting it to the city."
 
   "The occurrence of one coincidence doesn't make it any more or less likely that another -"
 
   "I know," I reply, interrupting him, "but still..." I take a deep breath as I realize that there's no way Cooper's going to admit that there's something ominous about the storm. He and I are both scientists, but he's always had more of a tendency to cling to cautious ideas, whereas I'm a little more willing to consider explanations that are a little more unusual. Right now, for example, it's clear that there's no way he's going to admit that the storm is unusual, or that its presence here is more than just a coincidence. "So," I continue, deciding to change the subject, "now what? Are we still on our mission, or are we in survival mode?"
 
   "We're in a mode that requires us to wait for the storm to pass," he says firmly. "Then we need to re-establish contact with the boat and complete as much of our work as possible. We can still get through this, but only if we remain calm and focus on the tasks at hand."
 
   Hearing a noise nearby, I glance back across the gloomy ticket hall and see Lacey carefully picking her way through the water. Even dressed in a full haz-mat suit, she seems so dainty and delicate, it's hard to believe that someone thought she'd be an appropriate person to send on this mission, but evidently the company wanted some eyes on the ground.
 
   "This is disgusting," she says as she reaches us. "Can you smell that smell? It's coming up from the tunnels. It's like the foulest thing in the world."
 
   Glancing over at Cooper, I can see from the look in his eyes that he's thinking exactly the same thing that I'm thinking.
 
   "What?" Lacey asks, staring at us both with wide-eyed confusion.
 
   "If some kind of disaster struck the city two weeks ago," I say cautiously, "maybe people took refuge in the subway system..."
 
   "But they wouldn't stay down there," Cooper replies. "They'd have come up eventually. There'd be no reason for them to stay underground all this time. Besides, you can't fit eight and a half million people into a subway system all at once, even if they lined the tunnels ten-deep."
 
   "Then where did they go?" I ask, starting to feel slightly annoyed by the way Cooper seems to knock down every single suggestion that I come up with. "If eight and a half million people couldn't hide away in the subway system, where could they hide away, because I sure haven't seen any sign of them so far."
 
   "We haven't checked all the buildings," he points out, clearly struggling to remain calm, "and there's also the possibility that they left in some kind of mass exodus. Maybe they decided the city wasn't the right place to be. Maybe there was a threat here, or maybe they were just scared. You were talking about superstitions earlier. Isn't it possible that people decided to get out to rural areas? Maybe they felt that whatever was happening, it was intrinsically linked to the urban environment. For all we know, maybe they were right!"
 
   "Aliens," Lacey says suddenly.
 
   We both turn to stare at her.
 
   "Aliens would explain everything," she says, looking as if she's close to tears. "Aliens came and took them all. They sucked everyone up into a spaceship and flew them off to some other place, and now they're doing experiments on them." She pauses for a moment. "It's not necessarily a bad thing," she continues after a moment. "I mean, they might bring them back eventually."
 
   "Aliens took everyone from the United States," I reply, struggling to see the logic in her theory, "and left the rest of the planet behind?"
 
   "Well..." She pauses. "Yeah?"
 
   "There's a logical explanation for all of this," Cooper says firmly. "It might take us a while, but we are going to find that explanation. I have no idea whether we'll find any survivors, or whether things will ever get back to normal, but at the very least we're going to find out what happened to all those people."
 
   "And if we don't?" I ask.
 
   "Of course we will."
 
   "But what if we don't?" I continue, enjoying the fact that I'm annoying him. "Think about it, Cooper. What if we never solve this? What if all these people, all eight and a half million of them, have just vanished, and we never, ever find out where they went?"
 
   "That's impossible," he replies.
 
   "Is it?"
 
   "They had to go somewhere," he continues. "Purely in terms of body mass alone, that many people can't just disappear from the face of the planet. There'd be... something left behind."
 
   "I didn't say they'd disappeared from the fact of the planet," I reply calmly. "I simply said that maybe, whatever happened to them, we might never get to the bottom of it. Can you handle that, Cooper? Can you deal with the thought that we might never find out what happened?"
 
   He stares at me, and I can tell that he's struggling to find an answer. Cooper lives for logic and rationality, and I'm quite certain that he'd go stir crazy if we never came up with a solution. At the same time, that same love of logic means that he can't dismiss my ideas out of hand; he knows that there's a chance we'll never get an answer, and the prospect terrifies him.
 
   "Aliens," Lacey says again.
 
   "It's not aliens!" Cooper says, raising his voice as he turns to her. "Can you get that through your thick skull? Aliens don't exist, and if they did, they wouldn't come here and just suck up all the people!" He pauses. "Jesus Christ, I can't believe we're even having this conversation..."
 
   "I don't hear any better ideas," she replies, turning and splashing across the ticket hall.
 
   Cooper glances at me, as another rumble of thunder hits the city, followed by a flash of lightning.
 
   "It's almost biblical, isn't it?" I point out, enjoying this rare moment of power. Cooper always relies upon knowledge and hard facts, and right now he has nothing. It must be driving him crazy. "A biblical storm," I continue. "Maybe that's what's going on? Maybe this is the end of the world, maybe..." I pause, fully aware that my next suggestion is going to piss him off no end. "Maybe it's the rapture," I add. "I mean, maybe all these people just... ascended to heaven?"
 
   "You believe in that crap now, do you?" he asks.
 
   "I like to keep an open mind," I reply. "It'd be illogical to ignore certain explanations just because they don't fit with your belief systems. I think we should keep everything on the table for now. After all, whatever happened, it's clearly something that doesn't fit with our established understanding of how the world works."
 
   "I'm going to go up and take a look," he says bitterly, clearly pissed off by my suggestions. "Maybe the storm's easing a little."
 
   As I watch him climb the steps, I can't help but feel a little bad; after all, I probably pushed him way too far. Still, Cooper always thinks he knows best, and it's fun to see him floundering in this situation without any kind of logical, rational explanation. Science is his religion, providing all the answers he ever needs in life, and he's always believed that any event can be explained; something like this, however, is so huge and so bewildering, he's struggling to cope with the feeling of helplessness.
 
   "Jesus!" he shouts suddenly, stopping as he gets halfway up the steps.
 
   Seconds later, I see that something large and bulky is being washed down toward us, carried on the flow of water. I barely have time to step out of the way before a human corpse is washed straight past me, carried by the water until it lodges next to one of the old ticket barriers. As Lacey screams, I turn and look up at Cooper, and I can see the relief in his eyes now that we've finally got something to examine. Just as someone with faith waits from a sign from God, Cooper has been waiting for something, anything, that he can analyze and prod, and this dead body is the first indication we've had so far that there might be anyone else still in the city.
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fifteen days ago
 
    
 
   "Maybe we should just leave him here," Chloe says eventually, after we've been sitting on the bench by the bus stop for a couple of hours. A few meters away, Reed is sitting on the stoop of his ex-wife's building, with his head in his hands and no apparent idea as to what he's going to do next. "I get why he's just sat there," she continues, "but don't you think we should try to get help?"
 
   "From who?" I ask, keeping my eyes fixed on Reed. The truth is, I share his desperation. Right now, it feels as if there's no way out of this situation.
 
   "The police!" she says, her strong British accent making her sound eminently reasonable. "They have to do something about this, right? I mean, we're three people, so it's not like we're mad or imagining this!"
 
   "Isn't it?" I ask, turning to her. "How do I know that you and Reed are real?" I pause, watching as she realizes that I've got a point. "How do you know that we're real? What's more likely? That the whole city has suddenly, for some reason, forgotten all about us, or that we've just gone mad? People go mad every day, don't they? Every single day, a few more people lose their minds. Maybe it's just our turn this time."
 
   "We can't all have gone mad at the same time," she replies cautiously. "Not in the same way..."
 
   "No," I reply, realizing that she doesn't quite understand yet, "but what if just one of us has gone mad, and the other two are just hallucinations. You seem real to me, but..." I glance over at a guy who's walking past us. "He didn't make eye contact," I continue. "He didn't look at me. Maybe, from his point of view, I'm just talking to myself. Everyone steers clear of crazy people, don't they? Maybe something happened and I just flipped out, and everyone walking past can see it."
 
   "Then what am I?" she asks. "I know I'm real!"
 
   "But how can I be sure?" I reply. "You might be existing entirely in my head."
 
   "Well... how can I be sure that you're real?" she continues. "Maybe I'm the one who's gone mad, and I'm the one who's sitting here talking to myself!" She pauses. "I have been under a lot of pressure lately. My sister's getting married next month and I'm supposed to be going back to England for the wedding, but I don't think I can get the time off work, and I haven't told her yet, and..." Her voice trails off for a moment. "I never thought I was the kind of person who'd go mental," she adds eventually. "I thought that was other people."
 
   Glancing over at Reed, I see that he's got the expression of a man who's been totally beaten down. He looks lost and confused, and I'm finding it hard to believe that I could have imagined him. I hope not, anyway; I really hope to God that I'm not sitting here alone, talking to two imaginary acquaintances.
 
   "Hey!" I call out. "You want to grab a coffee?"
 
   "With what?" he asks, his voice sounding dull and tired. "My ATM cards don't work."
 
   "I have some cash," I continue. "Enough for three coffees, at least. Maybe we can work out what to do next."
 
   "There's nothing to do," he replies. "I'm just going to sit here and hope that when the sun comes up, this whole crazy night is just going to be washed away. Maybe..." He pauses, seemingly lost in thought for a moment. "I keep trying to work out what caused all this to happen, and the only explanation that even slightly makes sense is that I've lost my goddamn mind, except..." He pauses again, staring straight ahead as if he's momentarily lost in some kind of trance. "I'm not insane," he says eventually. "I just know that I haven't lost my mind. This is real. It's happening. For whatever reason, this is absolutely, definitely happening."
 
   "I guess we have to proceed on that assumption," I say, turning to Chloe. "We can't just sit around and assume that we're nuts. We have to come up with a plan."
 
   "You got some coins I could borrow?" she asks. "I've got an idea."
 
   Reaching into my bag, I pull out my purse and find some coins for her. "How much do you need?" I ask, suddenly aware that I'm getting low on cash.
 
   "Just enough to call home," she replies, looking over at a payphone at the end of the street. "I want to call my parents in Bristol, in England, and see if they..." She pauses, and it looks for a moment as if she's on the verge of tears. "I mean, they've got to remember me, right? They're my parents, so it's not like they can forget the past thirty years, can they?"
 
   Although I know I should hold onto the coins, I give them to her. After thanking me, she gets up and heads across the road, leaving me to turn back to Reed. Once again, he seems to have fallen very still, as if the enormity of this whole situation is weighing down on him with crushing intensity.
 
   "We can't sit here forever," I tell him. "We can't just sit and wait. What are you going to do when daylight comes? She's not going to remember you. Whatever this thing is, it's not going to be magically reset at the end of the night." I pause for a moment, trying to work out where the whole mess started. "John Lydecker," I say eventually.
 
   "I don't care about John Lydecker," he replies.
 
   "But he's what we all have in common," I point out. "This is basically when the whole thing started, right? You, me and Chloe were all sent out to find Lydecker. We met at his apartment, we were together in that coffee shop, and then it's as if, when we were done, all the crazy stuff started to happen." I pause as I realize that this is the first time all night that I've actually managed to string together anything approaching a reasonable explanation. "I don't know how," I continue, "but Lydecker has to be connected to this. It can't just be a coincidence that it started as soon as we found out about Lydecker basically having three separate identities."
 
   Sighing, Reed pauses for a moment. "So how does that work, exactly?" he asks eventually. "Did some magic dust fall on us in Lydecker's apartment?"
 
   "It's not the apartment," I continue, my mind racing to put all the pieces together. "Chloe didn't come into the apartment, remember? And..." I pause again. "As far as we know, no-one else showed up looking for Lydecker, did they? So it was just the three of us, and then the three of us were apparently the only ones who got affected like this." I wait for him to respond, but he doesn't seem to have bought into my theory yet. "Don't you get it?" I continue. "Whatever's going on, however it happened, it has to be linked to Lydecker. I know he's just a weird, annoying little man, but somehow he's at the heart of it!"
 
   "But how -" Reed starts to say, before something seems to catch his attention on the other side of the road. "Huh," he says after a moment. "I don't think that phone call's going too well."
 
   Turning, I watch as Chloe puts the phone down. Tears are streaming down her face, and she looks as if she might be able to collapse. Getting up from the bench, I hurry across the street and immediately put my arms around her. She doesn't say anything; instead, she just rests her head on my shoulders and sobs. Looking down at the phone, hanging down from the payphone box, I realize that her parents must have told her that they don't remember her. It occurs to me that maybe I could try to call home to my family, but the way things are going, it's pretty clear how things would turn out, and I'm not ready to go through that just yet.
 
   "It's going to be okay," I tell Chloe, even though I have no idea what we're going to do next.
 
   "You don't know that," she replies through a wall of tears.
 
   "This can't just happen to three people in New York," I continue. "This is the twenty-first century. Three people can't just stop existing like this!"
 
   "But we have!" she replies, pulling away and staring at me with tears in her eyes. "Don't you get it? You keep saying it can't happen, but it has happened! We're standing here right now, and it's happened to us! So stop saying it can't, because..." Her voice trails off and she starts sobbing again, but she pushes me away when I try to comfort her. Instead, she goes and sits on the sidewalk, in the doorway of a shop.
 
   "Damn it," I mutter as I take the phone and place it back on the hook. Glancing over at Reed, I realize that both he and Chloe seem to be losing momentum. It's as if, faced with the enormity of everything that's happening, they're starting to freeze up. I guess they're hoping that some kind of miracle is going to come along and resolve everything, whereas I'm filled with determination to go and find someone who can help us. The only problem is, I don't know where to start.
 
   "You got some water?" Chloe asks eventually.
 
   I turn to her.
 
   "I'm thirsty," she says, her tears having apparently stopped for now. "You got a bottle of water or something?"
 
   "Sorry," I reply.
 
   "I'm sorry I used your coins," she continues. "That was dumb. I should have known they'd..." She pauses, and she seems much calmer now, as if somehow she's accepted what's happening.
 
   "It wasn't dumb," I tell her. "It was worth a try. You had to -" Suddenly I stop speaking as I happen to glance along the sidewalk and spot a man walking toward us. He seems fairly unassuming, and with a flat cap on his head it's hard to make out his face properly, but something about him seems familiar. With a growing sense of unease, I watch as he steps down off the sidewalk and hurries across the road.
 
   "What's wrong?" Chloe asks.
 
   "Hang on," I reply, starting to follow the man. I make sure to keep back, so as to avoid spooking him, but there's something about the way he walks, and the hint of an expression that I saw on his face despite the shadows. My heart's racing, but I'm not going to let myself believe it, not yet. I keep telling myself that it can't be true, that I'm just imagining the whole thing, but at the same time I know that it's real.
 
   "What is it?" Chloe asks, hurrying after me.
 
   I stop as the man slips past Reed and makes his way up the steps to the door that leads into the apartment building. It's hard to believe that this could be happening, but I swear to God, I recognize him. I've seen him so many times at work, and now he's right here.
 
   "That's John Lydecker," I say, watching as he unlocks the door.
 
   "Are you sure?" Chloe asks, standing just behind me.
 
   "Hey!" I call out. "John!"
 
   The man turns to look over at me, and finally I see that I'm right. It is him. He's staring at me with a look of confusion on his face, and it's clear that he doesn't recognize me at all, but it's definitely him. After all this insanity, we've finally found John Lydecker at last!
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   "It's male," Cooper says, crouching next to the corpse. "Definitely male."
 
   I breathe a sigh of relief. After the initial shock of seeing the body being washed down the stairs, I'd begun to worry that by some huge coincidence Gretchen's body might have been carried here by the flow of water. I guess her remains have probably been washed away by the storm, which is still raging above ground, but at least we don't have to see her again. This body, bloated and rotten, is a stranger, and in some strange way that's much less disturbing.
 
   "He looks like he's been dead for a while," I say, staring at the yellowed, bruised skin of the man's face.
 
   "Hard to give an exact time of death," Cooper continues. "We don't know what kind of environment he's been in since he died. Still, there's no sign that he's been consumed by any kind of rodent, which is odd." He turns to me. "You'd think that a body, left somewhere outside in New York, would have been chewed to pieces by now. It's as if humans aren't the only creatures that have abandoned the place."
 
   Before I can say anything, I hear the sound of Lacey vomiting nearby. Glancing over at the other side of the ticket hall, I see that she's bent over one of the barriers.
 
   "Great," Cooper says, "that's all we need."
 
   "She really shouldn't be here," I mutter.
 
   "Help me move him," Cooper says, already pulling a set of latex gloves from his pocket.
 
   "Are you sure?" I ask. "What if he's infected? We still haven't ruled out some kind of disease from this scenario. He might be carrying some kind of virus or bacteria, either on his skin or inside his body."
 
   "I'm not asking you to lick the corpse," he says somewhat testily, as he passes me a set of gloves. "I'm just asking you to grab the feet and help me move him to that ledge over there. I need to examine him more carefully, and it'd be a lot easier to do if we can get him flat on his back and out of the water." He stares at me for a moment. "Please, Stef. We need to get on with this. It's not much, but right now it's the only lead we've got."
 
   Sighing, I put the gloves on before grabbing hold of the large boots that the guy is wearing. Although the corpse seems to be in a bad way, it stays together as we lift it and start struggling to get it onto a nearby ledge. There seems to be some considerable extra weight, probably from water that has built up in the remains, but eventually we manage to get the body onto the ledge, at which point I take a step back. The dead man is dressed in what appears to be a haz-mat suit, just like ours, and there are no obvious signs of injury. It's his face, though, that has my fullest attention, with his mouth seemingly open in a kind of half-scream, and his eyes intact as they stare straight up.
 
   "Why's he suited up?" I ask.
 
   "I guess he was investigating whatever was happening," Cooper replies.
 
   "It couldn't be..." I stare at the dead man's face, but it's clear that this isn't Sutton.
 
   "Fascinating," Cooper says, stepping back to get a better view.
 
   "That's not the word I'd use," I reply, unable to stop staring at the corpse's yellowed eyes. There are several dark red-blue blotches on the face, which I assume must have come from impacts during the body's journey through the flooded streets, but overall the body seems to be in remarkably good condition given that he might well have been dead for two whole weeks. Then again, if he died more recently, we might have our first indication that the entire population of the country didn't just vanish all at once.
 
   "We have to find out how this man died," Cooper says, moving closer to the body. Still wearing his gloves, and after a moment he pulls the top of the haz-mat suit down to reveal what appears to be a tattoo on the man's neck.
 
   "Be careful," I warn him. "There's still a risk of infection."
 
   "I think a few risks might be unavoidable right now," he replies as he leans closer. "Jonathan A. Lydecker," he says after a moment. "That's what it says. I guess the guy had his name tattooed on his body. Convenient, I guess. Well, Mr. Lydecker, I must thank you for joining us. Let's hope you've got plenty to tell us about what's going on here."
 
   "What did you call him?" Lacey calls out from the other side of the ticket hall.
 
   "I was just -" Cooper starts to say.
 
   "What did you call him?" she says again, suddenly seeming surprisingly animated as she splashes her way across the hall and reaches us. Pushing Cooper out of the way, she stares at the body for a moment, almost as if she can't believe what she's seeing. All her daintiness and caution seems to have vanished, replaced by a steely, determined expression.
 
   "You heard of him?" I ask, glancing at Cooper and seeing a look of concern in his eyes.
 
   She doesn't reply. In fact, she seems totally mesmerized by the body.
 
   "Lacey," I continue, "do you know something about this man?"
 
   "No," Lacey says after a moment, still staring at the tattoo as if it's the most shocking thing she's ever seen. I swear, it's almost as if she's got tears in her eyes.
 
   "You sure?" I ask. "You seemed to react when -"
 
   "I misheard you," she replies, even though she still seems shocked. She sniffs, and it's clear that she's trying very hard to act as if nothing's wrong. "I'm sorry, I thought you said something else." She stares at the corpse for a moment, seemingly in a state of shock. Whatever's worrying her, she's doing a terrible job of hiding her true reaction.
 
   "Apparently his name's Lydecker," I continue, convinced that Lacey isn't being entirely honest. I don't know her very well at all, but something seems to have changed in her countenance over the past minute or so, and having been avoiding the corpse since it washed down here, now she suddenly seems to be completely focused on it, to the extent that she seemingly can't take her eyes off its blotchy face. "It's an unusual name," I add, hoping to elicit some kind of acknowledgment from her. "Are you sure it doesn't ring any bells?"
 
   "Why would it?" she asks after a moment, turning to me with a forced smile. "He's obviously just some poor individual who was caught out in..." She pauses. "Well, in whatever this is." With that, she turns and makes her way back across the ticket hall.
 
   "Is it me," I whisper to Cooper, "or was that a little weird?"
 
   "I think she's a little weird full stop," he replies.
 
   "Yeah, but..." I pause. "Come on, you saw her reaction, right?"
 
   "We need to focus on the task at hand," he continues, as thunder rumbles above us. "The storm might be settled in for the rest of the day, but at least we can do some useful work down here if we focus on undertaking a forensic analysis of Mr. Lydecker's body. Granted, we're lacking even the most basic tools, but we can't overlook this opportunity." He pauses. "I could really use your help here, Stef. Are you willing to help me?"
 
   "Sure," I mutter, glancing over at Lacey and seeing that once again she's vomiting over at the other side of the ticket hall. "For fuck's sake," I add, "how can she even have anything left in her stomach to bring up?" Turning back to Cooper, I see that he's already started to carefully unbutton Lydecker's shirt; moments later, he pulls the fabric aside to reveal the corpse's bloated, yellowed belly.
 
   "He's been in the water for a while," Cooper says, placing a hand on the belly and pressing down. Moments later, there's a clear hissing sound as air starts to escape through Lydecker's mouth, almost as if he's letting out a long, deep sigh. "Cause and effect," Cooper adds with a faint smile. "Something happens in one place, and there's a result somewhere else."
 
   "Another coincidence, though," I point out.
 
   "How so?"
 
   "Of all the subway stations in the whole city, he just happens to get washed down into ours? Don't you think that's a little weird?"
 
   "There must be other bodies up there," he continues. "Maybe the storm dislodged them, or maybe for some reason they were all gathered in one part of the city. I'm sure there'll be plenty of others once we get back out into the open, unless they've been washed into the river." He removes his hand from Lydecker's chest, and the hissing sound stops. "Unless you're suggesting that Jonathan A. Lydecker was the only corpse left in New York," he adds with a smile, "and that he just happened to come floating down to us?"
 
   "I have a scalpel," I reply, opening the utility belt around my waist and pulling out a small rubber case. "We might as well cut him open, right?"
 
   "There's not much else we can do," Cooper replies, taking the scalpel. "If nothing else, we might be able to work out how long he's been dead. It'd be useful to know whether anyone survived after the initial shutdown of communication." He pauses. "You ready?"
 
   I smile awkwardly.
 
   He places the scalpel against the skin on Lydecker's chest, and then he pauses for a moment before pressing the blade down deep and starting to cut the man open.
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   "Can I help you?" Lydecker asks, standing at the top of the stoop and staring down at us.
 
   I look over at Chloe, and then at Reed, and it's clear that all three of us are totally speechless. I guess that in all the madness, we'd kind of lost track of the fact that we originally met while we were looking for this guy. Now he's here, standing right in front of us.
 
   "Okay," Lydecker says uncomfortably. "This is a little unusual, so I'm just gonna go inside and leave you folks to have a great night. Or morning, or whatever it is."
 
   "What are you doing here?" I ask, walking over to the foot of the stoop.
 
   "I live here," he replies with a frown. "I just finished a night-shift." He stares at me for a moment, then at Reed, and finally at Chloe. "I'm pretty sure you're not here to mug me, but at the same time, you're kind of freaking me out. So I'm just gonna go inside -"
 
   "Do you remember me?" I ask.
 
   He pauses. "Should I?"
 
   "What about me?" Chloe asks. "Chloe Atkins. We work together on the magazine."
 
   "Huh?"
 
   "You have dandruff on your glasses!" she says.
 
   "Excuse me?"
 
   "It's true, isn't it?" she continues. "If we've never met before, how do I know that you always have a thin layer of dandruff on your glasses! You take them off several times a day and give them a quick wipe, but you always end up with more. You've had the problem all your life! The keyboard of your laptop is encrusted with the stuff too. It gets under the keys and you end up having to take each key off individually so you can -"
 
   "Okay!" he shouts. "Enough! You clearly..." He pauses. "I don't know who the three of you are, or why you're here, or why the hell you're talking to me, but I'm tired, so while I appreciate the effort, or the prank or whatever it is, I'm afraid that I really would like to just go into my apartment, get into bed with my wife, and not have this conversation. So no offense, but whatever drugs the three of you are on, maybe you should lay off them for a while." With that, he steps through the door and turns to push it shut.
 
   "No!" Reed shouts, running up the stoop and barging the door open, knocking Lydecker to the ground. "You're not getting off that easy! You're going to tell us what's going on, and you're going to do it right now!"
 
   "Jesus Christ!" Lydecker shouts, struggling to get to his feet. "You people are maniacs!"
 
   "You want to see a maniac?" Reed asks, grabbing him by the collar and hauling him up, before pushing him against the wall. "I can show you a maniac," he continues, sounding as if all the frustration has finally built up to a point at which he can no longer contain himself. "Which apartment do you live in? Go on, tell me. The weird thing is, with the way this night is going, I'm starting to think I can already guess." He pauses, waiting for a reply, but Lydecker seems to be absolutely terrified. "It's apartment 5C, isn't it?" Reed continues after a moment. "You live in apartment 5C. Am I right?"
 
   "I'm calling the cops!" Lydecker splutters.
 
   "What's your wife's name?" Reed shouts.
 
   "None of your -" Lydecker starts to say, before Reed pulls him closer and then slams him back against the wall.
 
   "What's her name?" Reed shouts again.
 
   "Emma!" Lydecker shouts.
 
   Stepping back, Reed releases Lydecker and lets him slither back down to the ground.
 
   "This isn't going to solve anything," I say, pushing Reed aside before kneeling next to Lydecker. "John, it's okay. Reed's just angry and scared. I know we must seem like we're insane to you, but I promise, we're just in a weird situation. We just need to talk to you."
 
   Lydecker stares at me with a look of shock in his eyes. I don't blame him. From his point of view, we're three random strangers who have suddenly turned up on his doorstep, demanding to know what the hell's going on. I don't claim to understand everything that's happening, but I'm pretty sure that Lydecker isn't some kind of mastermind who's laughing at us behind our backs. Somehow, he's as helplessly caught up in the whole mess as the rest of us.
 
   "Some strange things have been happening lately," I continue. "Some really strange things that we can't explain, and we're hoping that maybe you can help us understand the situation." I wait for him to reply, but it's clear that Reed's more direct approach has left Lydecker almost stupefied with fear. "Is there somewhere we can talk?" I continue. "I promise, John, we just have some questions about all the weirdness, and I'm guessing that you don't really know what I'm talking about but I'd still like to just get your side of the story, 'cause maybe it can help us in some way. As you can probably tell, we're getting pretty desperate here. It's been a very long night, and we don't know what we're supposed to do next. Right now, it feels as if our lives are slipping away from us."
 
   "Keep that fucking animal away from me," he says, staring at Reed.
 
   "Reed's not going to hurt you," I reassure him. "No-one's going to help you. That was just a bit of a misunderstanding."
 
   "It wasn't a misunderstanding!" Lydecker hisses. "He's a barbarian! He's no better than an ape!"
 
   "He's just angry," I continue. "He's angry because something's been taken from him, and right now he's not sure how to get it back. None of us knows what's happening, and we need to somehow work out where to go from here. I know you must think we're insane, but we need your help. Please, is there somewhere we can talk?"
 
   "No fucking way," Lydecker replies. "Why the fuck would I help someone who tried to beat me to death?"
 
   "Bullshit!" Reed says, stepping toward us. "If you think that's what I was doing, you're insane."
 
   "It's okay," I say, getting to my feet. "I've got an idea."
 
   "Here's an idea," Lydecker says, staring up at me with undisguised venom in his voice. "Why don't you three psychotic assholes fuck off before I call the cops and have you arrested for assault, huh?"
 
   "Sure," I reply. "We're going."
 
   "No way," Reed replies. "After everything we went through to find him -"
 
   "We're going," I say firmly, turning to him. "Trust me. We're going to leave Mr. Lydecker here, and we're going to walk out that door."
 
   "No, we're -" Reed starts to say, before I see a moment of realization in his eyes. "Sure," he continues finally. "That's exactly what we're going to do."
 
   The three of us hurry out the door and down the steps of the stoop, and then we pause for a moment.
 
   "If this works," I say to Reed, "you have to stay calm. Running at him like a goddamn bull isn't going to make him talk to us, okay? It's clear that he doesn't know anything about what's going on, but at least we can talk to him like adults rather than trying to squeeze the truth out of his with brute force."
 
   "Did you hear what he said?" Reed replies, barely able to constrain his anger. "He lives in apartment 5C. That's Emma's apartment. He said he's married. He's stolen my life!"
 
   "I'm sure it's not like that," I tell him.
 
   "My son!" he continues. "What if..." He pauses, and for a moment he seems to be on the verge of getting choked up at the thought of his son living with another man. "What if my son thinks John fucking Lydecker is his father?"
 
   "I'm sure he doesn't," I reply, even though it might well be the case. "Either way, we're not going to get any answers if we keep going like this. You need to calm down, and if you can't do that, you need to wait outside while Chloe and I go in to talk to him."
 
   Reed stares at me, and it's clear that he's struggling to stay calm.
 
   "You need to promise me you can do this," I tell him.
 
   "Sure," Reed replies.
 
   "Do you think Lydecker's telling the truth?" Chloe asks.
 
   "I do," I reply, before turning and making my way back up the stoop. "Or at least, he thinks it's the truth."
 
   Once we get inside, there's no sign of Lydecker, but footsteps can be heard heading upstairs. The three of us hurry after him, and finally we reach Lydecker just as he's unlocking the door to his apartment. He looks tired, as if all the drama of the past couple of minutes has been wiped away and, once again, he's just a guy heading home after a night-shift.
 
   "Mr. Lydecker?" I ask.
 
   He turns to face us. "Hi," he says, a little blankly, clearly not recognizing us. I guess I was right: by stepping away from him for a couple of minutes, we managed to reset his memory of us. There's no fear in his eyes, no suspicion or concern.
 
   "This is going to seem a bit weird," I say, taking a deep breath, "but we were wondering if we could have a word. You don't know us, but I think you might be able to help us out."
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   "He didn't drown," Cooper says, as he examines the dead man's lungs, "and there's no sign of any trauma. He doesn't seem to be particularly thin, either, so I doubt he starved." With the tip of the scalpel, he cuts into the left lung. "Any ideas, Stef? What do you think accounted for Mr. Lydecker's death?"
 
   "Hard to say," I reply. So far, we've managed to open his chest and spread his ribs, but apart from a quick top-up on basic anatomy, we've learned nothing. "I keep coming back to the possibility of infection," I continue after a moment. "I know you don't want to hear it, but what if he caught something. Some kind of disease, maybe viral or bacterial. That'd account for the lack of obvious injuries."
 
   "No," Cooper replies firmly, slipping his fingers inside the man's lung. "The entire population of the United States did not drop dead and then vanish due to any kind of infection. How the hell could something like that be contained so scrupulously within national borders? There'd have been cases all over the world."
 
   "Then what did kill him?" I ask, glancing down at the man's boots. "He's wearing our gear," I say after a moment. "It's not just similar. It's identical. He must have got this from somewhere."
 
   "There are probably dozens of American agencies that use the same suppliers as us," Cooper replies. "It's just a coincidence."
 
   "Those sure are mounting up, aren't they?" I reply.
 
   "It doesn't mean anything," he continues. "If the American government became aware that something was happening, it stands to reason that they'd have tried to stop it. They probably sent whole haz-mat teams in to see if they could isolate the problem." He pauses. "Obviously they failed. Whatever they were looking for, they either didn't find it, or they couldn't do anything to stop it."
 
   "But we know that there was no chatter prior to the cut-off," I point out. "Everything seemed normal, and then suddenly..." I take a deep breath, thinking back to the first few hours of the incident. It was as if someone just flicked a switch and all communications with the United States just stopped dead; it was almost like someone just scooped everyone up and spirited them away to some new place where we can't find them. "I guess maybe there might have been something in the background," I continue. "Government agencies could have been discussing the situation."
 
   "We still have to join the dots," Cooper replies, glancing over at Lacey, who's sitting on a ledge on the other side of the ticket hall. "What do you think about her?" he asks after a moment. "I know she's pretty flaky, but do you think she's going to be a problem? We need cool heads, and she seems to be falling apart."
 
   "If we still had contact with the boat," I reply, "I''d say we should send her back. Something about this body really freaked her out. I don't like having her around. She's too unpredictable."
 
   "Some people have never seen a dead body before," he says. "She's seen two in the past twenty-four hours. Maybe you should go and talk to her, see if she's okay. The whole thing with Gretchen might have shaken her up, and then this thing comes floating down. Plus there's the fact that..."
 
   I wait for him to finish. "The fact that what?" I ask.
 
   "Well..." He pauses. "She might be worried that we're not going to get out of here."
 
   "But we are," I reply. "Right?"
 
   He nods, but I can see from the look in his eyes that he's not certain.
 
   Without saying anything, I turn and make my way across the ticket hall. Water is still flowing down the steps, and the storm still seems to be raging above ground. I guess it's no wonder that Lacey's a mess. After all, Cooper and I have both spent time in Africa and the Middle East, on various military attachments, whereas I get the impression that Lacey's been a pen-pusher all her life. I understand why the company chose to send someone to keep an eye on this mission, but I'm sure they could have found someone more suited to this kind of operation.
 
   "You okay?" I ask as I take a seat next to her.
 
   She doesn't reply. Staring straight ahead, she seems lost in thought. I swear to God, sometimes I find myself wondering what's really going on with this woman. She seems so nervous and timid, almost scared, and it truly baffles me that anyone could ever have thought that she'd be a good person to send on this mission. Hell, I'd have second thoughts about sending her out of the office for a cup of coffee.
 
   "If you want to talk about it," I continue, "there's -"
 
   "I'm fine!" she snaps suddenly, with a surprising degree of anger in her eyes as she turns to me. "What's wrong? You think I'm out of my depth? You think I'm holding you back? I'm just here to observe, so I really don't think you can blame your lack of progress on me!"
 
   "No," I say, "I just -"
 
   "Is that butcher still cutting into the body?" she asks, turning to look over at Cooper. "Is that his answer to every situation? Just cut it open and hope he'll find an answer somewhere? How much longer is he going to spend rooting around, messing it all up?"
 
   "He's just trying to understand," I reply, trying to stay calm. "Besides, what else can we do down here?"
 
   "Fuck," she mutters, clearly getting agitated.
 
   "Do you mind if I ask you a question?" I continue.
 
   "Can I stop you?"
 
   "Of course," I say. "I won't ask."
 
   "Go on," she replies, "I know you won't be able to keep it in." She stares at me for a moment. "Well, come on! What's this question that's so important?"
 
   "It's just..." I pause. "Maybe I'm totally wrong," I continue, "but when you heard that name, Jonathan A. Lydecker, you seemed to react as if you knew something."
 
   "Bullshit," she replies.
 
   "So you've never heard of him?"
 
   "Of course not," she says, looking disgusted by the mere mention of the possibility. "Do you seriously think we've traveled thousands of miles across the Atlantic Ocean, arrived in New York, and bumped into someone I know within twenty-four hours?" She stares at me. "What's wrong with you? Are you stupid? Do you really think something like that could happen?"
 
   "Sorry," I reply, getting to my feet. "I just -"
 
   "No," she says, putting her head in her hands, "I'm sorry. It's me. I shouldn't have said that." She pauses. "Can you just forget the past few minutes? I've been rude. I'm under a lot of stress, and I'm not handling it very well. I tend to get a little snappy when I'm worried, that's all."
 
   "Is this your first time in the field?" I ask.
 
   She looks up at me, and once again there seem to be tears in her eyes. "Not exactly," she says, "but... This really isn't how I expected things to go, you know? I thought we'd come in, do what we need to do, and get out. I thought a smaller team would be faster and more able to get the job done. Instead, we've already lost one person, and maybe the boat's gone, and..." She takes a deep breath, before finally forcing a smile onto her face. "I'm sorry. I know that morale has to stay high. I'll pull myself together and try not to drag you both down."
 
   "Don't worry," I reply, "it's hard on us all. We just -" Hearing a splashing sound nearby, I turn and see that Cooper is making his way toward us, holding what looks like some kind of small plastic card. "You found anything?" I ask casually.
 
   As soon as he looks at me, I can see that something's wrong. Cooper isn't the kind of guy who's easily spooked, so whatever the problem might be, it's instantly got me on edge. I can see from the look in his eyes that he's concerned about something.
 
   "What is it?" I ask, trying not to panic. "You found his I.D. card?"
 
   "Not his," he replies, handing the card to me.
 
   "So what if -" I say, before I see the photo on the card. It takes me a moment to realize what I'm looking at, and for a few seconds I can't quite process the information. "You found this on the body?" I ask eventually.
 
   "Zipped into one of the pockets," he replies, his voice tense with concern. "Just the way we keep ours."
 
   "What is it?" Lacey asks nervously.
 
   "It's Gretchen's identity badge," I say, staring down at the Compidome I.D. card in my hands. "This can only mean one thing. This Jonathan Lydecker guy is wearing Gretchen's haz-mat suit."
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   "So, um... Let me get this straight. Someone's been impersonating me?"
 
   We're sitting at the kitchen table in Jonathan Lydecker's apartment. It's almost 6am, and the first light of dawn is starting to show through the curtains. So far, Lydecker has been an extremely courteous and helpful host, offering us coffee and listening patiently as the three of us try to explain, as best we can, what's been happening to us. From the look in his eyes, it's clear that he has no idea what we're talking about, but I still feel that we have to keep digging. Even if he doesn't realize it, Lydecker - or at least, this version of Lydecker - might know something that can help us.
 
   "We're not sure," I say, trying to work out how to answer his questions without making us sound insane. "As I already told you, we each have very distinct memories of someone with your name and your appearance, and aspects of your personality, working with us. It's not just a resemblance, John. They looked exactly like you."
 
   "And they all disappeared?" he asks, taking a sip of coffee.
 
   I nod.
 
   "All at the same time?"
 
   "Why don't we move on," Reed says firmly, clearly irritated by the slow pace I've been taking with the conversation so far. "How long do you think you've been married to Emma?"
 
   "We're coming up on our ninth anniversary next month," he replies disarmingly, albeit with a hint of grit. "And I don't think it. I know it."
 
   "And Tommy?"
 
   "Tommy's our son." Now that his family - or at least, the family - have been brought into the conversation, Lydecker seems a little more cautious. I don't blame him, since from his perspective we must be the ones who make no sense. Frankly, it's a miracle that he's let us through his door at all, but fortunately I was able to persuade Reed to hold back on some of his more extreme accusations. Until now, at least.
 
   "Your son," Reed replies, with a look of cool anger in his eyes. "Tommy's your son?"
 
   "Hey, man," Lydecker continues, "I don't want any trouble." He turns to me. "No offense, but your friend here seems a little upset about something. I've got a pretty good radar when it comes to psychopaths, and right now, it's going off. I said I'd help you, but if anything goes down that I'm not comfortable with, I'll have no hesitation in calling the cops."
 
   "That won't be necessary," I reply hastily, before glancing over at Reed. "Will you just let me handle this?" I hiss, as I spot a framed photo of Lydecker and his wife over on the kitchen counter.
 
   "It's getting late," Lydecker says, checking his watch. "Or rather, early. I've been working since ten last night and I need to crash. It's been very nice meeting you guys and I hope you sort out whatever it is that's causing a problem, but I'm just a garage attendant who needs some sleep. You seem like nice enough people. Most of you, anyway. But I can't help, and this is really eating into my downtime. So... if you'll excuse me?"
 
   "We're not finished with you," Reed says firmly.
 
   "This is my home," Lydecker says. "You don't get to decide when we're done here. I'd like you to leave now."
 
   "Wait," Chloe says, before taking another big sip of water. "Do you really remember the past nine years of being married to this woman? Nine years of living in this apartment and having Tommy as your son?"
 
   "Of course!" Lydecker replies. "What kind of a husband and father would I be if I didn't remember my own family?"
 
   "You're not a husband or father," Reed says, looking as if he might tip the table over at any moment. "Not to anyone in this apartment, anyway."
 
   "I think my wife and son might disagree with you there," Lydecker says. "I hope so, anyway."
 
   "Reed, come on," I say, putting a hand on his arm. "You promised- "
 
   "I don't care what I promised!" he replies, pushing my hand away. "This guy's a fucking cuckoo in the nest! I might not be married to Emma anymore, but I was still a part of her life for the best part of a decade, and Tommy's still my son!"
 
   "No!" Lydecker shouts, standing up. "I'm sorry, but I've had enough of this! You come barging up to my front door, demanding help, and then you start throwing wild accusations around all over the place! What the hell do you think gives you the right to intrude like this? A man is entitled to come home and relax without being accosted by three lunatics who start spouting all kinds of insane gibberish! This is -" He stops speaking suddenly as something attracts his attention on the other side of the room.
 
   Turning, I see that the blonde-haired woman is standing by the door, with a young boy a little further back. They both look tired, and more than a little confused to find us sitting here. The boy, in particular, looks scared, and I guess I don't blame him. It's becoming painfully clear that he doesn't recognize Reed, which means that whatever's happening, it's more than just an elaborate performance. These people really, truly don't realize that anything strange is taking place; to them, the three of us must seem like seem completely insane.
 
   "It's okay," Lydecker says, sounding as if he's struggling to contain his irritation, "these people were just leaving."
 
   "Is something wrong?" the woman asks.
 
   "No," Lydecker says. "I'll tell you about it later. It's nothing. Really."
 
   "Emma," Reed says, getting to his feet and walking over to her. "Tommy. I need to talk to you."
 
   "Absolutely not," Lydecker says, standing up and hurrying over to stand between Reed and the other members of his family.
 
   "Why?" Reed asks. "Are you worried he might admit he remembers me?"
 
   "I'm worried you're a goddamn psycho!" Lydecker says firmly, pushing Reed back. "I'm not a violent man, but I won't allow my family to be threatened." Reaching over to a drawer, he pulls out a handgun and aims it directly at Reed. "I've tried asking you nicely, and now I'm going to be more direct. You need to leave my apartment, and you need to leave now, or I'll take whatever measures I deem necessary to protect my family." He pauses. "No offense, but I don't think you're quite right in the head. You come in here, claiming that my family is your family... You're deluded."
 
   "What's going on?" Emma asks.
 
   "Nothing," Lydecker says sharply.
 
   "You don't remember me?" Reed asks.
 
   Emma shakes her head.
 
   "This man is insane," Lydecker continues. "He's come storming in here, making all sorts of ridiculous accusations that don't make any sense at all. On top of that, he seems to have a violent edge to his character, and I'm not sure it was wise of me to let him through the door."
 
   "You want to see a violent edge?" Reed asks. "I'll show you a violent edge if you don't let me talk to my son!"
 
   "Your son?" Emma says, looking confused. "John, what's this guy talking about?"
 
   "I told you," Lydecker replies, "he's insane."
 
   "Is that how you're going to try to explain it all way?" Reed asks. "You're going to claim that I'm nuts?"
 
   "I don't need to claim anything!" Lydecker says. "You're kind of proving it already, just by being here. Have you even listened to yourself? The things you're saying can't possibly be true! These are the ravings of a madman. I don't know what terrible things have happened to you in your life to make you feel like this, but there's no way I'm going to simply hand over my family to you just because you think they're yours"
 
   Behind him, Emma ushers Tommy away, taking him through to one of the back rooms.
 
   "Reed," I say quietly, trying to sound as calm as possible, "we should go."
 
   Reed shakes his head. It's clear from the looks in his eyes that he's close to losing his temper, and although I don't think he's a violent guy at heart, I'm worried that the stress of this situation might push him to do something he'll regret. There seems to be a kind of coiled energy in his body, ready to burst out and attack Lydecker.
 
   "What are you going to do?" I ask. "Take a bullet?"
 
   "This is my family," he replies, staring resolutely at Lydecker.
 
   "Come on, man," Lydecker says, "don't make me do this. I don't want my son to know that I shot a man. Please, just get out of here."
 
   "Not without my son," Reed replies, "and not -"
 
   Before he can finish, we all hear a noise coming from elsewhere in the apartment. After a moment, it becomes clear that the young boy, Tommy, is crying. Emma is trying to comfort him, but the boy's sobs resonate throughout the apartment.
 
   "See what you've done?" Lydecker continues, with the gun still pointed straight at Reed. "I don't want to do this, man, but I will if you don't give me any other choice. You need to walk away, get your head straight, and not bother me or my family any more. You understand? You need to accept that this is all in your head, and you need to go away and reconsider your options." He pauses. "In case you haven't twigged yet, that's a polite way of telling you to go fuck yourself."
 
   Reed stares at him for a moment. "This isn't over," he says eventually, before turning and walking to the door.
 
   "If he comes back," Lydecker says, looking over at me, "I won't hesitate. I'll be fully within my rights to shoot, and my wife and son will back me up that the guy's a maniac. I don't care if you all think you know me, or some bullshit you've cooked up just 'cause you think you've seen the dandruff on my glasses or whatever. It's bullshit. Whatever the fuck is wrong with that guy, and with the rest of you, don't involve my family, okay? There's three of you, and this gun holds six bullets, so work it out for yourself!"
 
   "Come on," I say, ushering Chloe toward the door. Tommy's still crying in one of the other room, and as we get out into the corridor, I see that Reed has already begun to make his way downstairs. Lydecker pushes the front door shut behind us, and finally I turn to Chloe. "That went well, huh?" I say with a forced smile.
 
   "This is madness," she replies. "I don't know what's happening, but if we don't fix it soon, I'm going to go out of my mind."
 
   "We should go after Reed," I say, starting to walk over to the stairs before I stop and look back at the door to Lydecker's apartment. I might be wrong, but suddenly I'm struck by the overwhelming realization that he was lying. I think Lydecker remembered us, even if Emma and Tommy didn't, and I think he did a very good job of scaring us away.
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   "It's as strong as ever!" Lacey calls out to us from her position at the top of the steps, where she's spent the past half hour staring out at the city. "I don't think it's ever going to end!"
 
   "What do you know?" Cooper says with a smile, as if he's amused by her comments. "Apparently we've encountered the world's first perpetual storm."
 
   "Give her a break," I say quietly. "She's scared."
 
   "Option one," he continues, as we stand next to Lydecker's body. "Someone found Gretchen's body and, for whatever reason, removed her haz-mat suit and put it on this guy."
 
   "Impossible," I reply.
 
   "Impossible?"
 
   "Ludicrous," I add, correcting myself. "Why the hell would anyone do that? And who would do it?"
 
   "Option two," Cooper continues, "Lydecker removed the suit himself. Maybe he found Gretchen and decided he wanted her suit. Then he got injured in the storm..."
 
   "And just happened to get washed down here?" I ask, raising a skeptical eyebrow. "Anyway, look at the condition of his body. He's been dead for hours." Leaning closer, I realize that the skin around his eyes and mouth seems a little unusual, as if it's partially sealed shut. "Do you think he could have died the same way that Gretchen died?" I ask after a moment. "There's no other obvious sign of injury, and it'd kind of make sense. As much as anything makes sense around here right now."
 
   "It's possible," Cooper replies. "You're right, though. He's been dead for days. Look at the discoloration around his neck."
 
   "It almost seemed worse earlier," I point out with a half smile. "Maybe he's not decomposing at all. Maybe his body's actually getting better?" Seeing the tense look on Cooper's face, I realize that maybe I went a little bit too far. "What's wrong?" I ask. "Losing your religion?"
 
   He turns to me.
 
   "Science," I continue. "I know you, Mike. You believe everything can be explained through science. When you come up against something you can't explain, you just assume that you haven't worked hard enough yet." Looking down at Jonathan A. Lydecker's body for a moment, I realize that we've finally come face to face with something so unusual and so strange, there's no way Cooper's ever going to be able to get to the bottom of it. "Who knows what happened?" I ask eventually. "Meanwhile, there's this biblical storm raging outside -"
 
   "Seriously?" he asks, interrupting me. "Biblical? Is that the kind of terminology you're going to start using, Stef?" He pauses. "This kind of situation makes me believe in science and order more than ever. Just because natural systems are breaking down and conflicting with one another, it doesn't mean they don't exist. This whole mess is still completely explicable through science and rational thinking alone. The more the situation continues, the more certain I am that we'll eventually come up with a solution."
 
   "Funny," I reply, enjoying winding him up. "It makes me think the opposite."
 
   "I'm surprised by you," he says. "I thought you had a better mind. I thought you were immune to the kind of superstitious nonsense that plagued our ancestors. I hope you're not going to start talking about God next. This isn't the time to start getting into religion, Stef."
 
   "Everyone has a religion," I reply. "Everyone believes in something, and if you drill down far enough, belief is always based on hope rather than pure logic."
 
   He opens his mouth to swat my point aside, but at the last moment he seems to reconsider. Maybe he knows I'm right, or maybe he just can't be bothered to argue with my anymore. Either way, I feel as if I've won a small victory.
 
   "Can a storm last forever?" Lacey asks, calling down to us from the entrance. "It's like this one is just building and building. What if it's got locked into some kind of cycle, and it can't break out? What if this is some kind of divine retribution for the sins of mankind?"
 
   Cooper smiles at me. "Do you want to point out the many obvious flaws in her theory, or should I?" He waits for me to reply. "Or are you starting to agree with her? Do you think God has decided, in his infinite wisdom, that the human race has been far too naughty and needs to have its ass slapped?"
 
   "I think a huge storm can be scary," I reply.
 
   "Scary?" he says with a smirk. "Is that the most scientific term you can think of? Scary?" He pauses. "This storm is a lot of things. It's big. It's unusual. It's destructive. But scary? It's only scary if you abandon all sense of logic and start imagining that there's some kind of angry creator hiding behind the clouds, hell-bent on wreaking vengeance. That's when it becomes scary. Of course, by that point, your sense of reason and logic would have to be so completely warped, you've probably already lost your mind."
 
   I open my mouth to argue with him, but suddenly it doesn't seem fun anymore. "I'm going to go and make sure she's okay," I tell him, before turning and wading through the water that's ankle-high in the ticket hall. Holding onto the rail, I make my way up the steps, past the consistent stream of water that's flowing down from the entrance. Finally, I reach Lacey and find that she's staring out at the street, which runs past the subway station like a wide gray river; in the distance, the trees of Battery Park are being subjected to the full force of the storm.
 
   "This is some pretty nasty weather," I say, hoping to break the ice as thunder rumbles above us.
 
   "He doesn't like me, does he?" she replies, still staring out at the bands of heavy rain that are being blown past us.
 
   "He doesn't like most people," I tell her. "Don't take it personally."
 
   "He likes you," she points out.
 
   "That's different. We go way back. We've got history." I pause for a moment. "Cooper and I worked in Africa together. We were part of various vaccine programs, and sometimes we ended up in some pretty dark situations. Africa's not exactly a continent that's known for its peace and calm. We saw..." I pause again as I realize that maybe there are some images I'd rather not re-live. "People can be cruel to one another," I say eventually.
 
   "So do you think we're going to get out of here?" she asks.
 
   "Sure."
 
   "Really?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Like... what are our chances of survival? If you had to put a number on it, what would you say?"
 
   "It's not something you can put a number on," I tell her. "That's completely unscientific in this kind of situation."
 
   "You should like Cooper," she says bitterly.
 
   "No!" I reply, immediately realizing that maybe I've been a little too defensive. "I just don't think it'd help to pluck some arbitrary number out of the air."
 
   "It'd help me," she says.
 
   "Fine," I say with a sigh. "We've got at least a fifty-fifty chance, maybe even more."
 
   "Fuck!" she says, her eyes immediately filling with tears. "Fifty-fifty? Are you serious? I thought you'd say that we're, like, ninety-nine per cent to get out of here alive. Fifty-fucking-fifty?"
 
   "It was just a number," I tell her. "I'm sure we'll be fine."
 
   "Fuck," she mutters, wiping her eyes. "I did not sign up to come and fucking die out here!"
 
   "Why did you sign up?" I ask, hoping to change the subject onto something that doesn't upset her quite so much. "No offense, Lacey, but you don't strike me as the kind of woman who's got much experience with this kind of thing. You seem like a fish out of water. Why did the company send you?"
 
   "I'm qualified," she says.
 
   "Qualified for what?"
 
   "To look after the company's interests." She pauses. "We've got a lot invested in our U.S. operations. Billions of dollars. We couldn't afford to wait for the fucking E.U. or the U.N. to decide what to do. That's why we decided to finance this small private mission. Of course, technically we're not really supposed to do it, so that's why we kept it small. The plan was to get in and get out fast, and to get some information about what's happening. The whole fucking global economy is on a knife-edge since the U.S. population vanished, and if we can get some advance information about what happened and why, we could stand to make trillions of dollars."
 
   "So that's what this is about?" I ask. "Money?"
 
   She shakes her head. "More than that. But some information is classified. You don't need to know." Above us, there's a loud splitting sound as a streak of lightning arcs down from the sky and strikes a tree in the park, immediately setting it on fire before the rain drenches the branches. "Are we going to be stuck in this fucking subway station for another night?" Lacey asks eventually, with clear tension and fear in her voice.
 
   "It's possible," I reply.
 
   "Fuck," she says.
 
   For the next few minutes, we stand in silence, watching as the storm continues to batter the city. It's certainly tempting to think that this looks like the end of the world, and the storm - far from abating - looks as if it might actually be getting stronger and stronger. Rivers of water are flowing along the street, with some still pouring down the steps and into the subway station. I guess the tunnels must be filling up, but hopefully there's no danger of the entire station flooding. Not unless the storm last for another week.
 
   "Fuck," Lacey says again, and to be honest, I have to agree with her.
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   "Think about it," I whisper to Chloe, as we sit in the coffee house. "What did Lydecker say right before we left?"
 
   "He told us not to come back," she replies, glancing over her shoulder to make sure that Reed isn't back from the counter yet. "Do you think he'd actually use that gun?"
 
   "I don't know," I reply, "but think about the exact words he used." I wait for her to put two and two together, but she seems lost. "He talked about the dandruff on his glasses," I continue. "He specifically used that as an example of us claiming to know him from before."
 
   "So what?" she asks. "I said it earlier."
 
   "You said it the first time we spoke to him," I point out, "before we reset everything. There's no way he should have been able to remember that you brought it up, but he did. Either this whole amnesia thing is patchy and things can leak through, or John Lydecker was just pretending not to remember what had happened earlier."
 
   "You think the whole thing was a set-up?" Chloe asks.
 
   "Not the whole thing," I tell her. "You saw the woman and the kid. They didn't recognize Reed at all. It was totally genuine for them, but for Lydecker it was a performance. I think he remembered what had happened earlier, and if that's true, then maybe he remembers everything."
 
   Chloe checks once again to make sure that there's no sign of Reed. "Okay," she says eventually, "so what do we do? Do we tell Reed?"
 
   I shake my head. "He'll go ballistic. He almost overstepped the line as it is. If he thought Lydecker was lying, I don't think we'd be able to stop him. I don't blame him, though. He feels as if his own son has been torn away from him. And did you notice something else? Reed left because he didn't want to upset Tommy, but Lydecker seemed perfectly willing to let the kid see and hear everything. Does that sound to you like a caring, considerate father? Reed put his son first. Lydecker didn't."
 
   "So Lydecker's a liar," Chloe replies, taking a swig from her bottle of water. "So what? What do we do now?" She waits for me to come up with something. "Are you saying that he's the only person who can remember us?"
 
   "He's linked in to this whole thing," I point out. "He was part of the way we came together, the three of us, and it can't be a coincidence that he seems to..." I pause as I realize how insane this whole thing sounds. This time yesterday, I was a bored but normal woman who'd been sent to check up on a co-worker. I had a life, and money, and plans, and friends, and I was sort of, kind of, almost happy. Now, however, it's as if I'm being erased from the world. I keep expecting to wake up and find out that this whole thing has been a dream, except I can't shake the feeling that everything seems so real. Over the past few hours, I've occasionally pinched myself, just to see if I wake up, but nothing happens.
 
   "We can't keep doing this," Chloe says after a moment. "Look at us. We're losing our minds. We're not getting anywhere. We don't know what's happening, and we can't stop it. We have to work out where to go for help, and we have to get moving." She pauses. "I know you said you tried to get a cop to help you and it didn't work out, but I think we should try again. If we work together, we can make sure he never leaves us alone, so he won't forget us. That way, we can keep pushing and hopefully we can make some progress. I mean, there's no way this is happening only to us. There must be other people. Somehow, the whole city or the whole world has to be affected."
 
   Sighing, I realize that she's right. I'm exhausted, having not slept for twenty-four hours, and I'm all out of ideas. We need proper help, and for that we're going to have to make another attempt to contact the authorities.
 
   "I tried my ATM card again," Reed says as he comes back over from the counter. "I knew it wouldn't work, but I was kind of hoping that somehow maybe everything had gone back to normal. I guess it'd take a miracle, huh?"
 
   "We think we should go to the police," Chloe says. "This has gone on long enough."
 
   He nods wearily.
 
   "There has to be an explanation," I add. "Three normal people don't just slip out of the world like this."
 
   "Watch who you're calling normal," Chloe says with a smile, before finishing her bottle of water. "Damn, I'm still thirsty. I'm just gonna go fill this up from the taps in the bathroom."
 
   Once she's gone, I find myself sitting alone with Reed for a moment.
 
   "You okay?" I ask eventually.
 
   "I guess I'm about as okay as you are," he replies. "Do you think there was something I could have done differently. Back in the apartment, I mean. We spent so long talking to Lydecker, maybe I should have just gone straight to Emma and Tommy. If we wait until he's not around, I can make them see reason. They have to remember me."
 
   "I don't think that's a good idea," I tell him. "We can't do this alone. We need to go and tell the police what's happening, and we need to make sure we don't let them forget us. I think it's doable, if we're smart about it. After that, someone has to start taking notice." I wait for him to reply, but he seems lost in thought. "We can't be the only people this is happening to. There's probably a load of experts and scientists already trying to work out what's happening. Give it a few days, and this whole thing is going to be sorted out."
 
   "You really think so?" he asks.
 
   I nod, although in truth I'm not convinced.
 
   "I guess you're right," he replies. "Whatever this is, it's too big for us to deal with alone."
 
   "I'll just go to the bathroom," I tell him, "and then we can go to the nearest precinct. Or maybe we should just go straight to the F.B.I. or something like that. I mean, this is a big thing, right?" Seeing the uncertainty in his eyes, I realize that 's he's struggling to remain optimistic. "At least we've got each other for now," I continue. "I mean, this would've been much worse if it was just one of us."
 
   "Sure," he says weakly.
 
   "Back in a moment," I reply, patting him on the shoulder before getting up and walking through to the bathroom. It feels good to at least have a plan, and I can only hope that we're able to persuade someone to help us. I guess it shouldn't be too hard; we just have to prove that we've been forgotten, and demonstrate the situation to someone else, and hopefully we'll be back on the right path. As I push the bathroom door open, I figure that -
 
   As soon as I see Chloe, I freeze.
 
   She's on her knees, leaning over the sink as the tap runs, and although I can only see the back of her head, I can tell immediately that something's wrong by the way she seems to be desperately trying to drink. She's making a vague gasping noise, as if she can barely breathe, and she's gripping the sink with such force, it's almost as if she might pull it away from the wall at any moment.
 
   "Chloe?" I ask, letting the door swing shut as I walk toward her. "Are you okay?"
 
   She turns to me, and I instantly see that the skin over her eyes, nose and mouth seems to have started to seal up. There's a small gap over her eyes, and I can see her pupils staring at me, but her mouth has closed up to such an extent that she only has a small hole, about the size of a penny, to breathe and speak through.
 
   "What's happening to me?" she gasps, her voice barely audible. She gets up off her knees and stumbles toward me, desperately trying to catch her breath, but as she grabs my shoulders, she starts to drop back down to the floor. I try to hold her up, but she's shivering too much and finally I'm forced to lower her to the floor.
 
   "I'm going to call for help!" I tell her, but as she turns her head I see that her ears also seem to have closed up. She turns back to look at me, but her eyes are sealed now, along with her nose and almost all of her mouth. I watch in horror as the last gap between her lips starts to fuse, and finally she's sealed shut. She starts clawing at her face, but she clearly can't breathe and soon she's desperately reaching out for help.
 
   For a few seconds, I'm frozen in place, with no idea how I can help her. Suddenly, I reach into my purse and try to find something, anything, that might help. Eventually I locate a nail-file, and as I look down at Chloe's face, I realize that this is the only hope. An ambulance would take too long to get here, even if they even remembered that we'd called.
 
   "I'm going to cut it open," I tell her, before realizing that there's no way she can hear me.
 
   Reaching down, I try to take her head in my hands, but she's frantically moving around and I'm forced to put one arm around her neck in order to hold her in place. She struggles, but I manage to keep her still while I place the tip of the nail-file against one corner of the skin where her mouth used to be. My hands are trembling, but I know I don't have any choice. She's going to suffocate in her own skin if I don't do this.
 
   "Please," I whisper. "Please, please, please..."
 
   Closing my eyes, I dig down with the nail-file. At first, I feel strong resistance, but finally I feel the tip starting to pierce the skin over her mouth. As I open my eyes, I see that blood is pouring from the wound, but I know I have to keep going. I start sawing through the skin, cutting a thin slit from one corner of her mouth to the other, and finally she starts to take a series of deep breaths, even though blood is still dribbling down her chin and onto her neck.
 
   "Okay," I say, "I'm going to -"
 
   Before I can finish, I see that one side of her mouth has already started to seal shut again.
 
   "No!" I shout, using the nail-file to push the skin open again. It feels like a losing battle, since the skin seems to be sealing faster than I can cut it.
 
   "Reed!" I scream, hoping he can hear me. "Help!"
 
   Dropping the nail-file to the ground, I decide I need to take more drastic action, so I reach into Chloe's mouth and take hold of her teeth, forcing her jaw open in the hope that this should prevent her lips from sealing shut. She continues to gasp for air, and for a moment I feel as if the plan is working, but suddenly I notice something moving down at the back of her throat, and to my horror I realize that her air-pipe is starting to seal shut, while the skin of her lips is starting to grow between my fingers as it attempts to fuse back together.
 
   "No!" I shout, pulling my fingers free. By the time I've got the nail-file in my hand again, her mouth is completely closed again. She's still struggling as I cut a fresh slit, but this time I can see that the back of her throat has closed completely, which means she still can't breathe. I reach into her mouth, trying desperately to cut the skin, but I can't see to get all the way through. I keep trying, but after a moment I realize that she's stopped struggling and her body has gone completely limp.
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   "If the storm hasn't eased by the morning," Cooper says, as he sets up a small battery-powered lamp, "we should think about moving out anyway. Our priority should be to locate Sutton and the boat. They'll be moored somewhere safe. I've been looking at the map, and I've identified five or six spots he might have chosen. Tomorrow, whatever the weather, we'll go and check those locations out. We need to find him."
 
   "Where did that lamp come from?" Lacey asks, with a suspicious tone in her voice.
 
   "It was in my backpack," Cooper replies. "Why?"
 
   "We spent the whole of last night in the dark," she says, sounding annoyed. "Didn't you think to mention that you had a goddamn lamp?"
 
   "The battery's only going to last for a few hours," he says, a little defensively, "and last night, I didn't think we needed it. I wanted to conserve the power. As things stand, I guess it'd be safer if we have some light."
 
   "I agree with the plan to find Sutton," I say, hoping to interrupt their little disagreement. "We need to be thinking about finding a way out of this place. I guess the water's too rough for us to set sail, but at least if we get hold of Sutton, we can be sure of an exit once things die down a little." I turn to Lacey. "I'm sorry, but the company's going to have to wait for its report."
 
   She shrugs, as if she's annoyed but she knows she has no choice.
 
   "I guess you'll get into some trouble if you go back empty-handed, huh?" I continue, hoping to get a better idea of why, exactly, the company was so keen to send Lacey along with us.
 
   "I'll be fine, thanks," she replies with a forced smile. "Thanks for your concern, but I can take care of myself."
 
   "There," Cooper says, flicking a switch. The light flickers on, providing a small but welcome halo of illumination in the otherwise gloomy ticket hall. It's getting darker and darker outside, and it's insane to think that we've now been down in this subway station for almost twenty-four hours. The original plan for this mission was to explore the city by day and spend the nights back on the boat, but since Sutton performed his disappearing act and the storm moved in, we've been living very much on our wits. The longer this lasts, the less likely we are to find a way out of here, but I haven't given up hope yet. If the storm clears and we find Sutton, there's no reason we shouldn't be able to leave sooner rather than later.
 
   "What about him?" Lacey asks, looking over at Lydecker's body. "Does he have to be here?"
 
   "There's no reason to move him," Cooper says. "Apart from superstition, anyway."
 
   "What about disease?" she continues.
 
   "Not at this stage," he replies, "although obviously I'd advise against drinking the groundwater. Do you both still have at least half a bottle from the boat?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "Lacey?" he asks.
 
   "Of course," she replies, reaching into her bag and pulling out a plastic bottle of water. "I guess it's a good sign that none of us seems crazy thirsty, huh?" she continues. "Wouldn't want to go the same way as that woman yesterday."
 
   "Gretchen," Cooper says firmly. "Her name was Gretchen."
 
   "I know," Lacey says disarmingly. "I just didn't feel like using it."
 
   "I don't think I'm going to be able to sleep," I say, looking over at the ledge where the three of us are planning to get some rest. The idea is that we'll take turns, with two sleeping and one staying awake at all times. Although I'm exhausted, I feel as if my mind is spinning, and my body aches all over.
 
   "We need to be alert for tomorrow," Cooper says. "It's mind over matter time, ladies. You need to force yourself to sleep, even if you'd rather stay awake. Without rest, your bodies will start to fail you, and eventually your judgment's going to be impaired. I need you both to be sharp and alert."
 
   "I can take the first shift if you like," I reply. "If that's okay with both of you?"
 
   "I can sleep," Lacey says. "I think so, anyway. It'd be nice to have a few nice dreams, something to take my mind of all of this."
 
   "Me too," Cooper says. "I guess there's no time like the present. Stef, if anything changes, you must wake us up immediately. Even if it seems trivial, it's better to get a second opinion. Regardless, after three hours, you need to wake me up so I can take over. Three hours should be enough for a decent sleep cycle. Lacey, you can take over after me, and so on until morning. Is everyone in agreement?"
 
   It takes a while for Cooper and Lacey to settle, but eventually they manage to get comfortable on the ledge and I make my way over to the bottom of the steps, figuring that I should give them some space. The portable lamp is still running, and I have to admit, it feels good to have at least some light. I'm not a superstitious kind of person, but another night in absolute darkness, with the water still flowing down and with Lydecker's body resting on the ledge on the other side of the ticket hall, isn't exactly an enticing prospect. There's something about the darkness that brings out all those fears that can be ignored during the day. As I listen to the sound of the storm raging above-ground, I can't help wondering if we're going to be trapped here forever, left to die in an empty city. It's almost as if this place can't tolerate any life at all, and is using every trick in the book to sanitize itself and get rid of us.
 
   Lost in thought, I spend a couple of hours at the bottom of the steps. The storm seems to have its own rhythm, and I find myself just listening to the sound of the rain and wind as they get stronger and weaker over time. There are still a few rumbles of thunder overhead, and I can hear lightning, while the flow of water down the steps adds its own constant noise to the scene. Eventually, however, my reverie is interrupted by the flickering of the battery-powered lamp, which seems to be already struggling. Glancing over, I see that part of the cable has slipped down into the water, leaving the switch only an inch or so above the water-line. Figuring that maybe the whole thing could break, I wade across the ticket hall and lift the cable up. The lamp continues to flicker for a moment, but I figure the battery will hopefully last a few more hours. Then again, even if it lasts the whole night, there's still the question of what we'll do tomorrow night if we're still stuck in the city.
 
   As I work on fixing the flickering light, I hear a distant splashing noise, coming from somewhere behind me in the darkness. Glancing over my shoulder, I listen for any further sign that either Cooper or Lacey might have woken up early; hearing nothing, however, I figure that I must have just imagined the sound, or that maybe there's a leak somewhere. Getting back to work, I find that one of the cables at the back of the lamp seems to be a little loose, so I spend a few minutes trying to force it back into place. The lamp flickers on and off a few more times, until finally I manage to get the cable to sit properly and the light stays on properly, at which point I take a step back and realize that I've managed to get it fixed without too much hassle. If the -
 
   Hearing another splashing sound, this one seeming to come from somewhere a little closer, I turn and look into the darkness. This time, I'm certain that I didn't imagine it, and after a moment I hear it again.
 
   "Cooper?" I hiss, keeping my voice down in case I wake someone up. "Lacey? Are you there?"
 
   I wait, but there's no reply.
 
   Grabbing the lamp, I turn and shine the light across the ticket hall. The first thing I see is that Cooper and Lacey are still on the distant ledge, and they don't seem to have moved since the last time I saw them. Turning the lamp toward the steps, I see nothing unusual, but after a moment I hear the splashing sound behind me and I spin around, shining the light back toward the ticket booth and finally seeing that there's a figure standing a few meters away. As the light reaches his features, I realize that it's John Lydecker, his rotten, discolored face staring straight at me.
 
   "Cooper!" I shout, turning and hurrying through the ankle-deep water as fast as possible. With the storm having been raging for a full day, the flow of water has become stronger and stronger, to the point that it's getting difficult to walk against the flow. I manage to keep myself steady, however, and although I'm desperate to get over to the others, I make sure not to rush too much; if I lose my footing, I could be swept deep into the corridors and tunnels of the station before I get a chance to get back up. So far so good, however, and I can only hope that Lydecker's progress is even slower. After a moment, however, I feel something slip loose from the lamp, and I realize that the battery compartment has come loose. Before I can catch it, the trailing end drops into the water, shorting the bulb and plunging us once again into darkness. "Cooper!" I scream.
 
   "What's wrong?" he shouts, sounding as if he's only just woken up.
 
   "He's moving!" I shout back at him as I splash toward the ledge where he and Lacey have been sleeping.
 
   "Who?" he asks.
 
   "Lydecker!" I tell him as I reach the ledge. "He's up and moving about!"
 
   "Bullshit!" Cooper replies.
 
   "I saw him!" I shout, desperately trying to get the lamp to work again. "Part of the battery went into the water," I say, "but I saw him. We have to get out of here." Just about able to see him in the gloom, I reach out and grab his arm, trying to pull him toward the steps.
 
   "What do you mean?" Lacey asks, her voice filled with panic.
 
   "We have to get out of here!" I shout.
 
   "You must have fallen asleep and had a nightmare," Cooper says, sounding as if he doesn't believe me. "Lydecker's about as dead as it's possible to be, Stef!"
 
   "I saw him!" I shout, still pulling on his arm in an attempt to get him over toward the steps. "I'm not imagining things! I saw him!"
 
   "You can't have seen him," he replies.
 
   "Listen!" I say, turning and looking out at the darkness. "Just listen. You'll hear him."
 
   "Stef -"
 
   "Listen!" I shout, and for a moment we all stand in silence. Sure enough, after a few seconds, there's the sound of someone splashing through the water, slowly coming toward us. "You hear that?" I whisper.
 
   "It's just water coming from a leak," Cooper says, even though I can hear the sliver of doubt in his voice.
 
   "What if it's not?" Lacey asks. "Turn the lamp on!"
 
   "I can't," I say, hearing another splash as Lydecker gets closer. "I can't explain it, but you just have to trust me! Please, he's up and walking!"
 
   "No," Cooper says firmly.
 
   "I'm going to the entrance," Lacey says, pushing past me and splashing through the water as she makes for the steps.
 
   "Come on!" I shout at Cooper, trying to pull him along. "I swear to God, that thing was there! There's -" Before I can finish, the lamp starts to flicker again, and I immediately swing it around and shine the light straight across the ticket hall. It takes a few seconds, but I soon manage to find Lydecker, who is slowly making his way toward us. "See?" I shout at Cooper. "We have to get out of here!"
 
   "This isn't possible," he says, as if the sight of Lydecker has frozen him in place.
 
   "We'll work that out later!" I shout, as Lydecker gets to within a couple of meters of us. "Right now we have to -"
 
   Before I can finish, Lydecker reaches out and tries to grab the lamp. I duck out of the way, but in the process I lose my footing and fall face-first into the water. I try to get up, but when I reach out to grab hold of a railing, I find that I'm too far out from the wall. The lamp has gone off again, presumably having landed in the water when I fell, and as I try to grab hold of something that might help me to get steady, the flow of water starts sweeping me across the ticket hall. I call out to Cooper for help, but suddenly I realize that the floor beneath me is sloping downward, which means I must have entered one of the corridors that leads down from the ticket hall. If I get swept down into the depths of the station, with no light, I'll never find my way out.
 
   "Cooper!" I scream, trying to find a hand-rail that I can grab, but can feel myself being carried further and further along the corridor, tumbling into the darkness. I try to call out again, but there's water in my mouth and I can't do anything to keep myself from sliding down into the depths.
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   "Reed!" I scream, backing away from Chloe's body until I'm up against the wall. "Reed!"
 
   Seconds later, the door swings open and Reed rushes into the bathroom, followed by the guy who was working behind the counter. They both stand and stare, as if they can't comprehend what they're seeing.
 
   "I don't know what happened," I tell them, with tears streaming down my face. "She just died right in front of me!"
 
   "Call an ambulance!" Reed shouts as he kneels next to me. "Caroline, what happened?"
 
   As the other guy runs back out to get help, I look at Reed and try to say something, but I feel as if I'm frozen. There are no words that can explain the horror I just witnessed. All I can do, instead, is stare at him and hope that somehow someone comes and makes everything right again. I feel as if my mind is about to shatter.
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   "Cooper!" I scream, as I finally manage to grab hold of a metal railing that runs along the length of the tunnel. I haul myself up, but in the darkness I have no idea whether I fell down just one corridor, or maybe down several. All I can do is try to pull myself up and hope that I find the ticket hall. "Cooper!" I scream again. "Where are you?"
 
   I wait for him to reply, but the only sound comes from the water flowing past me, heading deeper and deeper into the station. I'm pretty sure I can't have been swept far along the tunnel, but I'm still going to struggle to find my way out in the pitch darkness. I'm completely disorientated, and although the sloping floor allows me to work out which way leads back up in the right direction, I have no idea if I was swept past any junctions. I pause for a moment, trying to control the sense of panic that's rising through my body, and finally I decide that my only chance is to just follow the slope and hope that if I keep going against the incline, I should eventually get back to the ticket hall.
 
   "Cooper!" I shout again as I haul myself inch by inch along the corridor.
 
   "Stef!" he shouts, sounding impossible distant. "Use your flare!"
 
   "What flare?" I shout back at him, before remembering that we each have one emergency flare in a zipped pocket on the legs of our haz-mat suits. Reaching down, I quickly manage to find it, but before I can launch it, I need to get far enough away. These things are designed to be used at sea, not in the confines of a New York subway passageway. At least it's water-resistant, so it should burn for a few minutes once I've got it going. The biggest danger is going to be from the heat as the flare is launched, because there's a risk it could cause significant burns when it's let off in such a narrow space.
 
   "Use your flare!" he shouts again.
 
   "Where are you?" I call out, making my way along the corridor. "Where's Lydecker?"
 
   "I'm going to use my flare!" he shouts. Seconds later, there's a huge explosion of bright red and white light up ahead, illuminating the entire corridor.
 
   Shielding my eyes, I start hurrying forward, aware that I haven't got long before the flare dies and the light goes. When I try to look ahead, all I can see is the faintest outline of a figure standing somewhere near the light, and as I get closer I realize that it's Cooper. The flare is still burning with dazzling intensity, but I have to keep going. This is my only chance to get back to the ticket hall, and if I end up going any further along this passageway, I risk being swept away entirely and consigned to the dark, flooded depths of the subway station. Looking ahead, I see that Cooper is still waiting for me, reaching out a hand as he waits for me to reach him. My relief is short-lived, however, as I realize that there's another figure right behind him, which means that Lydecker is stumbling toward him.
 
   "Behind you!" I scream.
 
   I watch as Cooper turns, at which point Lydecker grabs him by the shoulders. Cooper tries to push him away, but they both fall against the wall of the corridor before losing their footing. The water sweeps them toward me, and I reach out to grab Cooper. Despite my best efforts, however, he and Lydecker are carried straight past me. All I can do is turn and watch in horror as they're swept along the corridor and into the darkness, finally vanishing from sight. I stare at the stop where I last saw them, convinced that at any moment they're going to reappear, but as each second ticks past, I start to realize that they're gone.
 
   "Cooper!" I shout, realizing that he's in danger of being swept down into the depths of the subway station. If he ends up down there in the dark, labyrinthine corridors and tunnels, he'll never find his way out. "Cooper!" I shout again, desperately hoping that he might have managed to get hold of one of the railings. Realizing that I can't go back up to the ticket hall without him, I start carefully making my way down the sloping corridor. After a few minutes, however, the light from Cooper's flare has started to dim, so I realize that I'm going to have to use my own. I lodge it carefully between the railing and the wall, before pulling the pin and hurrying a little further along the tunnel. My heart is pounding, but I have to find him. I can't lose Cooper. Not here, and not like this.
 
   "Cooper!" I call out yet again, before my flare explodes, filling the corridor with light and blasting me into the opposite wall. I manage to grab the railing just in time, which helps me to get back on my feet.
 
   As soon as I look along the corridor, my heart sinks as I see that there's a junction ahead, with four separate passageways leading down into different parts of the station. There's no sign of either Cooper or Lydecker, which means they must have been swept deeper into the darkness, presumably down to the platforms and then maybe even further, down into the subway tunnels themselves. I want to believe that Cooper might somehow have found a way to hang on and start making his way back up, but even if he wasn't knocked unconscious, he'd be down there in the dark, disorientated and with no way to find the correct route. The odds of him surviving are almost zero.
 
   Still, I can't leave him down here.
 
   Making my way carefully along the corridor, I realize that the main flow of water seems to be going into a corridor that leads off to the left. Figuring that this is my best chance of finding Cooper, I start making my way along that corridor, even though the light from my flare is starting to dim. After a moment, however, I stop as I see that up ahead, there must be some kind of stairway or escalator leading down, but the entire platform area seems to be filled with water. Cooper and Lydecker must have been swept down there, in which case there's no way either of them could ever find their way back up. They must both be drowning, and as the final red light of the flare dies and leaves me all alone in the darkness, I realize there's nothing I can do. It's too late.
 
   Cooper's gone.
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   "She's definitely dead," Reed says, resting two fingers against the side of her neck.
 
   It's been a few minutes since Chloe stopped moving, and I've just been sitting here, staring at her body. I've got blood all over my hands, and I can't stop looking at the flesh that has grown over the whole of her face. She looks like some kind of ghost, with no features at all, and even the slits I cut over her mouth have vanished. I feel as if I'm about to burst into tears, but as long as I don't move or say anything, I'm going to be okay. I just need to sit like this forever, and never move again.
 
   "Do you think they'll come?" I ask eventually.
 
   "Who?" he replies.
 
   "The ambulance." I take a deep breath. "Do you think they'll come, or will it be like everything else?"
 
   I don't know," he says, clearly in shock. He stares at the body for a moment. "Did she say anything before it happened?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Caroline," he continues, before grabbing my shoulders and turning me to face him. "Did she say anything at all?"
 
   "No."
 
   "She didn't say she was feeling ill or anything?"
 
   "She was drinking a lot," I say after a moment, my voice sounding weak and fragile. "I noticed she was drinking a hell of a lot. She was trying to drink when I came in."
 
   "But nothing else?" he continues. "She didn't say she was feeling sick?"
 
   "No."
 
   "What the hell happened?" he asks, staring at the body. "It's like her face just sealed shut, like her body closed itself off to the outside world."
 
   Before I can say anything, the door opens and a smartly-dressed woman walks into the bathroom. She stops dead in her tracks when she sees Chloe's body, and then she lets out a shocked gasp before turning and running back out. Once she's gone, however, there's no indication of any panic.
 
   "It's still happening," I say through the tears. "They're still forgetting."
 
   "Come on," Reed says, grabbing my arm and helping me to my feet, before taking me over to the sink. "We need to clean you up," he continues as he takes my hands and gently guides them into the stream of water. The blood starts to wash away, although some seems to be staying behind and he has to get some soap and start washing my hand properly. "You did everything you could," he says after a moment. "You tried."
 
   "I should have found a way," I mutter. "I should have done something. I should have cut a hole in her neck. Like, a tracheotomy or something."
 
   As I finish speaking, the door opens and the smartly-dressed woman walks in once again. This time, she gets almost over to the bathroom stalls, before stopping and staring at Chloe's body. Letting out almost the exact same gasp as before, she turns and runs back out.
 
   "Every time she leaves," I say, my voice trembling with shock, "she forgets. She'll be back in a few minutes."
 
   "This is insane," Reed mutters.
 
   "I should have saved her," I reply, looking down at Chloe's dead body.
 
   "You're not a doctor," he replies, turning the tap off and grabbing a towel. He takes a moment to dry my hands. "You must have been in shock when you walked in. I..." He looks down at the body, which is still on the bathroom floor, surrounded by a pool of blood. "We have to go to the authorities," he says eventually. "This is way beyond anything we can deal with. We have to go and get help."
 
   I nod, but my eyes are still focused on Chloe's body. I've never seen anything so horrific in my life, and I feel as if all I can do is stare and stare at the blood. With all the craziness that's happening right now, I can't help wondering if somehow Chloe might magically get back up and be okay. If people can forget entire other people, and if a man named John Lydecker can seemingly be duplicated across the entire city, then why can't Chloe just come back to life and be fine again? As crazy as it seems, I can't stop myself from staring at her body and watching for any sign that she might be starting to recover.
 
   "We should go now," Reed says. "Caroline, there's nothing we can do for her now. We need to get out of here before..."
 
   I wait for him to finish. "Before it happens to us?" I ask after a moment.
 
   He opens his mouth to reply, but he can't seem to get the words out.
 
   "That's what you were going to say, isn't it?" I continue. "You think this could happen to us. You think we're going to die like that. Why shouldn't we? If it happened to Chloe, it can happen to us too!" Starting to panic, I realize that at any moment, my mouth could start to seal shut, and then I'll end up on the floor, suffocating in my own skin. Everything Chloe did in the past few hours, Reed and I did too, so it stands to reason that we're going to be next. "I can't die like that," I say, starting to hyperventilate. "I can't -"
 
   Before I can finish, the door opens and the same smartly-dressed woman comes strolling into the bathroom for a third time. She stops immediately and stares down at Chloe's body.
 
   "No!" I shout, running over and grabbing her before she can leave. "Look at her!"
 
   "Caroline -" Reed starts to say.
 
   "Look at her!" I say firmly, holding the woman in place. "Do you see what's happened to her?"
 
   "I don't..." She stares at Chloe's body. "Is this, like, some kind of special effect? Please tell me it's a special effect!"
 
   "It's a dead body," I tell her. "She died in here a few minutes ago."
 
   "Caroline, don't do this," Reed says.
 
   "I'm making her remember!" I shout, still holding the woman in place. "I'm making sure that this memory goes so deep into her mind, she can't ever forget what she's seen!"
 
   "Let go of me!" she says, clearly starting to panic. "This is assault! If you don't let go of me, I'm going to call the police!"
 
   "You have to remember!" I tell her. "Look at the blood! Look at her face! She suffocated! She died in agony, in fear and pain, right here!"
 
   "Get off me!" the woman screams, pushing me against the wall before turning and running out of the bathroom.
 
   "Do you think she'll remember?" I ask, staring at Reed.
 
   "We need to get out of here," he says, sidestepping the question.
 
   "What about her?" I ask, looking down at Chloe.
 
   "We'll leave her here for now," he continues. "We'll make sure someone comes back for her. We'll tell the police, and they'll come and move her body."
 
   "We can't leave her here," I tell him, shocked at the idea. "We can't just leave a dead body on the floor of a bathroom!"
 
   "Come on," he says, hurrying over and grabbing my arm before leading me out of the bathroom. "We'll get someone to come and move her," he says as we head through to the main part of the coffee shop. "For now, we just need to move as fast as possible."
 
   "Wait," I say, stopping as I see the smartly-dressed woman standing over by the counter.
 
   "I think there's something wrong with your bathroom," she's telling the guy who works here. She sounds a little irritated, but it's clear that she doesn't remember what happened. "I went in, and..." She pauses, and for a moment she seems a little confused. "I don't know," she says eventually, "but you need to fix it, whatever it is." With that, she turns and hurries out.
 
   "Did you see that?" I ask, turning to Reed.
 
   "We're going to the nearest precinct," he replies calmly. "It's almost 7am. We're going to find someone, and we're going to tell them what happened, and we're going to make sure they don't leave us. Okay?" He waits for me to reply. "That's our plan, Caroline. It's a good one, and it's going to work. Do you understand? We have a plan now."
 
   I nod.
 
   "Come on," he continues, leading me by the arm as we head out into the cool New York morning, which is already getting busy. "Don't look back. Just focus on the fact that we're going to sort this all out."
 
   Taking a deep breath, I allow him to lead me along the sidewalk. In a strange way, it's comforting to see that the city seems to be running normally. There are people hurrying in all directions, making their way to work, and it's clear that despite everything that's happened over the past twenty-four hours, the world doesn't seem to be falling apart. I'm just going to have to trust that Reed's right when he says that we can get to the bottom of everything, and I still haven't dismissed the idea that somehow Chloe might come back to life. Right now, given -
 
   Suddenly I stop in my tracks as I see a familiar face coming toward us through the crowd.
 
   "Caroline?" Reed asks, turning to me. "What's wrong?"
 
   "Lydecker," I say, staring straight ahead and watching as Lydecker walks toward us, with his eyes fixed on me. He's wearing exactly the same clothes that he was wearing in Reed's apartment earlier, and he has one hand tucked inside his jacket.
 
   "It's okay," Reed says as he spots him. "Just -"
 
   Before he can finish, Lydecker pulls his hand out from under the jacket and aims a gun straight at us. No-one else seems to react as he fires, sending Reed tumbling to the ground. I open my mouth to shout for help, but Lydecker is just a few meters away now as he turns the gun toward me and fires again. I feel a sharp pain in my shoulder, and I'm send reeling back down onto the sidewalk, smashing the back of my head as I land. Barely able to stay conscious, I stare up as Lydecker stands over me and aims the gun straight at my face.
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   "Gone?" Lacey says, staring at me with a shocked look on her face. "What do you mean, gone?"
 
   It has taken me at least an hour to get back to the ticket hall. There's so much water flowing along the passageway, I had to move at a snail's pace, holding onto the railing and inching forward. With no light to help me see the way, I was forced to rely on the hope that by moving against the incline of the gently sloping corridor, I've eventually get back up to the ticket hall, and at one point I had to negotiate a fork in the path. Finally, I saw the faintest hint of light up ahead, and by the time I got back to the hall, there was a hint of sun lighting up the top of the steps, and I saw Lacey cowering by the entrance. When she saw me, she stayed where she was, and I had to fight my way across the hall until I reached the bottom of the steps.
 
   "He's gone," I say again, barely able to comprehend the enormity of my words. "He's..." I pause as I replay in my mind, for the thousandth time, the moment when Cooper was swept past me. "He's not coming back."
 
   "You mean the zombie guy?" Lacey asks, clinging to hope. "Or..."
 
   "Both," I tell her. "They were swept down into the deeper tunnels. They must have drowned by now." As the words leave my mouth, I feel a shiver pass through my body. My haz-mat suit has kept me dry, but I'm cold and in the back of my mind I'm vaguely aware that there's a danger of hypothermia, but all I can think about is Cooper. He's gone. After all those years, and after everything we went through together, he's gone.
 
   "Well, we have to..." She pauses. "We have to... Are you sure?"
 
   "He was swept way down into the station," I reply, setting out the details as much for my own benefit as for hers. I need to be absolutely certain that there's no chance Cooper could have survived. The one thing I can't handle right now is uncertainty, or the thought that he might be trapped somewhere down there. In the circumstances, drowning would be the quickest and least horrific way for him to have died. "The whole system's flooded," I continue. "Once he was under there, in the dark, there's no way he could ever have found a way out."
 
   "But maybe he found an air bubble," Lacey stammers, refusing to accept the truth. "Maybe -"
 
   "Then he's going to suffocate!" I say firmly, interrupting her. "He's going to be trapped there, in the dark, running out of air, maybe even trapped with that thing, whatever it was, and..." My voice trails off as I try, for a moment, to imagine how awful it would be if he had found an air bubble. "No," I say finally. "The odds of that happening are a million to one. Less, even. The most likely thing is that he was swept underwater, maybe unconscious if he was lucky, and he drowned. Simple. It's already over."
 
   "But we have to -"
 
   "No!" I say, raising my voice. "Just accept it! He's dead! If he's not, then he's going to die slowly and even more painfully over the next few hours, so let's just hope that he died quickly!" I pause, and in the gloom of the morning sun I can see the moment of realization spreading across Lacey's face. "It's better this way," I continue eventually. "At least he didn't suffer too much. It was relatively quick. Not like..."
 
   "Not like what?" she asks after a moment. "Us?"
 
   "We still have a chance," I reply, my voice trembling.
 
   "So if I get swept down one of those passages," she says, "would you come and look for me? Or would you assume that I was dead as well?"
 
   "It'd be suicide to go back down there. There's nothing we can do to -"
 
   "I thought he was your friend," she replies.
 
   I stare at her for a moment, feeling a kind of cool anger settle throughout my body. "If you keep up like this," I say eventually, "I might just throw you down there. Got it? Getting out of here is going to be tough, but at least there's a chance. You need me, so maybe you shouldn't be going out of your way to piss me off. Barring an absolute miracle, there's no way Cooper could ever have survived going underwater down there, and I for one do not intend to torture myself by clinging on to the hope of a miracle, especially since it would only mean that he'd die more slowly and more painfully, with more time to be aware of what was happening to him. If you can't deal with that, at least shut up."
 
   We stand in silence for a moment, with the only sound being the howling storm that continues to rage above-ground.
 
   "We can't stay down here," Lacey says eventually.
 
   "At least that's something we're agreed on," I mutter. "Our only chance of survival rests on finding Sutton and the boat. Cooper was right when he said Sutton would have made for shelter. He's almost certainly somewhere nearby, and he's got food and water. We can wait out the storm if we just manage to get to him. We're going to need to signal him. Give me the gun."
 
   "What gun?" she asks.
 
   "Your flare gun."
 
   She stares at me, looking as if she has no idea what I'm talking about.
 
   "We each had a flare gun," I reply, sighing at her complete lack of preparedness for this mission. "Cooper and I used ours in the tunnels. You have one in one of the compartments of your suit."
 
   "I don't think so," she says helplessly.
 
   Figuring I don't have the energy to argue with her, I reach down and feel for the flare in the left leg of her suit. Sure enough, I quickly find the compartment, unzipping it and pulling out the flare. "See?" I say. "Flare."
 
   "Wow," she replies. "What else is in this thing?"
 
   "The flare will work in the rain," I tell her. "It'll only last about a minute, but if Sutton sees it, he'll send up his own flare, and that's how we'll get a rough idea of where he is. We'll then follow his flare until we find him."
 
   "In the storm?"
 
   "In the storm."
 
   She pauses. "What if he doesn't use his flare?"
 
   "Then he's asleep, or dead," I reply. "Either way, he should be keeping an eye out for it. He'll be expecting us. Given the weather, it's not as if he could have just turned around and left. He is somewhere around."
 
   "Okay," she replies, "when do we launch this flare?"
 
   "No time like the present," I tell her, before grabbing hold of the opposite railing and starting to make my way up the steps. By the time I get to the top, I pause for breath, and I see that the storm seems, if anything, to be getting worse. The scene is one of utter desolation: rivers of water are flowing rapidly along the street, and many of the trees in Battery Park have been blown over. I swear to God, it's as if the storm is determined to wash away the entire city. "Wait here," I say to Lacey, who has joined me in the entrance of the subway station. "If we're lucky, there should be some good news pretty soon."
 
   Without waiting for her to reply, since her opinion is completely irrelevant to me, I start wading out into the street. A strong wind is whipping the driving rain all around me, but at least the flow of water isn't strong enough to sweep me off my feet. I struggle to get out into the middle of the street, and eventually I turn back to see Lacey sheltering in the entrance to the station. To be honest, there's a part of me that's scared to fire this flare, because if Sutton doesn't reply by sending up his own flare, our situation is going to start looking much worse. Scouring the waterside for the boat will be a nightmare if we don't have some clue as to where we should start. Still, I'm not going to give up. Whatever else happens, I'm not going to let myself die out here.
 
   Holding the flare gun up and aiming at the sky, I can barely keep my eyes open as the wind and rain continue to howl around me. Finally, taking a deep breath, I pull the trigger and a bright white-and-red ball of light flashes out of the gun, shooting higher and higher until it explodes hundreds of meters up above the city. I watch as the flare is tossed about by the storm, but so far it's working. For a couple of minutes, it burns in the maelstrom before finally, inevitably, it starts to die, and eventually I watch as the last embers fall back down. Now, there's nothing to do but wait. Hopefully, Sutton has seen the flare, and even now he's struggling to find a flare of his own. If all goes according to plan, it should only be a minute or two before Sutton responds.
 
   I wait.
 
   Nothing.
 
   "There!" Lacey shouts suddenly, her voice barely audible above the howling wind.
 
   Turning, I see that she's right. A white-and-red flare is shooting into the sky from somewhere to the north-west of our position. I stare in wonder at the flare as it burns, and finally I allow myself to believe that it's real.
 
   "Is that him?" Lacey shouts.
 
   I nod, my eyes still fixed on the flare.
 
   "Where is he?"
 
   "I don't know exactly!" I shout back at her, as the flare starts to die. Finally, I turn to Lacey, who's still cowering in the entrance to the subway. "Sutton's alive!" I shout. "We have to go that way! We have to find him!"
 
   "And then we can get out of here?" she shouts back at me.
 
   I nod. Damn it, why didn't we just do this sooner? Why didn't we use the flares instead of waiting in the subway station? If we'd done that, Cooper would still be alive.
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fifteen days ago
 
    
 
   Every beat of my heart threatens to tear my mind apart. Pain pulses through my body, and I swear I can feel the hot metal of the bullet as it presses against my collarbone. I can barely even think anymore: the only thought is my mind is pain, which seems to have fused in my consciousness. Warm blood is seeping from the wound and spreading through the fabric of my shirt, and I'm breathing so fast, I feel as if I'm about to pass out.
 
   "I knew there'd be a few stragglers," John Lydecker says, as he stands over me. The gun is still aimed straight at my face, as if he might pull the trigger at any moment. "I told them," he adds, in the slightly bored manner of someone who's irritated by a procedural error, "but did they listen? Hell, no."
 
   "Why's no-one helping?" I ask, turning to see that all the other people on this busy sidewalk are just walking past, as if they haven't even noticed us. They're walking around us, so they clearly have some idea that we exist, but they're acting as they can't really see us properly.
 
   "Help!" I call out, but not one of the passersby even glances at me. "Help!" I call out again, even though I can already tell that it's hopeless.
 
   "Nice try," Lydecker says.
 
   Looking back at him, I see that Reed - bleeding heavily from a wound in his arm - has grabbed Lydecker's leg. Smiling, Lydecker turns the gun toward him, but he seems in no hurry to fire; instead, it's almost as if he's amused by Reed's attempts to bring him down.
 
   "If it makes you feel any better," Lydecker says eventually, "I'll make sure there's a thorough investigation into this whole fuck-up. There'll be forms to fill in, assessment panels to conduct. We'll really get to the bottom of why no-one paid any fucking attention to my warnings. This could all have been prevented if people had just listened to me. Seriously, I'll -"
 
   Before he can finish, and before I can really think about it properly, I lunge at him and grab his arm, tilting the gun upward. He pulls the trigger and the bullet strikes a nearby wall, and in the confusion I manage to haul myself up and then push down, slamming Lydecker into the sidewalk and sending the gun flying out of his hand. Realizing that he might fight back at any moment, I bend my arm before slamming my elbow down into the side of his head; for good measure, I do it again, and this time something seems different, as if I've managed to knock him out. Out of breath and with my heart pounding, I stare down at him and realize that his glassy, unmoving eyes are staring straight up at the sky. He's dead.
 
   "Reed!" I shout, turning and seeing that Reed is trying to get to his feet. With pedestrians making their way around us on either side, I crawl over and take a look at Reed's arm, which is bleeding heavily.
 
   "Are you okay?" he asks, his voice tense with pain.
 
   I look down at my shoulder and see a bloody mess beneath the fabric of my coat. It takes a moment before I can truly understand what's happened, but finally I'm forced to accept that I've been shot. The pain is getting worse by the second, and I already lost a lot of blood.
 
   "We need to get to a hospital," Reed says. "Both of us."
 
   "They won't be able to help us," I reply, glancing back at Lydecker's body. "I don't think anyone can see us anymore. We're invisible to them."
 
   "Bullshit," Reed mutters, before turning and reaching out to grab the leg of a man who happens to be walking past. Stopping, the man looks down at us, but despite Lydecker's dead body and the fact that Reed and I both have gunshot wounds, it's as if the man barely even realizes we're here.
 
   "What the fuck's wrong with you?" the guy asks.
 
   "Can you see us?" Reed asks.
 
   "Yeah, but you need to get that looked at." He leans closer, peering at the wound on Reed's arm. "You've got..." He pauses, and then a different look seems to cross his eyes; moments later, he frowns, and then he turns and walks away.
 
   "He forgot about us," I say. "Even while he was talking to us, we just slipped from his mind. It's getting worse. Whatever's happening, it's getting worse. First people stopped remembering us, and now they can't even see us properly, and when they do, it's like they can't form memories about us."
 
   "Don't panic," Reed says getting to his feet before helping me up. Clutching his arm, he grimaces as the pain continues to strike him. "It doesn't matter if people can see us or not," he continues, "we've been shot, and even if it's not in vital areas, we can't keep losing blood like this." He steps closer to me and takes a look at my wound. "Real bullets would've caused far more damage. I think he used something else."
 
   "What do you think he wanted?" I ask, turning back to look down at Lydecker.
 
   "He wanted to get rid of us," Reed replies. "Did you do that? Did you knock him out?"
 
   "I didn't knock him out," I say, trying to stay calm. "I killed him. I didn't mean to, but..." I pause as the enormity of the situation hits me. I killed a man. Sure, it was self-defense, but I still killed him, and I did it without a weapon. I beat him to death. I guess I had no choice, though; if I hadn't killed him, he'd have killed us. Still, it's hard to believe that in the heat of the moment, I was able to summon enough strength to kill a man. I can still feel an echo of the impact of my elbow against the side of his head.
 
   "Over there!" Reed shouts, pointing at an ambulance that has slowed in the early morning traffic.
 
   Figuring it's our best bet, I follow Reed as he runs out into the road. The cars are moving slowly, so we quickly manage to get over to the ambulance. Instead of speaking to the guys in the front of the vehicle, Reed leads me around to the back, where we open the doors and climb inside to find that there's no-one back here. As I pull the door shut, I turn to see that Reed is already pulling open every cupboard and bag he can find.
 
   "We need help," I say, feeling the pain starting to get worse and worse.
 
   "No-one's going to help us," he replies, tossing some bandages and tongs onto the nearby bed. "We need to patch ourselves up before -"
 
   As he's speaking, a panel opens near the front of the vehicle, and one of the paramedics looks back through from the drivers' compartment.
 
   "You see anything?" a voice asks.
 
   "Nah," the paramedic says with a frown. "I could've sworn I heard something, though."
 
   I look over at Reed, and I can see that just like me, he's not sure what to do next.
 
   "You left some stuff out again," the paramedic says, looking straight through me for a moment before sliding the panel closed again.
 
   "They really couldn't see us," I say, turning to Reed. "That guy was looking right at me, and he couldn't see me."
 
   "Sit down," Reed says.
 
   "It's like we're invisible," I continue, unable to work out how the hell this happened.
 
   "We're not invisible," he replies. "Now sit down."
 
   "Then how do you explain the fact that no-one ever reacts to us anymore?" I ask, raising my voice.
 
   "Obviously they can't register our presence the same way as normal," he continues. "Caroline, please, sit down for a moment. This isn't going to get any easier."
 
   "What are you doing to do?" I ask.
 
   "What do you think? I'm going to get that bullet out of you, and then you're going to do the same for me."
 
   "No way," I reply, even though I'm starting to feel a little faint. "I can't do that. You can't do that! We need to get to a proper doctor!"
 
   "Just be thankful that Lydecker shot us where he did," Reed replies. "By accident or design, he caused as little damage as possible." He turns to me. "While still shooting us, obviously. Now sit down. I have to stop the bleeding, and I don't see any other way to deal with the problem right now."
 
   "You're not a doctor," I remind him, even though the pain is becoming excruciating and I've got tears in my eyes.
 
   "Fine," he says. "What do you want to do instead?"
 
   I open my mouth to argue with him, but finally I realize that he's right. If we went to a hospital, we'd just be ignored. "Make sure everything's sterile," I say after a moment, "and try to do it fast. Don't go poking around in there. Just get in, get the bullet, and get out. Okay?"
 
   "I'll do my best," he replies, sitting next to me. "You'll need to take off your coat."
 
   With Reed's help, and despite agonizing pain, I manage to slip the coat off my shoulders, and then I sit and wait while Reed unbuttons my shirt and pulls it open. Finally, with the wound fully revealed, he glances at me for a moment before taking a pair of medical tweezers and moving the tips close to the bullet, which is partially visible in the mess of flesh and blood.
 
   "You know this is going to hurt," he says quietly. "No matter how careful I am, this is going to hurt like a bitch."
 
   I nod.
 
   "Okay," he says, taking a deep breath. "Three..."
 
   "Just do it." Before I have time to react, I feel a searing pain in the wound, and I let out a gasp as Reed starts trying to get the bullet loose. Tears are streaming down my face, and I'm starting to sweat profusely, but just when it feels as if there's no chance that he might be able to get the bullet out, I feel him move away, and I look down just in time to see him dropping the blood-stained bullet onto the bed. He quickly grabs a thick cotton swab and places it over the wound, and although the swab quickly turns red as it becomes soaked with blood, after a few minutes the bleeding seems to have mostly stopped.
 
   "I think it was a rubber bullet," Reed says eventually.
 
   "What does that mean?" I ask.
 
   "It means he wasn't trying to kill us," he continues. "He was trying to hurt us and incapacitate us, and maybe scare us, but he wanted to take us alive. Despite everything he said, he had some kind of plan for us." He pauses. "If it had been a real bullet, we'd be in much more serious trouble. Fortunately, you shouldn't have any broken bones, but I guess we'll both have some pretty messed-up scars."
 
   "Since when were you such an expert?" I ask.
 
   "You need to do me," he replies. "Do you think you're up to it?"
 
   "Sure," I reply, even though I'm terrified by the thought of trying to take the bullet from Reed's shoulder. As I help him remove his shirt, and as the ambulance continues to crawl through the traffic with a driver who has no idea that we're back here, I can't help wondering how the hell I ended up in this mess. There are more than eight million people in New York. Why are Reed and I seemingly the only ones who are experiencing this, and why are we still alive while Chloe died in such a horrific manner? And if we're becoming less and less visible to the people around us, how much longer can we last before we disappear entirely?
 
   


  
 

Dr. Stef Grant
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "So let me get this straight!" Lacey shouts as we make our way along the storm-lashed street, with water flowing past us and rain being blown between the buildings. "When we find the boat, we can just sail off out of here?"
 
   "We probably have to wait until the storm dies down!" I reply. "It can't last much longer!"
 
   "But if it doesn't die down," she says, "what do we do? Can the boat handle this kind of weather?"
 
   "I doubt it," I tell her, "but no storm lasts forever. It's just physically impossible."
 
   "Okay," she replies, "but if it doesn't seem to be passing, maybe we can find another boat, right? One that's better at dealing with the bad conditions?"
 
   "We don't need another boat," I reply. "We just need our boat. The one with its own radar system, and with all our supplies. Sutton's an experienced captain. He'll know exactly what to do. It's why we hired him, remember? The company tried to get us to hire a cheaper guy, but Cooper insisted that we needed to have Sutton in case we ran into any kind of problem."
 
   "The company just wanted to reduce unnecessary expenditure," Lacey says.
 
   "Doesn't seem so unnecessary now, does it?" I point out.
 
   "Do you think he can get us out of here?" she asks. "I mean, if the storm just keeps going, I don't really see what he can do."
 
   "The storm will stop," I insist, starting to get a little irritated by her constant questions. "We have enough food and water on the boat to last for at least a week, and we can always try to scavenge some more from somewhere in the city. As long as the boat's moored somewhere with some shelter, we'll just have to sit it out." As we reach a junction, I look up and see the World Trade building towering a few streets away. Without a map, I'm not entirely sure which way to go, but I figure we just need to head west until we hit the waterfront, and then we can start looking for the boat.
 
   "Now what?" Lacey asks.
 
   "This way," I say, hurrying across the river of storm water that's flowing through the street. In truth, I can't stop thinking about the huge mistake we made when we stayed in the subway station. It was Cooper's idea to shelter there and wait for the storm to end, and at the time it seemed like a good plan; in hindsight, however, it's clear that we couldn't have made a worse choice. Still, there's no way we could have known what was going to happen. In all the drama surrounding Cooper's death, I've barely even had time to contemplate the way Jonathan Lydecker seemed to come back to life. Once we're back at the boat, I'm going to have to set down everything I remember. Whatever happened here in New York two weeks ago, and in America in general, it's clearly way beyond anything conventional.
 
   "Are you okay?" I call back to Lacey as I lead the way along another street. "Make sure your suit's properly closed at the top. If you get water inside, you're much more likely to get hypothermia." I wait for a reply. "Lacey?" I say, looking over my shoulder.
 
   To my surprise, I see that she's hanging a long way back, and although she's still following me, she seems to be distracted by something on her arm. The storm makes it difficult to see properly, but after a moment I realize that she's got her right arm raised to her face, and she seems to be talking. Seconds later, she realizes that I've noticed what she's doing, and she immediately stops. For a moment, she's like a deer in the headlights, and then finally she smiles and starts to catch up.
 
   "What was that?" I ask as she reaches me.
 
   "Nothing!" she says with a forced smile. "So which way now?"
 
   "What were you doing?" I ask, convinced that she's hiding something.
 
   "What do you mean?" she replies, trying oh-so-hard to seem innocent and confused. "Sorry, I just got tired so I slowed down a bit. I'll keep up from now on."
 
   "Show me your arm," I say.
 
   "My arm?"
 
   "Show me."
 
   She pauses. "I'm sorry," she says eventually, "I don't see why -"
 
   "Show me," I say firmly, "or I'll make you."
 
   She stares at me, and I can see from the look in her eyes that she knows I'm onto her. Finally, unwilling to wait any longer, I reach out and grab her right wrist, pulling it toward me and then slipping the cuff of the suit down to reveal some kind of electrical device wrapped around her lower arm, just below the elbow. There's a small screen displaying some numbers, and a couple of green lights blinking near the top.
 
   "What the hell is this?" I ask, pulling her into a nearby doorway in an attempt to get out of the worst of the storm.
 
   "Nothing," she says defensively, trying to pull her wrist free from my grip.
 
   "Don't bullshit me," I reply, keeping hold of her arm. "What the hell is this thing?"
 
   "It's just a small remote communication device," she stammers, clearly trying to think on her feet. "It doesn't even work right now! It's like everything else since all this crap started to go down. With the U.S. out of action, most devices and systems aren't working, but I figured it was worth bringing 'cause, you know, it might start up again or something." She pauses, as if she's trying to work out whether or not I believe her. "All it does right now is flash a bit and sit there looking pretty."
 
   "You were talking into it," I point out.
 
   "I was just checking it," she insists, trying once again to get free.
 
   "You were talking into it," I say again. All my mild suspicions of Lacey are starting to come together, and suddenly I see her not as this naive, fish-out-of-water corporate shill but as someone who's hiding something. "I saw you," I continue. "You were talking into this thing, and it looked like you were listening to something as well. It looked like you were having a conversation."
 
   "That's absurd," she replies.
 
   "Is it?"
 
   She sighs. "I was testing it. That's all. Every few hours, I like to scan for a signal and see if maybe anyone out there can hear me. When we left Europe last week, the company was working flat-out to get these things back up and running, so I keep hoping that eventually the grid's coming to come back online." She pauses. "I'm sorry I didn't mention it before, but I didn't want to get anyone's hopes up. I just figured I'd keep trying, and if it worked, then I'd say something. Unless that happens, however, it's just a flashy little armband that doesn't do anything useful." She stares at me, with a kind of pleading expression in her eyes, as if she's desperate for me to believe her. "Why would I lie?" she asks eventually. "What motivation would I have for keeping something like this back from you?"
 
   Slowly, I let go of her wrist.
 
   "Come on," she continues, "you've got to admit, it'd be pretty useful if this thing did start working again. And then I could call for help, and someone'd come and rescue us. Wouldn't you feel better if we could at least talk to someone? I mean, sure, we're hopefully going to find the boat, but still, I'd really like to talk to someone who might be able to tell us when this storm's going to pass. That's all I was doing. I was calling out over the airwaves, hoping that I might hear a voice back."
 
   "And you didn't?" I ask, still a little skeptical of her claims.
 
   "Not a squeak," she replies. "It's like the network's still down. I guess it's going to take a lot longer to fix things, huh?" She waits for me to say something. "The battery's good for a couple of weeks, especially while it's just in scan mode, so it's not like I'm wasting any energy. There was no need to tell you about it, so I didn't want to give anyone false hope, but honestly, it's just a small device. I mean, who exactly do you think I could be talking to?"
 
   "Keep trying," I say after a moment. "If you pick up anything, let me know. With Cooper gone, I'm the senior figure in this mission. I need to know what's happening."
 
   "I'm sorry," she says, forcing another thin smile. "I should have told you about it from the start."
 
   Turning, I look along the storm-ravaged street. My stomach is rumbling, and I'm desperately hungry, but although it might be possible to break into one of the nearby stores and find something to eat, I figure we need to avoid any unnecessary distractions. If we can just find the boat, we can get to our main stash of supplies.
 
   "Shouldn't we keep going?" Lacey asks eventually. "I mean, what if we don't find the boat by nightfall?"
 
   "We will," I reply, determined to not even contemplate the possibility of being out here by the time the sun comes down. Without saying anything else, I start walking again, leading Lacey into the driving rain as we continue our journey toward the western side of Manhattan. After a moment, I glance over my shoulder to make sure that she's still behind me, and we briefly make eye contact. She looks guilty and nervous as hell, and I can't help but wonder if she's been entirely honest with me. As we make our way across another junction, I try to put my doubts to the back of my mind. The problem is, there's just something very jumpy about Lacey, and I can't shake the feeling that she's hiding something.
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fifteen days ago
 
    
 
   "How does it feel?" I ask, as I open the rear door of the ambulance and climb down onto the street. Traffic is still backed up, and all the vehicles are moving at a snail's pace.
 
   "Like I've been shot," Reed replies, wincing as he jumps down and pushes the door shut. "You did a good job, though. In fact, I think you did a better job on me than I did on you, so..." He pauses. "It's pretty amazing what you can do when you've got no choice, huh? I mean, rubber bullets or not, the pain..." He winces for a moment, clearly struggling. We weren't able to find any pain-killers in the ambulance, and I don't know about Reed, but my injury is definitely throbbing.
 
   "Are you sure the equipment was sterile?" I ask.
 
   "No," he says bluntly. It was sealed, though, so I guess..." He pauses. "We still need medical attention. What we did in there was just a way to patch things up for the moment, but it's not going to hold forever."
 
   "So what now?" I ask as we walk between the cars and finally get back to the sidewalk. Glancing back along the street, I see that Lydecker's body is still on the ground, exactly where it fell. People are absent-mindedly walking around it, avoiding stepping directly on it while apparently not really registering that's there. I know New York's supposed to be a pretty tough place, but it still seems kind of strange that no-one gives a damn about a dead guy sprawled on the sidewalk.
 
   "I don't know about you," Reed says after a moment, "but I need to sleep. I've been awake for nearly forty-eight hours. Whatever's happening, there's no way we can deal with it if we're dead on our feet."
 
   "Aren't you scared?" I ask. "I mean, if we go to sleep, how do we know we'll wake up again?"
 
   He stares at me, and I can see that there's fear in his eyes.
 
   "It's a valid point," I continue. "The situation's getting worse, which means it's changing and evolving. We're in a worse position today than we were in yesterday, and tomorrow..."
 
   "We just have to do the best we can," he replies.
 
   "I'm hungry," I add. "I don't know how I'm going to be able to buy anything, but I need to eat. Damn it, I could kill for a sandwich."
 
   "That might be the easy part," he replies, walking over to the door of a fast food restaurant. I watch through the window as he heads inside, walks behind the counter, and grabs a few burgers from the rack, before strolling casually back over to the door and coming back out to the sidewalk. No-one in the restaurant, on either side of the counter, even glances at him. "I guess there are some advantages to being practically invisible," he says with a faint smile, as he hands two of the burgers to me. "I guess we're only one step above being ghosts."
 
   "But no-one noticed the food just floating out the door?" I ask.
 
   "I don't think that's how it works," he replies, unwrapping a burger. "I think it's more that people see us, but we don't make any kind of impression. They perceive us for a moment, but we don't make any kind of impact on their overall sense of the world." He pauses for a moment. "At least yesterday, people could see us, even if they didn't remember us. Now they don't really see us at all, unless we specifically try to get their attention, and even then they tend to get easily distracted. They can see us well enough to not walk into us, but for some reason they can't form memories of us."
 
   "It's as if we're slowly disappearing," I point out, trying to ignore the pain in my shoulder. "What's the next stage? Why did this happen to us, while Chloe..." I pause as I think back to the moment when Chloe was dying. So much has happened over the past twenty-four hours, I feel as if I'm in some kind of special survival mode whereby all the horrors are somehow compartmentalized in my mind and shuffled away. When this is all over - if it ever ends - I guess I'm going to have to face the things I've seen. I guess, in a way, I'm managing not to think about certain events, just as the rest of New York seems to be managing not to think about me.
 
   "Compidome," Reed says suddenly.
 
   "What about it?" I ask, vaguely remembering that Compidome was the name of the company that was listened on a badge in Lydecker's apartment.
 
   "A company that no-one seems to have heard of," he continues. "It's not much, but it's all we've got to go on. After all, John Lydecker seemed to have no trouble seeing us, so maybe he was immune somehow. Unless you've got any better ideas, I think we should start looking into that place, maybe find out where they're based. They must have some kind of office space in the city. Maybe they've got something to do with everything that's happening. If Lydecker was working for them, he might have got mixed up in something that got out of hand."
 
   "Sounds like a long shot," I point out.
 
   "You got a better idea?"
 
   Sighing, I shake my head.
 
   "First," he continues, "I think we need to rest. I'm going to go insane if I don't get some sleep. Adrenalin's only going to keep us going for so long."
 
   "We've got nowhere to go," I remind him.
 
   "Actually," he says, "I think I might have a solution to that."
 
   Reluctantly, I agree to follow him for a few blocks, until we reach one of the more upscale hotels in the city. Reed leads me inside, and I watch as he calmly walks behind the reception desk without being noticed. He leans over the shoulder of one of the receptionists, and after a moment he turns and takes a key from the wall, before walking back over to me. Guests and staff-members are milling about, but none of them pays any attention to Reed at all, even as he reaches me and holds the key up for me to see.
 
   "Room 501," he says with a smile. "Completely empty, with no-one scheduled to check in for at least the rest of the day. It's not much, but at least it's a place where we won't be disturbed. I guess no-one's going to notice if we raid the mini-bar, either. We'll get a few hours' sleep, and then we'll find this Compidome place."
 
   "You really think they can help us?" I ask, as we make our way across the lobby.
 
   "It can't be a coincidence," he replies. "John Lydecker could see us, and he could remember us, and he clearly knew that there was something strange happening to us. When he came after us with that gun, it wasn't the reaction of a family man who's pissed off at being bothered by some strangers. You heard the stuff he was saying. He knew something."
 
   "I guess it'd be easier if he was still alive," I point out as we step into an elevator. "We could have made him tell us everything."
 
   "You wish we could torture him?" Reed asks.
 
   "Right now," I say bitterly, "I might be willing to endorse a spot of torture." After a moment, I realize that despite the pain in my shoulder, there's no point letting myself get too angry. "I didn't mean to kill him."
 
   "I know."
 
   "I was just fighting back. I thought it was -"
 
   "I know," he says again, interrupting me as the doors slide shut and we start going up to the fifth floor. "You don't have to convince me. I was there, remember? You saved our lives, or at least you saved us from whatever the hell he was planning. I guess I owe you one."
 
   "I just wanted him to drop the gun," I reply, as the incident replays itself over and over in my mind. "All I could think about was -"
 
   "Don't let yourself dwell on it," he says firmly. "You'll end up in shock, and right now, we both need to stay focused. There'll be time to deal with all the other fallout once we're done here." He pauses. "We will get out of this, you know. I don't quite see how, but we're not going to be stuck as a pair of ghosts forever. John Lydecker could see us, and that means that other people will be able to see us as well."
 
   "I know," I reply, even though I don't really share his confidence. Whenever I stop thinking about Lydecker, my mind settles on the image of Chloe's dead body instead. It's as if my thoughts are some kind of dark bird, leaping from one gruesome perch to the next.
 
   "Don't worry," Reed says. "Compidome's a lead. Once we work out where they're based, we'll go there and find out everything they know. We'll tell them what happened to us, and what happened to Lydecker, and someone there has to know something. We'll make them talk if necessary, and..." He pauses for a moment.
 
   "And what?" I ask.
 
   "I guess they'll know what to do," he replies, even though the idea seems desperately vague. I can see from the look in his eyes that he knows we're unlikely to have much luck, but at the same time we can't just stop and wait to fade away. "Maybe we're not the first," he adds eventually. "Maybe this has happened to other people over the years. People who just disappear, and the fabric of life closes over the space they left behind. It can't just be us. Whatever's happened, maybe they can reverse it."
 
   "And Chloe?" I ask. "You saw what happened to her. What if it's just a matter of time before the same thing happens to us?"
 
   "There has to be an explanation," he says firmly. "This isn't magic, Caroline. It's something we don't understand, but there's a reason it's happening, and unless you've got any other ideas, I can't think of anything to do other than tracking down this Compidome organization. This whole thing seems to lead back to John Lydecker, and he leads back to Compidome. I guess I might be grasping at straws, but..." He pauses as the elevator doors slide open, and we both step out onto the hotel's fifth floor. "We'll just stay here long enough to regroup and get some sleep," he continues. "Just a few hours. We need to get online somehow and find out where Compidome is based. If Lydecker had a security badge, there must be some kind of office around." Reaching into his pocket, he pulls out the badge that he took from Lydecker's apartment. "I guess it's a good job I pocketed this after all, huh?"
 
   "You think we're going to break into the place?" I ask.
 
   "I didn't say that," he replies. "Still, it's good to have a back-up plan."
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   "You see anything?" Lacey asks as we stand by the waterfront, staring out at the storm-ravaged Hudson River and, beyond, the deserted streets of neighboring New Jersey.
 
   "Not yet," I reply. To be honest, I'd been hoping against hope that as soon as we reached the river, we'd immediately spot Sutton's boat. Given the direction from which the flare was launched, he has to be over here somewhere. Unfortunately, there's so much shoreline to check, and there are plenty of buildings obscuring the view. Without any way to whittle down the possibilities, we're going to have to make our way step by step, checking every possible location, and the search could take hours. It's not even midday yet, but I'm already starting to feel the pressure of sunset, which is going to make the search much more difficult.
 
   "Doesn't he have more flares?" Lacey asks. "I mean, if he knows we're looking for him, maybe he'll give us another hint?"
 
   "He will," I reply, "but he's probably conserving his stock. Maybe in a few hours he'll use another one, but for now, we just have to keep looking."
 
   "But we will find him, right?" she continues. "I mean, he has to be here somewhere."
 
   "Come on," I say, starting to walk along the sidewalk. "There's no point stopping and talking every five minutes. This could take all day."
 
   "And what if it starts to get dark?" she asks, hurrying to keep pace with me. "I'm not going back to any subway station. Not again."
 
   "We won't need to do anything like that," I tell her. "We'll find the boat."
 
   "But if we don't -"
 
   "We will!" I say firmly. "Can you just give it a rest, Lacey? We're going to find the goddamn boat, okay? We know it's here somewhere, so it's just a matter of being patient. It's not going to help if you're constantly bugging me with dumb questions. Just keep quiet, okay? You shouldn't even be on this mission in the first place."
 
   "Excuse me?" she replies, sounding annoyed. "The company that paid for me to come, also paid for the whole damn thing, so I think maybe you should show a little more respect!"
 
   "How ungrateful of me," I mutter. "You're right. Without the company, we wouldn't be here. Praise the company!"
 
   "You know I have to write a report when we're done, right?" she continues. "If I say that you've been unhelpful and aggressive toward me -"
 
   "Try it!" I shout, turning to her. "Just try it!" For a moment, I feel as if I genuinely want to just toss her over the railing and into the water. Fortunately, my anger quickly starts to subside as I see the terrified look in her eyes. "This is pointless," I continue. "Arguing like this is just a waste of energy, and until we get out of here, we need to conserve everything we've got. We're going to find the boat, but until then, maybe we should just stop talking. The most important thing is to focus on the task at hand, okay? I know you're scared. I'm scared too. This is a bad situation. It's way worse than Cooper and I anticipated, and now he's gone. He was one of my best friends, and he's dead, and right now I'm really not in the mood to deal with your crap."
 
   She stares at me. "Were you and him... you know?"
 
   "What?" Realizing what she means, I sigh. "No. We weren't. We were just friends. Good friends. Do you have any good friends, Lacey? Do you know what it feels like to lose someone you care about?" Pausing, I realize that maybe I'm being a little harsh. "Let's just keep looking for the boat, and please, for the love of God, let's not stop to argue every five minutes. I'm tired, and you must be tired too, so let's just get on with what we have to do, okay? I can't deal with all your questions right now."
 
   "Okay," she says flatly. "Got it."
 
   For the next couple of hours, we walk in silence, but it's the loudest silence I've ever known. Lacey is clearly pissed off at me, and I'm pissed off at her, and all I want is to get the hell away from her. She's so utterly unsuited for this kind of situation, and I know that she doesn't really understand that the storm is eventually going to pass. From the very first moment I met her, I knew that she'd get on my nerves, but I could never have anticipated just how horrific this situation would become. With the storm continuing to rage all around us, making it hard to walk at times as the wind blows rain against our path, I feel as if I just want to collapse. All that's keeping me going is the thought that eventually we're going to find the boat, and eventually we're going to get away from this place. Sure, we might not have all the -
 
   Suddenly I stop in my tracks.
 
   "What?" Lacey asks.
 
   I stare straight ahead, unable to let myself believe that I'm really seeing what I think I'm seeing. For a few seconds, I consider the possibility that it's a mirage, or some kind of hallucination; after all, it seems too easy that we could have stumbled upon our goal so soon.
 
   "What is it?" Lacey continues. "Do you see the boat?"
 
   "There," I say, pointing at a small jetty in the distance. Squinting a little, I try to get a better view of the small boat that's moored behind a flood barrier, and finally I realize that I'm right. It's Sutton's boat. We've found it. After everything that's happened, we've actually found it.
 
   "Are you sure?" Lacey asks, as if she can't quite believe it either.
 
   "I'm sure," I say, feeling a sense of relief pass through my body. "That's it. No doubt about it. It's still a good half a kilometer way, but that's it." I close my eyes as I realize that maybe, just maybe, we aren't going to die out here after all. Suddenly all my thoughts about Cooper are coming rushing back, and I feel overwhelmed until, finally, I'm able to open my eyes again and take a series of deep, calm breaths. We just have to keep walking for a little while longer, and then we'll be back on the boat.
 
   "I'm sorry about this," Lacey says, standing behind me. "Please don't hate me."
 
   "I don't hate you," I reply. It's true. Hate would be too strong a word. I merely dislike her with staggering intensity.
 
   "You will hate me," she continues, her voice suddenly sounding a little more steely than before. "Turn around."
 
   "There's no time for another argument," I say. "We just have to -"
 
   "Turn the fuck around," she says, and a moment later there's the sound of something clicking.
 
   Slowly, and with a growing sense of unease, I turn to face her, and finally I see that she's standing a few steps back from me, with a gun pointed straight at my face.
 
   "Here's what we're going to do," she says firmly. "We came here on a mission. That mission is not complete, so we're not going anywhere until we get what we need. Now we know where the boat is, so we can get this done quickly. If you promise not to do anything stupid, there's no reason why this should be more than a minor detour."
 
   I stare at her.
 
   "There's something here that I need to collect," she continues. "For the company. Something important. Something that can't be just left to rot in an abandoned office. It's in suite 301 of the Compidome building on Church Street. That's only a few blocks from here. We just need to go in, retrieve the item, and then we can leave. I know where they are. More or less, anyway. If all goes according to plan, it really shouldn't take too long. We can still make it back to the boat by sundown."
 
   "You're kidding," I reply. "There's -"
 
   "Do I look like I'm fucking kidding?" she asks. "I can do this on my own if necessary. I'd rather not, because it'd be a lot easier if I had someone to do the grunt work, but if you cause me any problems, I'll shoot you. No-one'd know anyway." She pauses. "So you're going to come with me, and you're going to do what I say, and we're going to get the item from the company's office, and then, and only then, are we going to go back to the boat, and then I guess we'll work out how to get away from this goddamn place."
 
   "But -"
 
   Before I can say anything, she raises her wrist to her face. "It's me," she says, causing the device to immediately start flashing green. "We're back on course. It shouldn't be much longer."
 
   There's a burst of static from the device, before a faint voice bursts from the device. "Copy that," the voice says. "The Shades are in position. Keep us informed if the plans change again. Countdown holding steady."
 
   Lowering her wrist, Lacey keeps the gun trained on me. "You understand the situation, don't you?" she continues. "You don't seriously think that the company would pay for this mission out of idle curiosity? Failure isn't an option. We're going to the Compidome building, and we're retrieving the item." She closes one eye, as if she's checking her aim. "Are you going to cooperate, Ms. Grant, or do I have to kill you right here and now?"
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   "I've found them," I say, staring at my phone's screen. "Compidome. I've totally found them."
 
   "What does it say?" Reed calls over from the other side of the hotel room, where he's looking through the minibar.
 
   "There's a website," I reply, waiting for the page to load. Fortunately, even though my service is no longer working, my phone still works when I can connect to a free connection, which the hotel provides. "I swear to God," I continue, "I looked them up yesterday and I didn't find anything. Do you think..." I pause for a moment, but the idea seems so incredible, I can't even bring myself to utter it out loud. Then again, so many insane things have been happening lately, I figure there's no reason not to add one more to the list.
 
   "Do I think what?" Reed asks.
 
   "Maybe it was hidden," I continue, watching as some kind of forum page opens on the screen. "Maybe, somehow, I couldn't see it, in the same way that people don't seem to be able to see us."
 
   "And now?" he replies. "What's changed?"
 
   "We've changed," I point out. "Now we know what we're looking for. Now our perceptions are different. Maybe the results for Compidome were always showing up on my phone, but I just didn't notice them." I start scrolling down the page to take a look at the forum. It seems that someone asked a question about Compidome, and received a lot of vague replies until, finally, someone else left a cryptic message asking how the original poster had come across the company in the first place. There's a lot of pointless back-and-forwards rubbish, until finally...
 
   "Found anything?" Reed asks as he brings some bags of potato chips over, along with two small bottles of wine.
 
   "Most people have never heard of Compidome," I reply, still looking at the screen, "but the few people who have, really seem to be worried. There's not much detail, and most of it seems like a kind of conspiracy theory. Lots of talk about experiments and massive defense department contracts. There are a few claims about leading scientists never being heard from again after they join the company, but..." I read on for a moment. "The weirdest thing is that people just seem to vanish when they get close to this outfit. There's a mention of a building on Church Street. Do you think that's their office?"
 
   "Only one way to find out," Reed replies. "As soon as we've got some rest, we need to get down there."
 
   "There's something else," I continue as I reach the bottom of the page. "Everyone who posts something about Compidome stops posting within a day or two. They put up these fevered, almost frantic messages asking about the company, and then they stop responding, and no-one ever asks if they're coming back. Eventually, the thread just dies. The last message is dated six months ago." I pause for a moment. "Could a multi-billion dollar corporation really exist in the heart of New York, without anyone knowing that it exists?"
 
   "Until a couple of days ago," he says, unscrewing the lid from one of the small bottles of wine and taking a swig, "I'd have said it's impossible."
 
   "And now?"
 
   "Now I'd say anything's possible. If someone can get into my son's head, then I guess there aren't many places they can't go. You mind if I take a look at your phone?"
 
   Passing the device to him, I find myself lost in thought for a moment. I've walked along Church Street plenty of times over the years, and I'm pretty damn sure I've never noticed a building with a Compidome logo on the front. Then again, these people seem to be very keen to say under cover, and while I have no idea right now how they could be linked to the whole mess with John Lydecker, it definitely seems like too much of a coincidence. I don't want to start getting paranoid, but it's clear that going to the Compidome office is our only chance of finding someone who might even have the faintest idea what's happening to us.
 
   "Church Street is out best bet," he says eventually. "I'm looking at a map right now, and I can't find anything, but we're just going to have to walk up and down that street until we see the damn place. There has to be a sign, or at least a door. Even if we can't see it at first, the fact that we're specifically looking for it, that we know it's there, means we might have a chance." He pauses. "That's all I've got, anyway," he adds with a faint smile. "Running up and down a New York street, looking for a door that might or might not be there."
 
   "In the context of the past couple of days," I reply cautiously, "that sounds like the best plan ever."
 
   "I'm sorry about my behavior earlier," he says suddenly, placing the phone on the small nightstand that separates the two beds. "When we were at Lydecker's apartment, you must have thought that I was some kind of madman. I've got to admit, I kind of lost control for a while back there."
 
   "You're worried about your family," I reply. "It's fine. Anyone would do the same."
 
   "Just the thought of him being caught up in all of this..." he continues, visibly worried. "My own son didn't even remember that I existed. Do you realize what that means? It means someone, somehow, has got inside his head, inside his mind, and messed with his memories. And Emma's. And pretty much everyone in the city, maybe even the world. They've gone into my son's head and they've taken some of his memories and replaced them with a whole different set. What kind of person believes they have a right to do that to someone? To a child?"
 
   "I don't even know how they could do something like that," I say. "I know it's like, every day, there's some amazing new development in the news, but I didn't know the technology existed to go into someone's mind and alter their memories."
 
   "I guess it does when you're a multi-billion dollar corporation," he replies. "Especially one that goes to great lengths to conceal its existence. Maybe it's all about perception. Whatever method they use to make people seem invisible, they also use on their own company. Maybe you only notice them once you're explicitly looking for them, or once you're somehow connected to them. I can't even begin to understand how that might work, but I guess we've seen it in action when all those people just walked around us as if we weren't there."
 
   Turning and staring over at the window, I realize that I'm exhausted, but at the same time, I'm terrified of going to sleep. I can't shake the feeling that maybe I'll just fade from existence completely, like a ghost. I guess Reed probably doesn't share my worries, but I feel as if I'm hanging onto my mind by my fingernails, and at any moment I could just disappear. As he stands up and walks through to the bathroom, I find myself almost panicking at the thought of being alone for a few seconds. Finally, even though I know it's a little dumb, I end up walking over to the bathroom door and watching as Reed removes his shirt to check on the bandage covering his shoulder wound. I can't help looking at his toned, muscular body. If we were in a normal situation, I'd definitely be making a move by now, but somehow it wouldn't seem appropriate given the circumstances.
 
   "You think they'd still bleed if we uncovered them?" I ask, making conversation purely so that I can hear my own voice and know that I still exist. I'm scared that if we stop talking, we'll forget each other.
 
   "I don't know," he replies, leaning closer to the mirror. "Hopefully we'll be able to get some proper help tomorrow. By some kind of miracle, we're holding up pretty well so far, but sooner or later we're going to need a professional to take a look. For one thing, I'm worried the bandages are getting stuck too deeply to the wounds. I didn't really know what I was doing when I tried to patch us up, so I might have used all the wrong stuff."
 
   "You really think we're just going to walk in the front door of Compidome and someone's gonna know what to do?" I continue. "You think it's going to be that simple?"
 
   "I think it's our best shot right now."
 
   "Best or only?"
 
   "Let's just focus on trying to find a way out of this mess," he continues. "Look at it logically. John Lydecker's at the heart of this mess, right? And we know he works for Compidome, or at least he's linked to them. Do you really think it's a coincidence that this Compidome company seems to be mysteriously hard to find, or to notice? Given everything that's happened, can you honestly discount the idea of some kind of link?"
 
   "It's just hard to get too hopeful," I reply. "It could all still go so horribly wrong."
 
   Realizing that he's busy examining his wound, I decide I might as well do the same. Slowly, and with considerable pain, I remove my shirt and walk over to the mirror. The bandage on my shoulder is bloodied, but it looks as if all the blood is from earlier, which I guess means that the wound has started to heal.
 
   "Let me take a look," Reed says, turning to me and reaching up to touch the bandage. "I'm going to just peel the edge away, okay? Just so I can see."
 
   I nod.
 
   Slowly, he removes a piece of tape and pulls back one corner of the thick white padding. He has to slip my bra strap to one side in order to get a proper view of the injury.
 
   "What do you see?" I ask, feeling a stinging sensation under the bandage. Still, considering I got shot earlier today, I guess a stinging sensation isn't too bad.
 
   "I see dried blood," he replies. "No sign of infection. Just a nasty wound and some blood drying around the edge. I don't want to get too confident too soon, but we might just get lucky here. If it had been a proper bullet, we'd be looking at a bigger wound, and probably some broken bones. Since it was rubber, the only problem seems to be a nasty hold in the flesh, but that's something that'll heal over time. I think so, anyway." He smiles. "I'm not a doctor."
 
   "I noticed," I say.
 
   As he starts to rearrange the bandage, I wince at a sharp stabbing pain that shoots through my shoulder.
 
   "Sorry," he says.
 
   "It's okay," I continue, even though the pain is now throbbing a little. "Just do what you need to do." Once he's finished putting the bandage back in place, I watch as he turns to the sink and starts washing his hands. "Aren't you scared?" I ask after a moment, aware that by even asking the question, I'm acknowledging my own fears.
 
   "Of our injuries?"
 
   "Of closing your eyes," I reply. "Of being alone. Of just... disappearing completely."
 
   "Let's just get to Compidome as soon as possible," he says, drying his hands. "I don't know about you, but I'm in danger of falling asleep while I'm standing up. I think we should just get a couple of hours' rest, and then we'll get moving again. As long as we have a focus, we can keep moving. That's the most important thing. We just have to get to Church Street and find these people. Deal?"
 
   I nod.
 
   "We will get through this," he continues, turning to me. "I guarantee you, neither of us is going to fade out of existence or vanish or anything else. My son is going to remember me, you family will remember you, and we'll both get our lives back. One day we'll look back at all of this and..." He pauses. "Well, we won't laugh, but we'll understand it. We'll be able to talk about it. Things will get back to normal."
 
   "I know," I reply, even though I don't really share his optimism. Is he really so confident that we'll be okay, or is he just better than me when it comes to hiding his concerns? I've always considered myself to be a strong person, someone who can hold up under some pretty major pressure, but right now I feel as if I'm falling apart. After all, in the past twenty-four hours I've tried and failed to save a woman's life, I've seen my entire life disappear, and I've killed a man in self-defense. I guess anyone would struggle in those circumstances. Reed wasn't there when Chloe was suffocating, and he wasn't the one who smashed an elbow into the side of Lydecker's head. He doesn't have those demons lurking in the back of his mind, threatening to take control at any moment.
 
   "Trust me," he says, stepping closer and giving me a hug. It feels good to have his warm body against mine, but I feel almost frozen in place, as if I can't work out what to do next. Maybe it's shock, or maybe it's just pure fear, but I can't shake the feeling that I'm slowly, almost imperceptibly starting to disappear already. Are my atoms fading away, one by one? Is my mind shutting down? I keep trying to force myself to think back to my childhood, to go over and over my memories, in case some of them are missing. Then again, how would I know if anyone of them were missing? How would I know if I'd already started to fade to nothing?
 
   "Are you sure I'm still here?" I whisper.
 
   "Feels like it to me," he replies.
 
   "But are you sure?" I ask, turning to look up at him. "Am I less here than I was five minutes ago?"
 
   He shakes his head.
 
   "How would you know?" I continue. "How -"
 
   "Stop," he says firmly. "You're starting to panic. We both just need to hold things together for a little while longer."
 
   Stepping back, I realize that he's right. "I need to sleep," I say, trying to hide the fact that I'm almost trembling with fear. "Then we'll go to Compidome, okay?"
 
   "Okay."
 
   Smiling awkwardly, determined not to burst into tears, I hurry back through to the bedroom. Right now, sleep seems like a trap, and the bed is like some kind of monster that's going to lure me into darkness. I know I'm probably being irrational, but I can't help thinking that I might just turn to dust while I sleep, and the bed terrifies me. I can hear Reed coming through from the bathroom, and finally I turn to face him. I'd rather do anything than go to sleep, and I need to get my mind of things. With sudden, crystal clarity, I realize that there's one thing, and one thing only, that might make me feel a little better now. Something that would take my mind off the fear in my heart.
 
   "It's almost midday," he says, checking his watch. "Let's just get some sleep for a few hours before heading over to Compidome. I swear, I don't think I could even manage the walk right now."
 
   Desperate to avoid getting into bed, I hurry across the room, place a hand on his waist and - when he turns to me - I lean closer and kiss him. I can tell that he's shocked, but he quickly reciprocates, and as I push him against the wall I realize his body is so much warmer than mine. The heat feels good, although I can't help but worry about the difference. Is something wrong with me? With him?
 
   "That came a little out of nowhere," he says quietly as we break from the kiss for a moment.
 
   "In a bad way or a good way?" I ask, hoping against hope that I don't seem too desperate.
 
   "Well..." He pauses.
 
   "You said earlier that you don't have anyone in your life," I continue, shocked by my own forwardness, "and I don't have anyone. We might disappear in the night. Have you thought about that? We might just stop existing." I reach behind my back and unhook my bra, pulling it away before pressing my cold breasts against his warm chest. Right now, it's the most amazing feeling in the world. "We might disappear," I whisper.
 
   "You're just saying that because you're scared," he replies cautiously.
 
   "So?" I take a deep breath. "Isn't that a good enough reason?" I kiss his shoulder, taking care to avoid putting any pressure on either of our wounds, and then I look at his face and we kiss again. I swear to God, I can almost feel the warmth from his body starting to radiate throughout me. Maybe this is a mistake, and maybe it's something I'd never do if circumstances weren't so totally messed up, but I can't help myself. My body feels so cold, and his is so warm, that I just need to spend the night in his arms and hope that, somehow, we can save each other from disappearing.
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   "You look shocked," Lacey says, with the gun still aimed at my head. "If you're going to cycle through all the usual emotions - shock, anger, despair and so on - can you at least do it while we're walking? We're on a time limit, and the storm isn't going to die down any time soon. Trust me on that. I know. It's my storm."
 
   Staring at her, I try to work out what's happening. Since I met her at the start of this mission, Lacey has always seemed so delicate and fragile, as if she was completely out of place with the rest of us, and yet now she's got a gun in my face and there's a new hint of steely determination in her voice.
 
   "We can't stand here all day," she continues. "We have to get to Church Street. Don't worry, I know the way. You'll have to walk ahead, for obvious reasons, but it's not far." She waits for me to say something, and then finally she sighs. "You're not in any danger, Dr. Grant."
 
   "Says the woman with a gun pointed at my head," I reply.
 
   "I'm not going to shoot you!" she says, sounding exasperated, as if it's the most ridiculous idea in the world. "Not unless you're dumb enough to cause a scene. I just need you to cooperate. I'm sorry I couldn't be completely open with you about the nature of the mission before, but I wasn't sure you'd be willing to come. I asked around, and you and Dr. Cooper seemed to be idea candidates for the journey, but from what I heard, I got the impression that you could be quite moralistic from time to time. I needed to avoid all that unnecessary mess, so..." She pauses, with the gun still pointed at me. "So here we are. Turn around and cross the street. I'll be right behind you."
 
   "We have to -" I start to say.
 
   "Turn around," she says again, interrupting me, "and cross the street. Like I said, I don't want to shoot you, but if you force me..."
 
   "You've been in communication with someone the whole time?" I ask, staring at the device strapped to her arm.
 
   "The company has workarounds for certain problems," she replies.
 
   "So you could have just called home and asked when the storm's likely to be over?"
 
   "The storm will end when I give the order," she says. "As Dr. Cooper pointed out repeatedly, this isn't a normal storm. It's part of the defense mechanism put in place by the company in case anything went wrong."
 
   "You can't start a storm like this on purpose," I reply.
 
   "Yes," she says firmly, "I can. We developed some very interesting technology at Compidome, and we didn't share it all with the world. Not by any means. When the experiment went wrong, I needed to make sure that no-one else came snooping around until I could get back to the city and check on a few things. That's why the storm was created as soon as our boat had reached the shore. It was only a matter of time before the E.U. or the U.N. would've sent vessels over here, with landing parties. We needed to deter them. They'll be waiting for the storm to break, which means we've got time to get the mission resolved." She pauses. "But not if you keep asking dumb questions. Walk."
 
   I want to call her bluff, but there's a look in her eyes that suggests she just might be willing to pull that trigger. Lacey seems to be a dangerous combination of scared and crazy, and even though I still don't understand everything that's happening here, I figure my best option is to play along for now. Cautiously, I turn and start walking across the street, with the storm still raging across the city. Water is flowing past me and a strong wind is trying to push me along, and I have to shield my eyes from the driving rain.
 
   "This isn't illegal!" Lacey calls out to me from a few paces behind, no doubt with the gun still pointing straight at me. "It's just unethical! And it'd raise a lot of questions! Once we've retrieved a few items from the Compidome office, I'll put the gun down and we'll go back to the boat! I honestly have no desire to hurt you! I hope you understand that!"
 
   As I continue to walk, I find myself wondering whether I could make a break for it. I don't know how far behind she is, but I figure I'd at least have a chance of getting the gun out of her hand. Then again, I should probably try to lull her into a false sense of security, and strike when she's least expecting it. Deciding to bide my time, I allow her to direct our path, and once we're across the street, she tells me to turn left, and then eventually to take a right and head along a street that leads away from the waterfront.
 
   "Are you mad at me?" she calls out from behind.
 
   Ignoring the question, I keep walking. The wind is blowing against us, making it harder and harder to make any progress, and I'm starting to feel weak and tired. There's a part of me that wants to just stop and sit down right here, in the middle of the soaking wet sidewalk, but I know I have to keep walking.
 
   "Cross!" Lacey shouts.
 
   Stopping for a moment, I turn and then start wading across the storm-ravaged street. I have no idea where we're going, but in a nearby shop window I get a glimpse of my reflection, and I see that Lacey is several paces behind me, with the gun still aimed at my back. She might seem like a china doll, but there's clearly a sense of real danger about this woman, and I'm going to have to choose a perfect moment in order to strike back. I just wish I'd seen this side of her sooner. How could I have been so dumb? How could Cooper and I have not realized that she had some kind of ulterior motive? I guess we were just blinded by the fact that she was willing to pay so well for our services. After everything we've done in our lives, did we blunder into our deaths purely because someone dangled enough money in front of us?
 
   "Stop!" Lacey calls out.
 
   Stopping, I wait for my next command. Right now, I'm too tired and drained to fight back. Slowly, I turn and see that while she's still got the gun pointed at me, she's distracted by something she's trying to pull out of her pocket. For a moment, I consider trying to grab the gun, but I know I'm too weak to put up much of a fight. Finally, I watch as Lacey pulls out what appears to be some kind of access card, which she slips into a slot in a nearby doorway. To my surprise, a small green light flashes for a moment, and a decrepit-looking wooden door clicks open.
 
   "Huh," Lacey says, seeming momentarily amazed. "It all still works perfectly. Isn't that amazing? Despite everything that's happened, it all still goes."
 
   "I thought there was no power!" I shout, trying to make myself heard above the howling wind.
 
   "Underground generators!" she calls back to me. "It's marginally easier to survive a disaster if you're the ones who caused it in the first place! Now get inside. You have to go first, but don't worry, it's perfectly safe."
 
   Unable to summon the energy to resist, I walk through the door and find myself in what appears to be some kind of futuristic-looking bunker. There's a large Compidome logo on one wall, and a desk at the far end of the room, but there are no windows, and the place seems strikingly lifeless. Hearing a noise behind, I turn to see that Lacey has followed me inside, and she pushes the door shut before turning to me.
 
   "It's quiet," I say, realizing that I can no longer hear the noise of the storm.
 
   "Isolation," she replies, with the gun still pointed at me. "The building was designed to be insulated from the sounds of the city. It was just an experimental project at first, but eventually we decided to leave it in place. I mean, who wants to hear the sound of cars passing and people arguing all day?" She pauses. "Head over to the desk."
 
   "So this is Compidome's New York office?" I say, as I walk slowly across the room. "I asked around, but no-one was ever really sure where you were based. A few people had heard of the company, but everyone was very vague on the details. Even after you approached us to come out here, Cooper and I couldn't find out much."
 
   "We like to keep a low profile," she replies, keeping pace with me. "It's one of the ways we avoid scrutiny."
 
   "Scrutiny?" I reply. "From who?"
 
   "Anyone and everyone," she says. "Governments. Regulators. Journalists. The public. It's so much easier to get on with your work if no-one's looking over your shoulder all the time, asking dumb questions. Do you have any idea how many bureaucratic hurdles are put in the way of even the most simple operation? All the money in the world can't buy you a free hand. There's no way I was willing to let mindless little bureaucrats slow us down. Our work has always been too important."
 
   As we reach the desk, I turn to her. "Everything that's happened," I say, as I'm struck by a sudden moment of realization. "Everything we've encountered since we got here, everything we've seen... You acted as if it was as much as surprise to you as it was to the rest of us, but you understand it, don't you? You know what's happening."
 
   "Most of it," she says a little uneasily, keeping the gun trained on me as she walks over to the nearby wall and presses a button next to a set of doors. "There have been a few surprises, but..." She pauses. "I couldn't just come out with it all, could I? Besides, it was kind of fun play-acting a little. I was hoping to steer you, Cooper and Gretchen to the building without raising any suspicions, but obviously things got a little out of hand. Gretchen's death was unfortunate, but Cooper's made me realize that it was time to get a move on."
 
   I pause, feeling a kind of cold anger starting to build in my body. "When we were huddled in that subway station," I continue after a moment, "you knew the storm wouldn't stop, but you didn't say anything."
 
   "I figured it'd be more realistic if I pretended to be scared for a while," she replies. "Well, I was scared. I mean, I am scared. It's just, I couldn't tell you everything I knew, could I? I still needed the pair of you on my side."
 
   "And that guy," I continue. "Lydecker. Did you know about him?"
 
   She pauses. "No," she says eventually, even though there's a look of concern in her eyes that says otherwise.
 
   "Are you sure?"
 
   "Why would I lie to you now?" she asks, but it's clear that she's feeling extremely uncomfortable. I guess her whole persona since we arrived here has been partly genuine and partly a lie. She's had genuine reactions, but she's framed them in very specific, and totally false, contexts. Behind her, the doors slide open to reveal what appears to be the chamber of an elevator. "Come on," she says nervously. "We're going up."
 
   "Do you know where everyone went?" I ask, walking over to the chamber and stepping inside. It's hard to believe that Lacey Hobbs could be in a position of such power, but behind the fragile, panicked mask, there must be a personality of solid steel and determination.
 
   "Can we not talk about this now?" she asks, joining me and pressing a button. "It's not something I really want to get into." Moments later, the chamber starts to rise, and soon we're traveling up through a glass-walled tube that reveals a stunning view of New York. Lacey smiles nervously at me, and I can see that she's scared of something, even if she's not willing to tell me the full truth. I'm absolutely convinced that she could end up shooting me in a moment of panic, and that's what makes her so dangerous.
 
   "Are you responsible?" I ask eventually. "Is this whole mess your fault? Yours and the company's?"
 
   Staring at me, she doesn't reply.
 
   "It's okay," I continue. "You can tell me. I just want to know. Did Compidome have something to do with the way all those people disappeared?"
 
   "Let's just focus on the task at hand, okay?" she replies, with the gun still pointed at me. "I'd rather not get distracted by endless conversations where you try to pick at the truth. Once we're done, I'll be happy to show you all the reports and information your heart desires, but right now we just need to focus." As the chamber continues to rise higher and higher up the side of what seems to be a huge skyscraper, she looks up at the ceiling and there's a clear look of fear in her eyes. She might be the one holding a gun, but I get the feeling that she's not in control of this situation.
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fourteen days ago
 
    
 
   When I open my eyes, I see that the light outside the window has changed. Earlier, it was bright and sunny, whereas now there's a softer, warmer glow. Blinking a couple of times, I realize that I must have been asleep for a few hours, and when I reach over and grab my phone from the nightstand, I see that it's almost 5pm.
 
   Rolling over, I find Reed fast asleep next to me. My first thought is pure, overwhelming relief that we're both still here. A few hours ago, I was terrified that one or both of us would simply disappear while we slept, but so far everything seems unchanged. I feel warmer, too, as if his body warmed me while we were making love. It felt so good to have his skin against mine, and even though I'm usually the kind of woman who thinks it's racy to kiss on a first date, I can't pretend for a moment that I regret what happened. I needed human contact, and I needed to distract myself from the fear that was growing and growing in my heart. Right now, I feel a little more confident, but I'm sure the panic will return next time I have to go to sleep. For now, I just have to focus on the fact that I'm alive and awake, and I still exist.
 
   Figuring I should let Reed sleep for a few more minutes, I carefully climb out of bed and slip into my panties before walking through to the bathroom. I stand in front of the mirror, looking for any hint of change, but I still look like myself. I don't know what I was expecting, really, but eventually I hold my hands up, convinced that they're suddenly going to be see-through. Finally, I allow myself to relax as I realize that I'm definitely still here. Then again, it's not as if this whole mess is over yet. We still have to go to Church Street and find the Compidome office, but maybe Reed's right; maybe they'll be able to help us. It's not much of a hope, but it's something.
 
   Checking the bandage on my shoulder, I see that there doesn't seem to have been any fresh bleeding while I was asleep. Reed and I both had to be careful while we were making love, and we both experienced some pain a couple of times, but we kept going regardless. It was good to be with him. In a way, I feel as if we're the only people in the world who can understand each other.
 
   I take a few minutes to fix myself up. One of the things that's been worrying me since Chloe's death is the possibility that I might suddenly get incredibly thirsty, which seemed to be the only obvious symptom that she was sick. So far, though, I feel okay; I drink a glass of water, but I'm definitely no more thirsty than normal. Taking a deep breath, I keep trying to tell myself that while it's good to be wary, I can't afford to waste energy on unnecessary worries. If I was going to get sick or disappear, it would have happened while I was asleep. Pumped up on adrenalin, I figure that if what happened to Chloe was going to happen to me, it would have happened back in the coffee shop. There's no reason that -
 
   Suddenly the door opens and Reed walks in, completely naked, stopping as soon as he sees me.
 
   "Woah!" he says, looking shocked.
 
   "Hey," I reply.
 
   We stare at each other for a moment, locked in an awkward silence.
 
   "You do remember me, right?" I ask eventually.
 
   "Of course," he says, staring at my bare breasts.
 
   "How are you feeling?" I continue.
 
   "Good," he replies. "I'm really..." He pauses. "Yeah, I'm really good. Are you good?"
 
   "I'm good," I say, with a faint smile. "Sorry if I woke you. It's getting late, though. Don't you think we should get going?"
 
   "Yeah," he says cautiously, but I can see from the look in his eyes that something's wrong.
 
   "What is it?" I ask.
 
   "Nothing," he says quickly. "I just... I'm just not used to..." He pauses.
 
   "Reed?" I ask, unable to ignore the sensation of dread that's starting to build in the pit of my stomach. "What's my name?"
 
   "Your name?"
 
   "What's my name?" I ask again.
 
   "It's..." He pauses, and finally a sheepish grin crosses his face. "Look, I'm really sorry, I'm not this kind of guy at all. I never, ever, get so drunk that I can't remember what happened, but..." He stares at me. "Can we start again? My name is Reed Williams. And your name is..."
 
   "You don't remember me," I say, starting to tremble with fear. "I knew this would happen! You don't remember me at all, do you?"
 
   "I'm trying," he says, smiling as if this is all a joke. "I'm guessing... I mean, don't take the wrong way, but since I'm naked and you're almost naked, I'm assuming we..." He pauses. "Are we in a hotel?"
 
   Staring at him, I realize that my worst fears have come true. I might still exist, and he can certainly still see me, but he has no idea who I am.
 
   "What's your name?" he asks, grabbing a towel and wrapping it around his waist. "Let's start there."
 
   "Compidome," I say.
 
   "That's your name?"
 
   "My name's Caroline," I say firmly. "But tell me what the name Compidome means to you."
 
   "Um..." He pauses. "Sounds like a company. Something to do with technology?"
 
   "Who's John Lydecker?" I ask, hoping against hope that maybe I can remind him of everything that's happened.
 
   "John Lydecker?" He frowns. "I'm sorry, I've never heard that name before. Listen, would you let me buy you breakfast? I'd really like to talk to you and understand how we ended up like this, and maybe... figure out what's going on. I mean, like I already said, I'm totally not the kind of guy who wakes up in hotel rooms with random women he doesn't even remember."
 
   "Chloe Atkins," I say.
 
   "Who?"
 
   "Fuck," I mutter, with tears in my eyes. "You don't remember anything." Turning to face the mirror, I stare at myself for a moment, half-expecting that I'll fade from sight at any moment.
 
   "Let's get breakfast," he says, "and we can talk, okay? I feel as if maybe we should meet each other properly. What exactly happened, anyway? We were, like, in a bar or something?" He waits for me to say something, and then reaches up and touches his shoulder. "What the hell happened to me?" he asks, feeling the edge of the bandage. "Seriously, what's this?"
 
   I turn and stare at him for a moment. "A man named John Lydecker shot you," I say eventually. "With a rubber bullet. He shot me too, in pretty much the same place. We got into the back of an ambulance and you fixed us up. Then we came here. We were..." I sigh, realizing that I can't lie to him. I need to tell the truth, as much for my benefit as for his. "We met a couple of days ago. We were both looking for Lydecker. Chloe Atkins was with us too. People stopped remembering us, as if our lives were being erased, and then eventually Chloe died. She suffocated after her skin seemed to close up. And we ended up here, resting for a while before we go to find the office of this company that seems to be involved." I wait for him to say something. "Does that make any sense to you at all?"
 
   He smiles nervously, as if he's started to think that maybe I'm insane.
 
   "I have to go to Church Street," I say, hurrying past him and grabbing my clothes from the floor. Despite the pain in my shoulder, I start getting dressed as quickly as possible. "I have to find Compidome."
 
   "Are you okay?" Reed asks, watching me from the bathroom doorway.
 
   "Don't worry about me," I say as I hook my bra back on. "Just... Don't worry."
 
   "I'd still like to buy you breakfast," he says. "It sounds like you've got some interesting stuff going on."
 
   "It's nothing to do with you," I reply, feeling my panic starting to be replaced by a kind of cold-hearted determination. "Not anymore. It's just me." I pause as I realize that it's true: Chloe and Reed are both gone now, and as far as I know, I'm the only one left. "It's just me," I say again, as I struggle to get my shirt back on.
 
   "You can't go out there like that," he says. "I don't quite get what happened, but we should both get to a hospital. I'll drive. Do you happen to know where I left my car?"
 
   "You go to hospital," I tell him. "I'm going to Compidome."
 
   "I can't let you just walk out of here with a wound like that," he replies. "Also, you seem kind of confused. Are you sure... You're not on something, are you?"
 
   "Just go to hospital," I continue, grabbing my phone and heading to the door. "Oh, and you're not actually checked in here, so don't go to the reception desk when you leave. Just dump the key somewhere and get out of here." I stop as I'm about to open the door, and then I turn back to him. "Are you sure you don't remember me?" I ask. "Try really, really hard. Isn't there anything at all in your mind?"
 
   He stares blankly at me.
 
   Figuring I might as well try one last thing, I walk over and kiss him passionately on the lips, trying to recreate the sensation between us last night. I know it's a desperate move, but I have to at least try. The kiss lasts for a couple of minutes before I finally force myself to take a step back. "Please," I say after a moment. "Please, tell me you remember me now."
 
   "I'm trying..." he says. "I'm really trying, but..."
 
   Taking John Lydecker's I.D. card from the nearby dresser, I hold it up for Reed to see. "Do you recognize this guy?" I ask.
 
   He pauses, as if he recognizes Lydecker for a moment but then loses the memory. "I don't think so..." he says. "Where did that come from?"
 
   "You mind if I take it?" I ask.
 
   "Sure," he says with a shrug, "but, are you sure you don't want to get breakfast? It's totally on me. I'd feel really bad about just letting you walk out the door like this. I'm not the kind of guy who has random flings with people he doesn't even know."
 
   "I'm not the kind of girl who does that either," I reply sadly.
 
   "So..." He pauses, waiting for me to take him up on his offer. It's clear from the look in his eyes, however, that he has no idea who I am.
 
   "Go to a hospital," I reply, turning and pulling the door open. Although Reed calls after me, I hurry along the corridor and quickly call an elevator. After a couple of minutes, figuring I don't have time to waste, I decide to use the stairwell instead, so I push a nearby door open and start running down to the ground floor. Before I get all the way, however, I stop for a moment as the full enormity of this situation hits me. Tears start to flow down my cheeks and I have to sit on the steps for a moment as I realize that not only am I completely alone, but the situation is getting worse. First Chloe, then Reed. It must be only a matter of time before something happens to me.
 
   


  
 

Dr. Stef Grant
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "This place is amazing," I say, stepping out of the elevator and finding that we're in some kind of huge, open-plan office space, with glass walls all around the edges. It's almost like being in some kind of high-tech futuristic building, and as I walk over to a window and look out across the city, I realize that something about this whole situation feels very wrong. "This building can't exist," I continue, turning back to face Lacey. "I've never seen a building this tall in New York."
 
   "Good," she replies. "That's the idea."
 
   "How do you hide a building?" I ask, unable to work out what, exactly, is happening right now.
 
   "With technology," she replies, still holding the gun nervously in her hand. "Compidome has developed some truly revolutionary systems, Dr. Grant. When this is all over, I'd be happy to show you some of our best work." She pauses. "There's a place at the company for you, you know. I was going to offer positions to both you and Dr. Cooper when we get out of here."
 
   "If we get out of here," I point out.
 
   "I think we'll be fine," she replies, glancing nervously across the room for a moment, almost as if she expects to see someone. "As I explained, once we've got what I need, we'll go back to the boat, I'll arrange for the storm to be stopped, and we can sail off out of here."
 
   "Sounds simple," I say.
 
   She smiles.
 
   Turning to look out the window again, I realize that even though the storm is still raging, I can't hear anything other than the distant hum of the building's air-conditioning system. Rain is swirling through the air on the other side of the window, and from this high vantage point hundreds of meters above the city streets, it's almost possible to see the entirety of the storm as some kind of huge cloud of rain and wind, hanging perpetually above New York. It's hard to believe that the city can survive such a huge tempest, and the damage is plain to see: Central Park looks as if it has been ravaged, and there's debris being blown through the air. The whole city looks dull and gray under the afternoon sky, and once again I can't help seeing the buildings as a series of tombstones.
 
   "It's wonderful, isn't it?" Lacey says after a moment. "A whole storm, held in place, able to be directed. If I want it to move half a mile to the north, I can call our base and it'll only take about an hour to arrange. South, east, west... Whatever. It took a long time for mankind to gain control over the elements, but now that it's happened, the feeling is just..." She pauses again. "Pure power, Dr. Grant. Imagine if you could decide when this storm ends. Wouldn't you feel as if you're somehow above the rest of the world?"
 
   Glancing over at her, I see that she's staring out at the storm. It occurs to me that I could maybe try to grab the gun right now, but I figure I need to wait a little while longer. There's no room for error here.
 
   "It's hard sometimes," she continues. "To maintain perspective, I mean. It would be so easy to start thinking that we're..." She catches herself before she finishes the sentence. "You understand, right? The most dangerous thing in the world would be to start thinking that we're up there with the gods. It'd be totally natural to react that way, but we have strict screening programs in place, Dr. Grant. We only hire men and women of science. People who won't be tempted to consider themselves to be gods, just because they might invent something that gives us power of the entire world."
 
   "You think men of science are immune to ego?" I ask.
 
   "I think we have to take every possible precaution," she replies firmly.
 
   "And this company," I reply cautiously, "this whole building, exists in the heart of New York, with no-one being aware of it?"
 
   "More or less," she says. "As far as anyone else is aware, Compidome doesn't exist. We don't seek or claim credit for our work. We just get on with our programs and focus on the results. We exercise real power, but we do it behind the scenes. Sometimes we leak our developments to other companies if we really want to get things out there, but Compidome is a company that has absolutely no ego. We should be the most famous organization in the world. We could overthrow any government in less than twenty-four hours, but we..." She pauses. "There. See how easy it is to get carried away? I was starting to brag, Ms. Grant. I was allowing my ego to break through. Compidome isn't that kind of company."
 
   "Then what are you?" I ask.
 
   "Good question," she replies. "Sometimes I wonder why we bother accumulating so much power. I guess my theory is that the best way to wield influence is to do so without anyone knowing that you even exist. That way, no-one ever pushes back. No-one ever thinks to question whether you've become too big." She seems lost in thought for a moment. "People see this building every day. They see us towering over New York, almost double the size of the next tallest building, and do you know how they react? They ignore us. We have technology that makes them not notice us, but sometimes I wonder if maybe there's a little more to it. Maybe the technology only works so well because, deep down, people don't want to acknowledge that we exist."
 
   Before I can reply, there's a distant banging sound somewhere in the building, and Lacey looks visibly concerned. The sound continues for a couple of seconds, before the whole place falls quiet again.
 
   "I guess noises from the outside get in occasionally," she mutters.
 
   "Sounded more like it came from inside," I reply. "Are you sure this place is empty?"
 
   "We need to get to my office," she says, still aiming the gun at me. It's as if my question, which she carefully avoided answering, has brought out a little more venom. "Turn around and walk straight ahead. I'll tell you which way to go."
 
   A few minutes later, we're in a smaller, glass-walled room, with a desk at the far end. Although she's still got the gun absent-mindedly pointed at me, Lacey is busily going through the contents of the desk drawers, pulling out large bundles of documents and setting them out as if she intends to go through them. For someone who claims to be so completely in control, she certainly seems to be in something of a panic right now, muttering inaudibly to herself as she checks page after page. Whatever she's looking for, the search is consuming her attention, and for the first time since we got here she's allowed the gun to point away from me. Still, I'm too far back to make a lunge for the weapon, and I wouldn't have a chance if I tried to run. One thing's certain: I believe that she'd shoot if she felt it was the only way to stop me from getting away.
 
   "So what exactly are we supposed to be getting from here?" I ask eventually, edging closer and hoping she won't notice.
 
   "It's amazing," she replies, staring at the documents, "but even though we live in an age of micro-processors and quantum computing, we still seem to have this almost pathological desire to print everything out. Back-up copies. Hard copies. Copies here, copies there. It all has to become permanent at some point, doesn't it? And sometimes the result is that we cause real problems for ourselves."
 
   "So you're clearing out the evidence?" I suggest. I'm still getting closer, but I have to be careful in order to ensure that I don't cause her any alarm.
 
   "Nothing so graceless," she replies, "but that's not a bad analogy. I just need to know where certain things are kept. We're going to be going upstairs in a minute, to the main lab. That's where the really important experiments began, and it's where..." She pauses as she flicks through one of the documents. "This is a list of access codes," she continues. "They're so sensitive, so goddamn fucking important, that we never digitized them. I always insisted that there should only be one copy of this document, hand-written and left in my desk at all times. I should have taken it with me when I left New York, but I finally realized that the codes needed to be here, in case I didn't make it back." She pauses again. "One four eight two," she mutters, as if she's trying to commit the code to memory. "One four eight two." She glances at me. "Remember that for me. One four eight two. One four eight two. One four eight two."
 
   "One four eight two," I reply, even though I have no idea why I should help Lacey. I guess I'm just playing along until I can get that gun out of her hand.
 
   "One four eight two," she mutters, before glancing at the ceiling. "This isn't going to take long, Dr. Grant. We just have to go into the lab, resolve a few difficulties, and then leave. If everything goes according to plan, we'll be back at the boat in a few hours."
 
   "And if everything doesn't go according to plan?" I ask.
 
   "It will," she says firmly, as there's a brief return of the banging sound from earlier. It's almost as if someone or something is hitting some pipes elsewhere in the building, and the look of concern on Lacey's face makes it clear that she's nervous. "Believe me," she continues eventually. "We have every right to be here. This is my company, and I'm entitled to come and retrieve my property."
 
   "Even from the middle of an empty city?" I reply. "An empty country?"
 
   "We have to go back to the elevator," she says, adjusting her grip on the gun for a moment, as if she's making sure she's got me in her sights. "We have to just get this over with and then get out of here before..."
 
   I wait for her to answer. "Before what?" I ask eventually.
 
   "Before you annoy me so much," she replies, "that I accidentally put a bullet in your forehead. Now move!"
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fourteen days ago
 
    
 
   As soon as I step out of the hotel's main entrance, a woman in a large fur coat almost walks straight into me. At the last moment, she stops, stares at me for a fraction of a second, and then steps neatly around me, before continuing on her way. As I turn to watch her leave, she stops again and glances over her shoulder, as if she's not quite sure who or what she just saw. Eventually, she turns and continues her journey, but it's as if, for a fraction of a second, she was aware of me.
 
   And then, like everyone else, she forgot.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I start walking along the sidewalk. Part of me is terrified that Reed is going to come running after me, demanding answers and trying to help. On the other hand, another part of me is terrified that he won't come after me, because that would almost certainly mean that I've been forgotten. The thought of him standing in that hotel room, trying to work out exactly what happened and who I am, is soul-destroying; for a moment today, I felt as if he and I had some kind of connection, and I allowed myself to believe that no matter what else might happen, there was no way the connection could be broken. Now, however, I'm alone, and it's clear that time is running out. It's as if -
 
   Stopping dead in my tracks, I suddenly realize that I'm almost back at the spot where Reed and I left John Lydecker's body. Sure enough, he's still there, slumped on the sidewalk with people absent-mindedly making their way around him on either side. My first thought is to cross the street and keep as far from the body as possible, but after a moment I realize that something about his body seems to have changed. Edging closer, I finally see that his entire face seems to have melted into a uniform fleshy surface, as if his eyes, mouth and nose have sealed up. Whatever happened to Chloe back in the coffee shop, it looks as if exactly the same thing has happened to Lydecker, and despite my revulsion, I can't help but stare for a moment.
 
   "What's wrong with him?" asks a voice nearby.
 
   Turning I see that a young boy, about nine or ten years old, has stopped a couple of meters away, and he's staring down at Lydecker's corpse. It takes a moment before I realize that I've seen the boy before: it's Tommy, Reed's son. I have no idea what he's doing here, but he seems to be transfixed by the sight of Lydecker. While everyone else is walking around us, Tommy's getting closer.
 
   "You can see him?" I ask.
 
   Ignoring me, Tommy takes a step toward the body.
 
   "How can you see him?" I continue, watching as he gets closer.
 
   Getting down onto his knees, Tommy seems stunned by Lydecker's body. He clearly has no idea that I'm here, but somehow the image of Lydecker is getting through to him, and slowly he starts reaching out to touch the corpse.
 
   "No!" I say, pushing his hand away. He turns to me, and for a moment it's as if he sees me, but then he blinks a couple of times, looks down at Lydecker, and starts reaching out to him again. I grab his arm and pull him further away this time, and he looks completely shocked, as if he doesn't understand what's happening. He makes eye contact with me for a fraction of a second, before blinking a couple of times and turning back to look at Lydecker. For a moment, he saw me; and then, as usual, I seemed to vanish from his mind.
 
   Reaching into my coat pocket, I pull out an old lipstick that I haven't use for months, and I quickly scrawl a message on the sidewalk: 'Stop!' Once I'm done, I turn to see that Tommy seems to have noticed the message, even though he's frowning and doesn't seem to understand quite where it came from. I don't know what would happen if he touched Lydecker, but something tells me that he should probably keep as far back as possible.
 
   "I don't know if you can hear me," I say, staring at him, "but you need to just leave this thing alone, okay? It might be dangerous. It might be infectious, so just..." My voice trails off as I realize that he's starting to move away again. He seems to be extremely cautious, as if he's not entirely sure what he's seeing. "This man isn't anything to do with you," I continue. "He's just... I don't know who he is, but he's not a part of your life."
 
   Seemingly in shock, Tommy shows no sign that he can hear me.
 
   "Your father's in the hotel," I say, pointing at the nearby entrance. "He's in there!"
 
   Tommy continues to stare at Lydecker for a moment, but suddenly a voice calls out from nearby.
 
   "Tommy!" Reed shouts, standing outside the hotel.
 
   "He's here!" I call back to him, but it's clear that he can't see me. As Tommy gets to his feet and runs over to Reed, I realize that somehow they're back to normal. It's as if, following Lydecker's death, Reed was reabsorbed into his life, with the torn edges healing over until neither of them are aware that anything unusual happened. At the same time, I guess Reed has completely forgotten about me, which would probably be a small price for him to pay if it means he's got his son back. Despite the fact that I feel completely alone, I can't help but be happy that Reed has his family back.
 
   I spend the next couple of minutes adding a few more warning messages around Lydecker's corpse, figuring that it'd be best if no-one gets too close. Tommy was probably only able to see Lydecker because of his close personal exposure to whatever has been happening, but I still feel as if there's a danger that Lydecker's body could cause more problems, so I make sure to add plenty of warnings before finally I step back and realize that I've done everything I can here. Reed seems to be absolutely fine, and hopefully no-one else will go near Lydecker, even if they somehow manage to see his body. Turning, I hurry along the sidewalk, determined to get to Church Street so that I can try to find the Compidome building.
 
   Someone has to know what the hell's happening to me.
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   "Okay," Lacey says as we step back into the elevator chamber. "This is just going to take a few minutes. We get in, we get out, and then..." She pauses, and it's clear that she's nervous; in fact, judging by the look of abject fear in her eyes, she seems to be absolutely terrified. It's as if she gets more scared as we get higher in the building, and now that we're almost at the top, she can barely control herself. "Get in," she mutters, "get out, and then leave."
 
   "Who are you trying to convince?" I ask, my heart racing as I realize that whatever's really going on here, it's obvious that she hasn't told me the whole story.
 
   "I just think it's better to have a plan," she says firmly, before taking a deep breath. Seconds later, we hear the banging sound again, and this time it's clear that it's coming from somewhere inside the building. "Fuck," she whispers.
 
   "What is that?" I ask.
 
   "Probably just the wind," she replies nervously. "Just the storm getting into some ducts somewhere."
 
   "Is that really what you think?" I ask.
 
   She nods.
 
   "Then why haven't you pressed the button for us to go up yet?" I continue. "Why are we waiting?"
 
   Almost as if she's annoyed at me, she hits the arrow pointing up, and the elevator doors slide shut. "Remember who's got the gun here," she says after a moment, as the chamber starts to rise.
 
   "Your hand's shaking," I point out.
 
   "I don't see that that's any of your business."
 
   "It is if your trigger finger's shaking too."
 
   She stares at me for a moment. "You're going to do exactly what I say," she continues eventually. "No questions. No deviation. Just follow my orders, and we'll be fine. We can do this very quickly. Fuck, we have to do it quickly. In normal circumstances, it wouldn't even be a big thing. We're going to get back to the boat, and then we're going to get out of this fucking place and never come back. You understand?"
 
   "Sure," I reply, as the chamber comes to a halt and the doors slide open.
 
   Taking another deep breath, Lacey turns and looks out at the nondescript corridor that leads away from the elevator. Whereas the level below was open-plan with glass walls, this looks like a much more conventional kind of set-up, with small windows lining one wall and a series of doors leading off to various rooms on the other side.
 
   "You remember that number I told you to memorize?" she asks.
 
   "One four eight two," I reply.
 
   "Good. Whatever you do, don't forget it." She pauses, as if she expects something to suddenly appear in front of us.
 
   "So where are we?" I ask after a moment. "Top of the building?"
 
   "This is where we housed the most important labs," she says, her voice tight with emotion. "The lower floors were for manufacturing, testing, product development, that kind of thing... The real work, the theoretical stuff, was up here, on this level. This is where..." Her voice trails off, as if she's distracted by some kind of remembered horror.
 
   "If I'm going to help you," I say cautiously, "it might be useful if I know what we're actually doing here. At least a hint. If there's any danger -"
 
   "There's no danger," she replies, pointing the gun back at me with a new sense of determination in her voice. "You go first. Don't try anything. You're mainly here to carry at this point, so just keep quiet and -" As she speaks, we hear the banging sound again. "Jesus Christ!" she says, turning to look along the corridor. "Why won't that goddamn fucking wind just give it a break?"
 
   "You could always call the storm off," I point out.
 
   "You're just full of good ideas, aren't you?" she replies sarcastically.
 
   "I guess you can't do that," I continue. "I mean, what if you call the storm off, and we still hear the noise? Then maybe you'd have to acknowledge what's really happening here, huh?" I wait for an answer. "I'm willing to help you, Lacey, but you really need to tell me what we're dealing with. I have experience, remember? You hired Cooper and me to come with you because, I assume, you felt you needed our help as more than just glorified porters. So why don't you put some trust in me and tell me what's happening?"
 
   "I can't call the storm off yet," she says firmly, "because the storm is the only thing keeping other people from coming here. You think the U.N. won't have boats ready to come ashore by now? Even that glorified talking shop has to spring into action eventually."
 
   "Would that be so bad?" I ask.
 
   "Once we're done here," she replies, "they can do what they like. But not yet. Not until I've removed certain things that are too delicate to leave in place. The thought of them getting their greedy hands on some of the things in this building..." She pauses, and for a moment she seems genuinely angry. "There's no conspiracy," she continues eventually. "It's just that the Compidome building has certain items that need to be evacuated before anyone else gets here. It's quite simple. We get the items, we go back to the boat, I call off the storm, and then we leave the U.N. or whoever to come and poke around to their heart's content. We'll be long gone by then, and they're welcome to anything we leave behind."
 
   "So that's what this is?" I reply. "A cover-up?" I stare at her. "What are you covering up, Lacey? What was Compidome doing, and how did it..." Looking over at the window, I see the storm-tossed, empty city far below us. "Where did everybody go?" I ask eventually. "What the hell did you do?"
 
   "Enough fucking questions!" she says, raising her voice. "I'll tell you what you need to know, when you need to know it, and you'll do what you're fucking told! Do you understand?"
 
   "Fine," I say, "so why are we still standing here? What's scaring you? You're dragging your heels, Lacey. Why are you acting like there might be someone waiting around every corner?"
 
   "There's no-one else here!" she shouts, keeping the gun trained on me as she takes a step back. "Now move! Keep walking forward until I tell you to stop!"
 
   Realizing that she seems to be using me to check that the coast is clear, I take a deep breath and turn to look along the empty corridor. There's something about this place that feels ineffably creepy, and if the walls themselves are somehow in the wrong place and the air is completely still. As I step away from the elevator, it's as if every step risks waking up some kind of indefinable threat. Maybe I'm just buying into Lacey's paranoia and fear a little too much, and I certainly hope that's the case, but I can't help wondering what was really causing that banging sound earlier, because it sure wasn't the wind.
 
   "Wait," she says suddenly. "Take this."
 
   Turning, I see that she's holding the gun out to me.
 
   "You want me to take the gun?" I ask, trying to work out what the hell she's doing.
 
   "I'd feel safer," she continues. "Just take the damn thing!"
 
   Cautiously, I take the gun and feel its cold, dull weight in my hand.
 
   "Don't worry," she says, keeping her voice down as she reaches into one the compartments of her haz-mat suit and pulls out another gun. "I've got one too. I just figured it'd be better if we were both armed, you know?"
 
   "Armed against what?" I ask.
 
   "Nothing."
 
   "Do you really think it wouldn't help to tell me?" I continue. "You said you'd tell me what I need to know, Lacey. I think I need to know what we might suddenly run into."
 
   She opens her mouth to argue with me, but something stops her. There's genuine, palpable fear in her eyes, and I can tell that she's almost frozen in place by the panic that's filling her body. "When we evacuated," she says finally, her voice trembling, "I left one person behind. I left her here, in the building. She was... She couldn't come, and I hoped..." She pauses. "I thought she'd be dead by the time I came back, but now..."
 
   Before she can finish, we hear the banging sound again, and this time it sounds closer, as if it's coming from somewhere on this floor.
 
   "We really need to be quick," Lacey whispers. "And quiet. And I don't know if you believe in God, Dr. Grant, but if you do, now might be a good time to pray that we don't run into the woman I left up here, because in her current state, after everything that happened to her, I'm not sure if these guns are going to be much use."
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fourteen days ago
 
    
 
   I've walked along Church Street plenty of times in the past, and I don't remember ever seeing anything related to a company named Compidome. There's the old World Trade Center site, of course, and then further north there are various stores until eventually 6th Avenue peels off to the west; Church Street continues a little further, until it hits Canal Street and comes to an end. In total, the walk can't be much more than a kilometer, but as I finally get to the northern tip, I realize that there's no sign of Compidome. It's as if the place isn't here at all.
 
   So I start again.
 
   Heading south this time, I try to study every single building that I pass. I read each sign a couple of times, determined to find even the smallest mention of this elusive company. The information on the forum was fairly vague, but there was definitely a clear mention of some kind of Compidome office on Church Street. I examine the plaques in front of every building, and I look at every sign I can find. I keep telling myself that eventually, if I just look hard enough, I will find this goddamn place. Still, by the time I get all the way down to Zuccotti Park, which is technically beyond the southernmost end of the street, I still haven't found anything, and I'm left contemplating the possibility of yet another walk along this infernal route.
 
   Sighing, I start again.
 
   This time, I make sure to keep my gaze focused on the top of nearby buildings. There has to be some kind of sign, something to give away the location of this place. I feel as if I'm losing my mind, as if somehow I'm not seeing something that must be completely obvious. Still, with each step I take, I start to lose more and more faith, and by the time I'm almost back up at the northernmost end of the street, I feel as if I'm close to tears. There's no Compidome building here, and nothing to indicate that there ever was such a building. I guess it's possible that the place moved since that forum post was made, or maybe they're just very good at hiding themselves, or maybe their building is completely anonymous. I figure my next bet is to assume that there's no sign at all, in which case I need to start off on yet another walk down the street, looking for any building that doesn't have a name on the outside.
 
   I take a deep breath. Time to try again.
 
   And then I see him.
 
   At first, I assume it's a mirage, some kind of hallucination brought on by stress. But if it's a hallucination, it's a totally vivid and real one, because I swear to God, John Lydecker is walking along the sidewalk on the opposite side of the street, heading south. He hasn't seen me, so as I start walking to keep pace with him, I realize that this is my only chance to find the building. He's not wearing the same clothes from before; this time, he seems to be dressed in a smart business suit, with a black briefcase in one hand, but it's definitely him, and he's walking quickly, as if he's in a hurry. Keeping up with him, while staying on this side of the street, I realize that there's no way this can be a coincidence. There's also no way that this is the same John Lydecker who shot me, and whose body is still out on the sidewalk, so this must be his twin brother, or maybe some kind of clone. Whatever he -
 
   And then, just as suddenly as he appeared, he's gone.
 
   I stop dead in my tracks, desperately scanning the opposite sidewalk for some sign of him.
 
   Finally, with no time to lose, I hurry across the street, dodging the passing cars until I reach the far sidewalk. There are a lot of people around, so it's certainly possible that Lydecker somehow got lost in the crowd, but the way he vanished was much more sudden. There was a stretch of sidewalk, not much more than ten meters or so, covering the area where I last saw him, so somehow he vanished from this very spot. I stare at the buildings, looking for some sign of him in one of the stores, but there's nothing. He must have gone into one of them, but I have no idea which one.
 
   Just as I'm about to give up looking, I notice a small door set back from the rest of the facade. It's a totally innocuous-looking opening, almost as if someone designed it to not be noticed, and I'm convinced I didn't see it before. Now, however, I find myself staring at this dull wooden door, and I realize that it's the only place that Lydecker could have gone. With people milling all around me, I step across the sidewalk and take a closer look at the door, which seems kind of old and neglected. While I was expecting to find some kind of large office building, I suddenly realize that Compidome might have been hiding behind something far less elegant and impressive. Glancing up at the top of the door, I spot a small hole in the wood, and I realize that a camera is pointed straight at me.
 
   "Can I help you?" asks a male voice suddenly, crackling through a speaker imbedded in the door-frame.
 
   "I..." I start to say, before realizing that this is the first time for a while that anyone has been able to see me. "I'm looking for Compidome," I continue. "I was told their office is somewhere around here."
 
   "Please come through to reception," the voice says, before there's a buzzing sound and the door clicks open.
 
   Taking a deep breath, I step through the door to find myself in a very modern-looking, windowless room. Everything seems to be made of marble and white plastic, and the distant hum of an air-conditioner is the only notable sound. One of the walls has a large logo, featuring the name Compidome in blue letters. At the far end of the room, there's a desk, behind which a middle-aged man is sitting. He seems to be focused on some paperwork, but after a moment he glances over at me.
 
   "Hi," he says, "my name is Roland. How may I help you?"
 
   As the door swings shut behind me, I start walking toward the desk. To be honest, I'm a little freaked out by this whole experience, and although I know I'm only a few feet from a door that leads back out onto a busy New York street, I can't shake the feeling that I'm deep underground or underwater, and far from the rest of the world.
 
   "I'm..." I start to say, before realizing that I have no idea what to say. I can't exactly blurt out everything that's happened, so as I reach the desk, I decide to try a different approach. "Can you see me?" I ask cautiously.
 
   "Yes," he replies, without missing a beat. "Why? Have you been having trouble in that regard?"
 
   "Kind of," I tell him.
 
   "Did you try calling the technical department?" he continues. "They're supposed to be available twenty-four-seven, but..." Sighing, he grabs a sheet of paper. "It's Lydecker on duty again. Figures. There are always problems when they give that fool a job to do. Should I try to rustle someone up for you?"
 
   "Sure," I reply.
 
   "What's your number?"
 
   I stare at him.
 
   "Your number," he says again. "What's your Shade number?"
 
   "My..."
 
   He pauses, and I can see a moment of realization in his eyes. Before he can say anything, there's an electronic ringing sound from one of the machines on his desk, and a green light flashes on his earpiece as he presses a button.
 
   "Yes," he says, smiling at me nervously, "should I send her up?" He pauses, before leaning toward me. "Can you tell me your name, please?"
 
   "Caroline Jones," I tell him.
 
   "Caroline Jones," he says, leaning back in his chair. "Of course. Absolutely." With that, he presses another button and the green light on his earpiece shuts off. "Someone will be down to speak to you shortly, Ms. Jones. You shouldn't have to wait more than a few minutes. In the meantime, can I fetch anything for you? Coffee? Tea?"
 
   "I'm good, thanks," I reply.
 
   "Water?" he adds, eying me a little suspiciously. "Are you feeling thirsty at all?"
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Huh," he says, as if he's surprised by my answer. "Well, please take a seat in the waiting area, and someone will be down very soon to speak to you."
 
   Walking over to a set of chairs beneath the Compidome sign, I take a seat and wait. There's something unmistakably strange about this entire place, as if it's sound-proofed from the entire city. I get the feeling that Compidome is a very calm organization, and also very efficient. That Roland guy, for example, didn't seem too disturbed by my arrival, even after I told him I didn't have a Shade number, whatever the hell that means. I'd feel a lot better if Reed was here with me, but at least I'm among people who seem able to recognize me, which means I might be able to get some answers. Despite everything else that's happening, at least I'm no longer gripped by chaos. These people can help me. They can tell me what's wrong, and they can fix it.
 
   Hearing a door slide open nearby, I glance over to the desk and see that a woman has emerged from an elevator. I'm instantly struck by the smile on her face, and by the fact that she seems very compact and almost a little delicate. Thick red lipstick, set against her pale white skin, only serves to accentuate the impression that she has an almost doll-like fragility.
 
   "Hi!" she says as she hurries over to me, with a very strong air of nervous energy. "You must be Caroline, right?"
 
   "I'm hoping you can help me," I reply, standing up and shaking her hand. "I -"
 
   "We'll talk upstairs," she says, taking me by the arm and leading me over to the elevator. "If that's okay with you, I mean. It's just that this is only reception, and it's always better to discuss things in one of the main offices, don't you think? I always say that when you have a lot of rooms at your disposal, you should give each of them a purpose, and then make sure you use the right room each time. It's just good manners, really, and it makes life much easier to manage."
 
   "Sure," I reply, "but -"
 
   "Great," she says, clearly trying to sound as happy and relaxed as possible. To be honest, there's something a little off-putting about her voice, which is a little high-pitched. "I'm so glad you found us. You must have been going through some very distressing experiences. I can only imagine how confused you must have been."
 
   "Yeah," I mutter as we get into the elevator and the doors slide shut. The woman presses a button, and we start to move up the shaft. The walls of the elevator are made of glass, but so far all I can see is the inside of the building. "I'm still not quite sure where I am," I continue, turning to her, "but I need your help. Something really strange is happening."
 
   "We'll sort it all out," she says, placing a hand on my arm. "Don't worry. Whatever's wrong, we can fix it."
 
   "Sure," I reply, "but -" Before I can finish, the elevator shoots out of the top of the small building, and I turn to see that the shaft is in fact attached to the side of what appears to be a massive skyscraper. The city is spread out before me, with the sun dipping toward the horizon and casting long shadows. For a moment, I'm totally stunned by the view, which makes no sense at all. When I entered this building a few minutes ago, it seemed like nothing more than a fairly squat structure, but now we're rising rapidly above the city, and the elevator is showing no sign of slowing down. It's as if we're heading up so high, we'll be above rather than in the city.
 
   "Impressive, isn't it?" the woman says, with a hint of satisfaction in her voice. "People always have that kind of look on their face when they first come to visit. It's like... Wow! You know? Gets them every time."
 
   "I didn't..." I turn and look out at the view of the city. We must be hundreds of meters above ground level by now, but I swear I didn't see such a tall building when I was walking along Church Street. Hell, this place must dwarf every other skyscraper in the city. "Where are we?" I ask eventually, starting to worry that maybe I've lost my mind. After all, a place like this can't exist without being noticed. I've been living in New York for years, and I swear to God, I'd have noticed such a huge skyscraper.
 
   "This is the Compidome building," she replies, as if it's the most natural thing in the world, "and -" She pauses as the elevator comes to a halt and the doors slide open. "And we're on the one-hundred-and twenty-seventh floor. Almost the very top! There's not really much above us, other than a few extra research labs and some equipment."
 
   I can't help but stare at the stunning view. It's as if I can see the whole city from up here, as well as the New Jersey shoreline in the distance. It's the kind of view you usually get when you're coming in to land at an airport, and it's staggering to think that this huge building could ever have been built.
 
   "Come on," the woman says, leading me out of the elevator. "The view from the conference room is just as good. Sometimes I find myself taking it for granted that I work in such a beautiful space, but then whenever I bring someone new up, I'm reminded how fortunate I am. That's always how life is, isn't it? You get used to something marvelous, and it doesn't seem so marvelous anymore. Sad, really."
 
   Still stunned by the fact that somehow I didn't notice this place from the ground, I find myself being led along a wide, glass-lined corridor that's lent a warm orange glow by the evening sun. So far, there doesn't seem to be anyone else around, and the only sound other than the air-conditioner's hum is our footsteps on the floor, particularly the woman's heels. I guess the staff must have left for the day.
 
   "You're probably wondering why you haven't noticed the Compidome building before," the woman says, holding open a glass door that leads into a large, open-plan room with a desk at the far end. "I'm afraid we've gone to great lengths to keep our profile low. As you can imagine, a place such as this can be rather striking. We were at risk of towering over the rest of the city and dominating the skyline, which is absolutely not what we wanted to do. Although we needed a major presence in New York, we wanted to contribute to the city without defining its appearance. Fortunately, we had the technology to build discreetly."
 
   "It's not invisible," I say, stepping into the office. Turning to her, I see that there's still a curious smile on her lips. "It's not, is it? It's something else."
 
   "It's just a little hard to notice," she replies, letting the door swing shut as she walks over to the desk. "We have more than one hundred floors in the Compidome building, dedicated to cutting-edge scientific research. Our teams have developed technology that has the potential to change the world, and the building is just one example. No-one notices us, Ms. Jones. They see this tower every day, every time they look at the city, but they don't notice it. As soon as they see it, they forget about it. The phenomenon even works when they're looking at photos or other visual representations. It's quite fascinating, really, when you drill down into the techniques that have been used."
 
   "On people too," I say, starting to see how this all ties together.
 
   "What makes you say that?" she asks.
 
   "Experience."
 
   "You've had a difficult few days?"
 
   "Difficult's not the word," I reply. "There's a man named John Lydecker -"
 
   "I know," she says quickly, as if she'd rather not hear the name at all.
 
   "He's -"
 
   "We'll get to that," she replies firmly, as if she's keen to interrupt me. "But first, I'm afraid you're going to have to excuse my manners. I've been an absolutely terrible host." She pauses for a moment. "My name is Lacey Hobbs. I'm the founder and C.E.O. of Compidome. Now, please, take a seat and tell me how I can help."
 
   


  
 

Part Four
 
    
 
   The Experiment
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fourteen days ago
 
    
 
   "Gosh," Ms. Hobbs says, placing a hand on my knee in what appears to be an attempt to reassure me. "That sounds just awful. And no-one seemed to be able to recognize you at all?"
 
   "It's as if they could sense I was there," I reply, trying to stay calm as we sit in her office, high up on one of the top floors of the Compidome building, "but they didn't really perceive me. They didn't start walking into me, so obviously I was existing somehow on the edge of their senses, but any time I tried to talk to them, they'd just act like I wasn't there. Even Reed... I mean, my friend, or this guy I met... he was in the same position at first, but then this evening, after he'd been asleep, he woke up and I realized he'd forgotten all about me." I pause for a moment as I think back to Reed's startled look when he found me in the hotel room. "The first stage is forgetting," I continue eventually. "It's almost as if life patches over the gap where you should be. Then the second stage is when they stop seeing you."
 
   "And the third stage?" she asks.
 
   I open my mouth to tell her about the way Chloe died, but I'm still not certain how that fits into the scheme of things. Reaching into my pocket, I take out John Lydecker's Compidome I.D. badge. "This is the only clue I could follow."
 
   "I see," she says, visibly stiffening as soon as she sees the badge. "Do you mind if I ask where you acquired that item?"
 
   "John Lydecker's apartment," I reply cautiously, figuring that maybe I should withhold a little information. After all, there's something about Lacey Hobbs that makes me think she can't entirely be trusted. Ever since I sat down with her a couple of minute ago, I've felt that even though she's listening as I explain my situation, she already knows most of what I'm going to say. She's listening to me because she wants to be polite, and because she wants to take charge of the situation, but it's clear from the slightly glazed look in her eyes that she doesn't care about my situation in particular.
 
   "Do you mind if I take a look?" she asks, reaching out for the badge. I let her have it, and she turns it over in her hands, as if she can barely believe that it's real. "Mr. Lydecker works here," she says after a moment, forcing a pained smile that does nothing to hide her obvious stress and concern. "I imagine you've worked that out already, but I still don't understand why you were snooping around in his apartment..."
 
   "He didn't come to work," I reply. "I worked with him at an investment bank. Reed worked with him at an entirely different office, and so did this woman named Chloe Atkins. She..." I pause. "She died," I say finally. "The skin just seemed to close over her mouth and eyes, and she suffocated. I tried to save her, but nothing helped. She died right in front of me."
 
   "Did she?" Ms. Hobbs replies, visibly shaken. "Well, that sounds... I'm so sorry you had to go through all these horrible things, Ms. Jones. You must be absolutely frantic with worry." She pauses. "First of all, I want to assure you that Compidome exists to make the world a better place." She places the I.D. badge on a nearby coffee table, before turning to me with a sad, almost tearful expression. I get the feeling that she's practiced this type of conversation a lot. "We do a lot of work here. A lot of work. We have departments covering a whole range of areas, and almost every project is on the cutting edge of science. Some companies work on technology that's already known. They tinker with existing items, improving them incrementally and going from A to B and so on in a very logical, very boring manner, whereas Compidome's philosophy is that true progress can only come if we make bigger leaps. Conceptually and technologically, we're constantly pushing at the frontier of what can be done."
 
   I wait for her to continue, but she just smiles at me as if she expects me to understand.
 
   "Who is John Lydecker," I ask eventually, hoping to cut through her corporate whitewash and get some real answers.
 
   "He's..." She pauses. "He's an employee here. One of our best, in fact."
 
   "He seems to have a lot of different jobs," I point out. "All at the same time. You might even say that he works more hours than there are in a day. Literally."
 
   "Yes," she replies with a nervous smile. "He does seem to do that, doesn't he?"
 
   "So how's that possible?" I ask.
 
   "Well..." She pauses again, and it's clear that she doesn't have an answer; either that, or she has an answer but she can't let me hear the truth. Whatever's going on here, the merest mention of Lydecker's name has clearly sent Ms. Hobbs into paroxysms of nervous concern, and she visibly bristles every time I tell her some new detail of my recent experience.
 
   "Are you cloning people?" I ask, even though the idea sounds insane.
 
   "Cloning people? Oh, no, not at all. That would be... monstrous." She swallows hard. "I can assure you, Ms. Jones, that no-one is cloning anyone. I mean, cloning, is that even real? It sounds like something from science-fiction." She laughs nervously. "Isn't it just sheep they do that with?"
 
   "Then does Lydecker have a twin?"
 
   "A twin? I don't think so. I've read his personnel file, and I'm sure I'd remember if he had any siblings."
 
   "Then we have a problem," I reply, "because something strange is happening with that guy, and it seems to be linked to your company."
 
   "Yes," she mutters, visibly shaken. "Yes, it does, doesn't it?"
 
   We sit in silence for a moment.
 
   "I want to see John Lydecker," I continue.
 
   "I'm not sure -"
 
   "I want to see him," I say again, "and I want to talk to him. That's how this all started, with me looking for Lydecker, so I figure maybe he'll be able to give me some answers."
 
   "I can give you all the answers you need," she replies blandly.
 
   "I'd still like to see him," I say. "Is he here?"
 
   "Is he where?" she asks.
 
   "Is he in this building?" I wait for her to answer. "Ms. Hobbs, I've been through a lot in the past couple of days, and I'd really like all of that stuff to be over now. If this is a nightmare, I'm ready to wake up. I've seen people die, and I've seen people disappear, and I've watched as people forget that I even exist. This building is connected, and as far as I can tell, most people don't even seem to notice the biggest skyscraper in the whole city. It's as if this whole building is hidden from public perception."
 
   "What an absurd idea," she replies, but her voice sounds weak, as if she's not convinced.
 
   "I want to see John Lydecker," I continue. "I want to ask him what's really happening. Or are you going to tell me that after all of this, you won't let me see him?"
 
   "John Lydecker is one of our senior development agents," she replies. "He works on new ideas and new designs, but he's very much focused on his own particular corner of the company's endeavors. I don't think you'd learn much from him. Isn't it better to speak to someone who understands the company as a whole?"
 
   "I would have thought so," I say, "but it seems as if that approach isn't working too well."
 
   She stares at me. "Of course you can see him," she says eventually, with yet another forced smile. "I didn't mean to imply that you couldn't. I was merely expressing some surprise that you'd want to." Getting to her feet, she straightens the front of her knee-length skirt, and it's clear that she's absolutely full of nervous energy. "I'm sorry," she continues, "I hope you'll understand that this is all a little hard for me to get my head around. It's not every day that someone walks in off the street and starts telling such fantastical tales."
 
   "I just want everything to go back to normal," I reply. "I want my life back, and I want to be part of the world again, and I don't want people to forget me. Is that too much to ask?"
 
   "Not at all," she says. "It's all any of us wants, isn't it? To be noticed? Now why don't you come with me and we'll go find Mr. Lydecker? Maybe he can tell us what the fuss is all about. I'm sure we can have the whole thing cleaned up in no time at all."
 
   


  
 

Dr. Stef Grant
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "If you tell me what we're looking for," I say, watching as Lacey rifles through the drawers of a desk, "I might be able to help."
 
   "It'd take too long to explain," she replies, sounding distracted as she pulls one of the drawers out all the way and tips it over, emptying its contents onto the floor. "To be honest, I'm not sure what it looks like, but I know it's here somewhere. It has to be. He can't have..." Her voice trails off, and it's clear that her focus is very much on the search rather than on my questions.
 
   "Must be important," I point out. "After all, you funded a transatlantic expedition, and put your own life at risk, just to get here."
 
   "Some things are more important than money or individual lives, Ms. Grant," she continues, tipping another drawer onto the floor and continuing her search. "If you could rule the world with little more than the contents of a U.S.B. drive, wouldn't you go to some extreme lengths to get the damn thing back?"
 
   "I'd probably try not to lose it in the first place," I reply. Hearing the banging noise somewhere nearby, I look over my shoulder. I keep expecting to see something coming toward us, but so far there's no sign of anything. I guess maybe Lacey was right after all when she said that the wind was playing tricks on us, although I can't shake the feeling that we're being watched. "So can you at least tell me about the woman you left here?" I say eventually. "It's been, what, two weeks? If she didn't have any water, she'd be long dead by now."
 
   "She had water," Lacey replies, hurrying over to a filing cabinet and pulling open one of the drawers. Her search is becoming increasingly desperate, and I'm starting to wonder if she's losing her mind. After all, she keeps muttering about some kind of U.S.B. drive that contains vital information, but it's hard to believe that such a hugely important item could have been just left behind in an abandoned office. She's clearly not telling me the whole story.
 
   "When you say that you work for Compidome," I continue eventually, "what you mean is, you own the company, don't you?"
 
   "My father built this business from the ground up," she replies as she goes through the files one by one. "It was his vision. He started after the Second World War, and when he died..." She pauses, and for the first time since we came into this office, she seems to be a little distracted from the task of finding the U.S.B. drive. "When he died," she continues, with a hint of sadness in her voice, "I knew immediately that I wasn't going to be as successful as him. He was special. He was a one-off. No-one can ever replace him, not even the very best, but I knew that I was particularly ill-suited to the task. I mean, look at me. Everything's chaotic, and I let Lydecker..." Her voice trails off for a moment. "I let Lydecker run amok," she adds eventually, with a hint of resignation.
 
   "You knew John Lydecker, didn't you?" I ask. "That guy who was washed down into the subway station wearing Gretchen's haz-mat suit... Who was he?"
 
   "He was Gretchen," Lacey replies. "He was everyone. Her body became his body, just like he stole so many others." We both turn to look over at the door as we hear the banging sound again.
 
   "Is that him?" I ask.
 
   "I don't know," she says. "It could be. One of him, at least. But I doubt it. I think it's someone else, someone I left here." She turns back to the filing cabinet. "I have to find that drive. I know Lydecker had a copy, but I have no idea where he would have kept it. The man was a mess, but all the U.S.B. drives were alarmed, so I'd have known if he ever tried to take it out of the lab. It's just a matter of working out where the hell that bastard put the damn thing."
 
   "And what's on this drive?" I ask.
 
   "You don't need to know."
 
   "Something you're trying to find," I continue, "or something you're trying to hide?" I wait for her to answer, but she simply carries on with her search, as if she believes she can ignore me. "What if I refuse to help until you tell me?" I ask. "You owe me some answers."
 
   "I don't need you to help," she spits back at me. "I need you to wait, and I need you to be ready to use that gun if anything comes after us, and then I need you to help me get back to the boat, and then - and only then - I might be willing to fill you in on a few details so that -" As she glances back over at me, she suddenly stops speaking and all the color seems to drain from her face, as if she's seen something that has chilled her to her core.
 
   "What?" I ask, looking over my shoulder but seeing nothing in the doorway.
 
   "It was there," she says, her voice filled with fear. "Just for a second, I saw something moving. It was watching us. Fuck, I was right!"
 
   "Lydecker?" I ask, as I double-check the gun and make sure that the safety catch is off. "Was it Lydecker?"
 
   "It wasn't Lydecker," she continues. "It was..." She pauses. "It was her. I don't know how, but that bitch survived. She survived the Shades, and she survived two weeks trapped in this place." She pauses, and then finally she turns to me. "She wants me. It's the only thing that makes sense. She wants to make me pay for what happened to her."
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fourteen days ago
 
    
 
   "Well," says Ms. Hobbs as we walk along the corridor, past a large glass window that overlooks what appears to be an empty laboratory. "It looks like Mr. Lydecker might have stepped out for a few minutes."
 
   As the glass door slides open and we step into the lab, it's clear that the place isn't properly operational. There are plenty of machines around, but they all seem to have been switched off, and it's as if the place has been tidied and abandoned. My first instinct is that this must be part of some attempt by Ms. Hobbs to distract me, but there's a look in her eyes that makes me think she's not quite as on top of the situation as she'd like me to think. In fact, she looks deeply concerned by Lydecker's absence.
 
   "So he's not here?" I ask cautiously.
 
   "Apparently not," she replies curtly. Reaching into her pocket, she takes out the I.D. badge that I brought with me, and she places it against some kind of scanning device on one of the benches. Moments later, a computer screen flickers into life, showing a welcome screen. "I'm sorry," she continues, "but you'll have to give me a moment or two. I'm just going to see if I can determine exactly where we might be able to find Mr. Lydecker. He's supposed to be at work today, and I'm sure you'll understand that I take unauthorized absences very seriously."
 
   "Maybe he's vanished again," I suggest.
 
   "Maybe," she mutters, clearly lost in thought as she opens a series of documents.
 
   Watching her work, I can't help but realize that she seems to be the only one who's actually in charge around here. Even small companies usually have multiple leaders, as well as security teams and various different members of staff. From what I've seen so far, however, Compidome appears to be more or less a one-woman operation, with Lacey Hobbs running the entire show. I guess there must be shareholders and other people involved somewhere along the line, but for now Ms. Hobbs appears to be Compidome.
 
   "Huh," she says quietly, still going through the contents of the computer. "Ms. Jones, do you mind if I ask you a question that might sound a little strange?" She turns to me. "Are you thirsty?"
 
   "Not particularly," I reply. "Why?"
 
   "No reason."
 
   "Chloe Atkins was thirsty before she died," I continue. "She was desperate for water in the minutes before she collapsed."
 
   "But you're not feeling the same symptoms?" she asks.
 
   I shake my head.
 
   "Give me a moment," she says, grabbing a phone from her pocket and scrolling through a list of contacts. The phone flashes for a few seconds, and it's clear from the look on her face that she's not getting the result that she wanted. "Pick up, asshole," she mutters under her breath, before glancing over at me and - realizing that I heard her last comments - flashing me a nervous smile.
 
   "Someone not answering?" I ask, starting to feel as if she's losing control.
 
   "I'm sure it's nothing," she says. "I'm sure -"
 
   "Hello," says John Lydecker, his face suddenly flashing up on the computer screen and causing Ms. Hobbs to step back with a panicked gasp, dropping her phone in the process. "If you're watching this video," Lydecker continues, "I can only assume that you're attempting to gain access to the files stored on my office computer. I can assure you that even as I speak, those files are being automatically deleted. There's nothing you can do to stop that process, which in fact has already been completed." He smiles. "All those notes and unfinished ideas, down the drain. I know how much you value ideas, Lacey, and I'm quite certain you must be horrified by everything I'm telling you. Unfortunately, it's about to get much worse. As I'm sure you can imagine, this isn't the work of a moment. I didn't just decide to rig up a stunt overnight. I've been planning the whole thing for so long, and the final trigger was set to be activated when you come looking for me. Great timing, huh."
 
   "This is -" she starts to say.
 
   "It's been more than ten years since I started working for you," he continues, with a knowing grin. "Ten years of invisibility. Ten years of being ignored, of having my achievements absorbed into this bloated blob of venom you call a company. We both know that Compidome would never have amounted to anything over the past decade if it hadn't been for me. Your father might have been a visionary, Lacey, but since you took over, his legacy has been squandered. Most of the good people left. Didn't you ever wonder why I stayed, even though I was obviously too good for this sinking ship? I could see the failure in your eyes every time we spoke, and that's why I'm taking control." He pauses. "This might come as a shock, but some time ago I activated the Shades."
 
   She opens her mouth to say something, but it's clear that she's in shock.
 
   "Then I died," he continues. "You know me. It's not my style to sit around, waiting for pancreatic cancer to take me. I decided to end my original life and use the Shades to transfer my mind, atom by atom, to another body. A few other bodies, actually, just to be safe."
 
   "No," Ms. Hobbs says, "this can't be happening."
 
   "I left a little pause there so you could gasp," the recording of Lydecker says. "The only reason I ever kept you in the loop regarding the Shades is that I want you to understand, now that this moment has arrived, that you're absolutely, utterly screwed. You know the Shades can't be stopped once they're loose. They're everywhere, on a microscopic level. I'm sure you can guess whose D.N.A. they're running on, too. I've already used them to convert several unfortunate souls, so there are half a dozen versions of me already, although they won't last long. The first wave had a flaw that limited their lifespans. Don't worry, though... There'll be more soon. It's a marvel of genetic engineering, really. Why grow a whole new clone from scratch, when you can just take an existing person and hijack every cell in their body? Why try to save one fragile human body when you could hijack another and reconfigure it? The potential is enormous, but I'm damn well not going to put it in your hands, Lacey fucking Hobbs. You're nothing more than a -"
 
   Before he can finish, Ms. Hobbs reaches out and switches off the monitor, before standing in shocked silence for a moment.
 
   "Don't you think you should let him finish?" I ask, trying not to panic. "What's happening here? What are the Shades?"
 
   "Nothing," she mutters.
 
   "What are they?" I ask again, before hurrying over and hitting the power button on the monitor.
 
   "- is about control," Lydecker continues, his face reappearing mid-sentence. "It's about John Lydecker deciding he's mad as hell and he's not going to work for this stinking company any longer. Your father was such a good man, Lacey. He built Compidome up from scratch and he had the vision to ensure that the company kept its profile low. When he died, I knew it was all going to turn to crap. I could just tell that you lacked the ability to maintain your father's vision. That's why I've been planning this moment for so long. The Shades were always a private project. Now that things seem to be coming to a head, I guess it's time for me to sign off. Don't worry, though. You'll be seeing me again. Lots of me. Maybe even when you look in the mirror." He pauses. "Are you feeling thirsty yet, Lacey? It's only a matter of time before everyone's infected."
 
   As the screen goes blank, I turn to see that Ms. Hobbs is backing away from the screen with tears in her eyes. Since I first met her, I've felt that there's a huge amount of fear and tension in her soul, and now it all seems to be coming out at once.
 
   "What are the Shades?" I ask again.
 
   "They're..." She pauses, as if she can't believe that this is happening.
 
   "What are they?" I shout.
 
   "Nano-technology," she says, her voice filled with terror. "The idea, and I only understand this at a basic level, but the idea is that they infect a living organism and then re-engineer it from the inside out. They work on a sub-atomic level, using the building blocks of life. There are three stages. First, the host organism is killed. The Shades work faster without oxygen, so they bio-engineer the host's body to seal off every orifice. Then the second stage begins. The host's body changes. I saw a prototype. It looks like mush, like..."
 
   "Like it's decomposing?" I ask.
 
   She nods. "It's not decomposing, though," she continues. "The Shades are just doing their work. They have to liquefy every cell before they can start rebuilding. The process lasts a few days, and then gradually the body begins to assume whatever form the Shades have been programmed to create. The body, the mind... everything is changed. When it's over, the new body is an exact replica of whatever or whoever supplied the original D.N.A. sample that the Shades were using."
 
   "So you're turning one person into another?" I reply, starting to understand what has been happening all this time. "That's where all the versions of John Lydecker came from?"
 
   "Each Lydecker was originally someone else," she explains, "but the Shades infected them and..." She pauses, before a horrified expression crosses her face. "Oh God, what if they're inside me? What if I'm next?" She runs across the lab and starts frantically searching through various drawers and cupboards. All I can do is watch in stunned silence, unable to believe that any of this could be real. Finally, she finds some kind of small device, which she presses against her wrist for a moment.
 
   "What are you doing?" I ask.
 
   Ignoring me, she stares at a screen on the device, and finally she lets out a gasp of relief.
 
   "What's happening?" I shout, feeling as if I'm in the middle of someone else's insane nightmare.
 
   "I'm not infected," she says, dropping the device to the floor. "Not yet, anyway. I will be, though. We'll all end up with those things crawling through our D.N.A. They travel slowly from host to host, because they have an inbuilt aversion to oxygen that Lydecker was never able to overcome. I have to..." She looks at me for a moment. "I have to get out of here. I have to get as far away from here as possible!" As she turns to run, I hurry toward her and grab her arm. "Get off me!" she shouts, trying to pull free. "They might be in you!"
 
   "Where are you going?" I ask, refusing to let go. "You can't just run! You have to fix this!"
 
   "How can I fix it?" she replies, clearly in a blind panic as she continues to try to get loose from my grip. "I should have seen this coming! I should have known that Lydecker was insane, but I thought he was loyal! My father always said he could trust Lydecker with his life! I gave him so many resources! Even when he got sick, I told him not to worry about anything!"
 
   "He was sick?" I ask.
 
   "Cancer," she replies. "He was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer. It was terminal. I thought he'd try to find a cure, but he said he had more important work to complete. Now I see why. He didn't want to save his existing body. He wanted to take over hundreds, maybe millions of others."
 
   "Show me how to use this thing," I say, hauling her forcefully back across the room before I pick up the device she just used to scan herself. "I need to know if I'm infected."
 
   "Fine!" she says, finally getting free. She grabs the device and places it against my wrist, and then she waits for a moment as the screen flashes a few times.
 
   "Well?" I ask.
 
   "Hang on," she says, "it's..."
 
   I wait for her to continue.
 
   "What?" I ask, with fear rising through my body. "What does it say?"
 
   "They're in you," she says, taking a step back. "You've been exposed. It probably happened when you were trying to help your friend, when she suffocated. There's a colony of Shades in your body already, and there's nothing I can do to get them out."
 
   "No!" I shout. "I'm..." Before I can finish, I realize that something is wrong. I'm starting to feel thirsty, as if my body is craving water. Reaching out for Ms. Hobbs, I try to grab her arm, but she pulls away. The desire for water is getting stronger and stronger, and my whole body is starting to feel strange, as if somehow every atom is starting to move.
 
   "I'm sorry," Ms. Hobbs says, with no hint of emotion. "You're past the point of no return. Nothing and no-one in the world can save you from the Shades now."
 
   


  
 

Dr. Stef Grant
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "Forget it," I say, keeping my eyes on the doorway in case this thing, whatever it is, comes back. "I don't care what's on that U.S.B. drive, it's not worth risking our lives."
 
   "Believe me," Lacey snaps back at me, "if I thought for one second that I could just turn and walk out of here, don't you think I'd be gone by now? Don't you think I'd have stayed away? Just keep watching the door and make sure she doesn't come back! The last thing I need is to have to face..." Her voice trails off.
 
   "Face what?" I ask. "What did you do to this woman, Lacey? Why would she hate you so much?"
 
   "I didn't do anything," she replies, "but she might not see it that way." Pulling open another cabinet door, she takes out a pile of papers before letting them fall to the floor. She kneels to start gathering them up again, before stopping for a moment, as if she's about to explode with rage. "Why is he doing this to me?" she shouts. "It doesn't matter to him! He's dead! I did everything within my power to make sure that he had the resources he needed, and how does he thank me? He tries to destroy everything I've worked for, everything my father built! That man has no understanding of the damage he could cause!"
 
   Looking down at the gun in my hand, I realize that I don't need to stay here. I've indulged this angry, mad bitch for long enough, and it's time to stop this insanity. Realizing that we're both likely to die if we stay here much longer, I aim the gun directly at her.
 
   "What the hell are you doing?" she sneers.
 
   "We're leaving," I say firmly. "I don't care what's on that drive. I don't care if it's a message from God or a cure for cancer, we're leaving it behind. We're going back to the boat and we're getting the hell out of here. If you're not willing to come, I'll go alone and I'll leave you behind to rot in this place. I don't owe you a damn thing, Lacey, not after everything you've done. If you'd been honest from the start, maybe the others would still be alive. Maybe Cooper wouldn't have died."
 
   "Good luck with your little plan," she replies, with obvious contempt. "I'm the only one who can call back to base and have the storm stopped. Compidome has some very ingenious patents on weather control technology, Ms. Grant. If you want to leave me here and run back to the boat, I'm sure you'll have a lovely time as you sail off to your death. I can assure you, that rickety little thing will be ripped apart by the waves before you've even got out of sight. I'll make sure to look out the window and try to catch sight of the boat being destroyed."
 
   "You're coming with me," I tell her.
 
   "Not a chance," she says firmly. "This drive is everything. Do you understand? It's my father's legacy, it's my legacy, it's everything in the world. It's life and death itself." She pauses, and I can see that she's starting to get desperate. "Help me," she continues after a moment, "and I'll cut you in. I'll make you rich. I was planning to go public with this technology anyway. John Lydecker's work was brilliant. He found ways to nano-engineer existing bodies. Do you understand how valuable the Shades can be? No-one ever has to die again! They just switch to a new body, which can be genetically engineered to fit whatever desires they might have."
 
   "And where do the new bodies come from?" I ask.
 
   "We farm them," she replies, as if it's the most natural thing in the world and somehow I'm dumb for not figuring it out sooner. "I'd really rather not go into the details right now, but the point is that each person can just move from body to body. Their conscious mind can be replicated precisely by the Shades. This is the grail, Dr. Grant. The Holy Grail was never real. It was a myth, a legend, but thanks to technology we've managed to create something just as powerful. Something better, something real. Those who can afford to live forever, will be able to pay for the privilege. And those who can't afford it, can -" She pauses, as if she's worried that she might have been about to say too much.
 
   "What?" I ask. "What can they do? Donate their bodies?"
 
   "It's a perfect deal," she continues. "We stand to make a fortune by giving the world a new piece of technology that takes away the prospect of death. If we don't find the U.S.B. drive, which is the one place where Lydecker left his explanation of the Shades program, we're back to square one. It might take two decades to reverse engineer the samples we've got from his earlier work. With the drive, we can be back up and running in a couple of weeks."
 
   "And then -" I start to say, before suddenly I start to work out what's really happening here. "Where did everyone else go?" I ask. "It wasn't a coincidence that the entire population of America died just as your plans were going wrong, was it? You're responsible."
 
   She opens her mouth to argue with me, but I can see that she's scared to admit the truth. "Stop pointing that gun at me," she says eventually. "You look ridiculous, Dr. Grant."
 
   "Where are they?" I continue, stepping toward her with the gun still aimed at her head. "Tell me where all those people are, or I swear to God I'll kill you right here and now. Believe me, after what happened to Cooper, I'm in the mood for some proper revenge. What did you do to those three hundred million people? Where did they go?"
 
   She stares at me for a moment. "Nowhere," she says finally.
 
   "Nowhere?"
 
   "They're still here," she continues. "They were all around is when we arrived. They never went anywhere. They're probably sheltering from the storm right now, but as far as they're concerned, they still exist. I'm sure they're scared, and I'm sure they're wondering why the rest of the world has started ignoring them. It's a perception filter, but on a grander scale than we ever attempted before."
 
   "You made it so that the rest of the world wouldn't notice them," I reply. "The same way you hid this building. You put this filter, or whatever it is, over them, and now you're going to wait until you can sell their living bodies."
 
   "The next stage will start soon," she continues. "The world will forget all about them. No-one's going to care that the population of the U.S.A. disappeared. The perception filter will simply erase all their memories. It's just a shame we couldn't move to that stage sooner, but apparently the technology wasn't quite ready."
 
   "You can't steal three hundred million people!" I tell her.
 
   "We needed them!" she shouts. "We still need them! Once we've got the technology up and running, I've got more than two hundred confirmed customers lined up across Europe and Asia, all willing to pay up to a billion dollars so that they can be reborn in another body, and soon there'll be even more. It's the oldest game in the world, Dr. Grant. People have been promising immortality since the dawn of history, but the difference this time is that Compidome can actually deliver! Now that the rest of the world thinks that all the Americans are missing, they won't care if we start taking American bodies and using the Shades to convert them."
 
   "Why Americans?" I ask, horrified that such a hideous experiment could be carried out on such a vast scale. "Why did you pick your own country?"
 
   "Economics," she replies with a faint smile. "Europe and Asia offered the largest volume of potential customers, and those customers tended to want shiny new American bodies. In some cases, they just want their minds transferred by the Shades, and they want the bodies to retain their current external appearance. That's something we're working on, but it shouldn't take too long. You wouldn't believe how many crusty old billionaires are willing to pay so that they can take over the body of a hot young Californian cheerleader or a well-built jock. And the rest of the bodies, the ones that aren't so desirable physically, can be fully converted by the Shades." She pauses. "Believe me, our market research people spent a long time crunching the numbers, and they were convinced that the most profitable approach would be to sell American bodies to the rest of the world, instead of the other way around. I'm sure that's a bit of a shock, Dr. Grant. I was certainly surprised."
 
   "This is sick," I reply, stunned by the scale of her plans. "You're planning to kill three hundred million people, just so you can get rich!"
 
   "Not kill," she says, "just... borrow their bodies and merge them with other minds. I admit it's a little difficult to deal with the ethics at first, but this is a free market, Dr. Grant, and something that seems absolutely awful one minute can seem very ordinary and pedestrian after a while. There have been a few hiccups along the way, and I hadn't anticipated John Lydecker's attempt to sabotage the project and claim the benefits for himself, but I'm confident we can get things back on track. The original Lydecker died when the cancer finally claimed his body, and now I'm hopeful that we can reprogram the Shades to completely remove Lydecker from the gene pool. His little rebellion didn't work out too well."
 
   I stare at her, trying to decide whether this scheme she just outlined is even possible. It sounds like something from a B-movie, but I've seen just enough evidence to realize that there seems to be a grain of truth to her claims. I guess there'll be time to separate out all the facts later, once we've got away from here, but right now I just have to react to what's right in front of me. Given the situation, if Lacey says there's some kind of creature up here with us, I'm inclined to be cautious and believe her.
 
   "I should kill you right now," I say firmly, feeling sickened by her actions. "For what you did to Cooper, for what happened to Gretchen, for what you've put me through, and for the fact that you were willing to sell the bodies of three hundred million Americans to the highest bidders. I've never met anyone who's quite so willing to throw away human lives in order to protect her own interests."
 
   "If you kill me," she replies, "how are you ever going to work out how to get everyone back?"
 
   I close one eye, in order to get a better aim. I feel as if I've been comprehensively played for a fool. When she hired me to join this mission, along with Cooper, I fell for her lies. Now that's it's clear that she's just out to protect her investment, I don't want to do a damn thing that helps her. Her lies have already cost Cooper's life, and I'm not about to let her saunter out of here with her plans intact.
 
   "Here's what's going to happen," she continues, with a condescending smile. "You're going to put that gun down. I gave it to you in the first place, remember? I wouldn't have done that if I thought you'd do anything as stupid as turning it against me. So you're going to point it somewhere else, and we're going to find the U.S.B. drive containing Lydecker's notes, and then we're going to get the hell out of here and -"
 
   Before she can finish, there's a loud clicking sound and the lights flicker off. Moments later, the air conditioning hum stops, and it's clear that the building has lost power. The only sound is the howling wind on the other side of the window.
 
   "That's impossible," she says, looking up at the ceiling with an expression of abject panic. "The Compidome building had its own generator. It should have been able to last for months before it hit trouble." She pauses. "Sabotage. She must have done this to keep us here. She must have found the control room and switched off all the power."
 
   "Who?" I ask, keeping the gun pointed at Lacey but glancing over at the door.
 
   "Who do you think?" she asks. "It looks like Ms. Jones, or whatever's left of her, might be about to make her move."
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Fourteen days ago
 
    
 
   "No!" I shout as I run along the corridor, chasing after Lacey Hobbs. "You have to do something!"
 
   "There's nothing to be done," she says, reaching the elevator and turning to face me. "I'm going to go and reset everything. Whatever Lydecker's done here, it's irreversible in the short-term, but I have teams in Europe. I need to get to them and hope they can figure out a way to put all of this straight."
 
   "How many people could die?" I ask, my heart racing. "These Shade things... How far could they spread?"
 
   She stares at me for a moment. "They can migrate from body to body like a virus," she says finally. "They're not as fast as a virus, and it takes time for them to accumulate in sufficient quantities when they reach a new host, but eventually... There's time to stop them, but I can't risk getting infected."
 
   "I..." Pausing for a moment, I realize that I'm starting to feel increasingly thirsty, and I can't help thinking back to Chloe's horrific death in the coffee shop. "You have to help me," I say, feeling a little short of breath already. "There has to be something here, some kind of antidote. Somewhere in this whole place, Lydecker has to have created an antidote!"
 
   "I'm sorry," she replies, with a condescending. "I really wish there was something I could do, but there's not."
 
   "Then -"
 
   "Sorry," she says again, before punching me with such force that I'm knocked clean to the ground. "I wish for your sake that you hadn't got caught up in all of this," she continues, "and I want to thank you for coming here this evening and bringing the whole thing to my attention. If you hadn't turned up when you did, I might not have learned the truth about Lydecker's plans until it was too late. Unfortunately, there's nothing that either Compidome or I can do to help you, so you're really going to have to just..." She pauses. "Sorry again." With that, she steps back into the elevator chamber, and moments later the doors slide shut.
 
   "No!" I scream, crawling across the floor and banging on the doors. "Come back!"
 
   Deep down, however, I know that there's no way she's ever going to help me. Still, there has to be something in the lab that can help me. With the sensation of extreme thirst getting worse and worse, I turn and stumble along the corridor, determined to find a solution. Chloe died because we had no way of knowing what was happening, and no way of coming up with a solution; this time, I've got access to the laboratory where this damn thing was created, and I can't believe that someone would make such a horrific form of death without coming up with a way to reverse the effects. So far, I don't feel my skin starting to change, but I'm certain that it's only a matter of time.
 
   When I reach the lab, I immediately start checking every cupboard and every drawer. There has to be an antidote, although I'm not sure I'd even recognize what I'm looking for. I find plenty of syringes, and vials of various liquids, but although they're all labeled, I'm unable to work out which of them - if any - might be what I'm after. Unable to stop panicking, I find myself starting to knock things over as I race from one work bench to the next, desperately hoping that somehow I'm going to stumble upon something that can save me. Soon, though, I realize that my face is starting to feel tighter than usual, which can only mean one thing: my body is starting to seal itself shut. Those Shade things, whatever they are, are working to change my D.N.A., and unless I come up with a solution, I'm going to suffocate in the next few minutes.
 
   "No!" I shout, as the edges of my mouth start to knit together. I can barely see properly as I pull open a drawer and find a set of scalpels. Even though I know it's going to hurt, I immediately start slicing at my lips, determined to prevent the skin from sealing shut. Realizing that this is a losing battle, I use the tip of the scalpel to cut through the skin that has started to grow over my eyes. By the time I can see again, my mouth and nose are completely sealed shut, and when I try to cut them open again, I accidentally drop the scalpel. Filled with panic and unable to breathe, I turn and look across the lab. I'm already getting short of breath, and I might only have a minute or so before I pass out. I'm looking for something, anything, that might somehow help me, but finally I realize that there's nothing.
 
   I only have one option.
 
   Grabbing the scalpel, I run over to the far side of the lab and sit on the floor by the window. As a helicopter takes off from the roof of the Compidome building, no doubt carrying Lacey Hobbs to safety, I start cutting through the skin that's covering my mouth. The pain is intense, and blood is pouring down my chin, but I have no choice. By the time I've got the blade to one side of my mouth, the skin is already starting to regrow. I keep going, continually keeping the gap open, but it's clear that I can't keep doing this forever. I can feel tears in my eyes, but they're trapped behind my sealed eyelids. This situation feels hopeless: the skin is growing faster and faster across my mouth, and after a moment I realize that the same thing is happening deeper in my mouth. I push the scalpel down toward the back of my throat, determined to keep my airway open for as long as possible. I'm not going to die. Not here, not like this. I keep telling myself that there has to be a way to survive, even while I cut furiously, with blood filling my mouth as finally I try to scream.
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   In the distance, somewhere on this floor of the building, there's a noise. It's as if someone, or something, is growling, or maybe gurgling. There's definitely something alive up here with us, and if Lacey's right, it would seem that the creature has enough intelligence to work out how best to trap us.
 
   "Is there another way out?" I whisper. "A stairwell?"
 
   She nods.
 
   "We have to get to it."
 
   "No," she replies. "Whatever happened to Caroline Jones, and whatever the Shades have done to her body, she's not super-human. A couple of well-placed bullets will still bring her down."
 
   "You want to stay and fight?" I ask, stunned that she still hasn't given up.
 
   "You want the U.S.B. drive so you can save the three hundred million people who've been hidden from the rest of the world's perception," she replies, "and I want it so I can fix the problems in Lydecker's work and get this scheme up and running. Either way, neither of us can afford to turn and run. We can worry about the technicalities later, but if we don't work together, Caroline Jones is going to kill me, and then you'll be stuck here alone, forever. Even if you find the drive, you won't be able to get away because the storm will still be out there. So I really, really think you need to recognize the nature of the situation and start cooperating."
 
   I open my mouth to argue with her, but at the last moment I realize that she's right. Sure, I could shoot her right now, and maybe I'd feel good for a moment, but I'd never be able to get away. Even if I found the U.S.B. drive, I wouldn't be able to use it to save all those people. I need to stop Lacey at some point, but right now I need her to stay alive.
 
   "Find that drive," I say. "I'll keep this thing off your back, whatever it is, but find the damn drive. Okay?"
 
   "You know how to use a gun, don't you?" she asks.
 
   "Cooper taught me years ago," I tell her.
 
   "I knew you'd see things my way eventually," she says with a smile. She turns and heads over to another of the filing cabinets, before turning back to me. "By the way, her name really is Caroline Jones. She was just like us, once. I have no idea how she's managed to stay alive, but I'm sure she's been through a lot. She's probably lost her mind in the process, though. Just make sure you put a couple of bullets in her head, maybe a couple more in her chest for good luck, and we'll be sorted. Believe me, it'll be a mercy killing. The state she must be in by now, I can't even imagine how much pain she's feeling. Do us all a favor, Dr. Grant, and bring her suffering to an end."
 
   Heading over to the door, I see that the corridor ahead is empty. Still, I know that this thing, this creature, is around somewhere. If Caroline Jones disconnected the generator, that means she must still have part of her mind intact, so I'm not dealing with some kind of beast; I wouldn't blame her for wanting to rip Lacey Hobbs apart, but at the same time I can't afford to let that happen. Without Lacey, I might never be able to get out of here, and without that U.S.B. drive we might not be able to save three hundred million people from wasting away all around us. Glancing out the window, I can't help but imagine the entire population of New York wandering through the streets. From their point of view, the rest of the world has suddenly started to ignore them. They must have been terrified even before the storm hit.
 
   When I reach the next junction, I check both ways but there's still no sign of Caroline Jones. My initial instinct was to do a complete sweep of this entire floor, but I'm starting to think that maybe that's what she wants me to do. After all, that way, she might have a better chance of getting to Lacey. Figuring that my best bet is to just stand guard and wait for Caroline to come and find me, I turn and start making my way back to the office where Lacey is still looking for the drive. Sure enough, there's still no sign of Caroline, which makes me wonder if she's got something else up her sleeve. Lacey herself said that she doesn't know how Caroline Jones could have survived, and given that these Shade things are apparently capable of sub-cellular nano-engineering, I can't shake the feeling that Ms. Jones might not be in great shape.
 
   "Any luck?" I call out to Lacey.
 
   "Just keep watching out for her!" she calls back to me.
 
   "But are you sure it's in there?" I ask.
 
   "I know he kept all his work on a drive," she replies, sounding a little annoyed by my constant questions, "and I know he didn't take it with him when he left. It has to be here somewhere."
 
   "Then why aren't you finding it?"
 
   She doesn't reply, and when I glance back into the room, I see that she's busy going through yet another desk. I swear to God, by now she must have pretty much checked every possible place where that drive could be hidden, and I'm starting to wonder if her faith in its existence might be misplaced. If Lydecker was truly out to sabotage Compidome's plans, it doesn't make sense to me that he'd leave a U.S.B. drive in a place where she'd ever be able to find it. Then again, if -
 
   Suddenly I realize that there's a noise nearby. Turning, I'm stunned to see a woman standing at the other end of the corridor, staring straight at me. As she starts staggering toward me, however, I realize that there's something very wrong with her. For one thing, her skin is blotchy and gray, with the same kind of discoloration that I saw on Gretchen. Her body is making a strange clicking sound with every step, as if her bones aren't properly aligned, and instead of a proper face, she has a smooth surface with a series of thin cuts, as if she managed to slice through the skin that covered her mouth and eyes. She's also completely naked, and a strange kind of thick gray liquid seems to be oozing down from her lips. As she gets closer, she opens her mouth, ripping the skin at the sides.
 
   Filled with panic, I raise my gun and aim straight at her head.
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   They're here. It took so long, but eventually they came. I knew I wouldn't be left alone forever; I knew that one day, someone would come to find me.
 
   Still, this woman looks so scared. She has a gun aimed at me, and I wouldn't blame her if she fired. I've been carefully avoiding my own reflection for the past week, but I can feel that my body has become twisted and warped. I wouldn't blame her if she fired at me, but I need to make her understand that I'm not here to hurt anyone. I just want to get to Lacey Hobbs. I want to make her see what she did to me.
 
   And I want John Lydecker to stop screaming in my mind.
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   "Shoot it!" Lacey calls out from the other room, where she's still hurriedly trying to find the U.S.B. drive. "Whatever it looks like, don't look at its face, just shoot it!"
 
   I take a deep breath. Even though the 'thing' that's lumbering slowly toward me is clearly based on a human, there are parts of its physical form that just don't make sense. It looks like a woman who's halfway along the path toward being something else entirely, as if her body was changing and got stuck in some kind of compromise. She has a face, though, and her eyes are fixed on me as she continues to limp closer.
 
   "Shoot it!" Lacey shouts.
 
   I take aim.
 
   "I have something you want," the creature says, stopping a few meters from me. It sounds disarmingly human, as if the damaged voice of a woman is managing to call out from the creature's tortured heart.
 
   Keeping my finger on the trigger, I wait.
 
   The creature reaches into the pocket of a jacket that seems to be partially fused into her body, and after a moment she pulls out a small silver capsule. I immediately realize that the creature is holding the U.S.B. drive that Lacey's is so desperate to retrieve, but there's something about the look in the creature's eyes that makes me hesitate to shoot. Although she seems to have suffered some kind of genetic meltdown, her eyes have far more compassion and humanity than I've ever seen in Lacey.
 
   "Are you Caroline?" I ask.
 
   Her damaged face stares at me for a moment.
 
   "Caroline Jones?" I ask.
 
   "That was me, once," she replies, her voice sounding slurred. "Can you see me? Can you really see me?"
 
   "Of course I can see you," I reply. "I... We came looking for people."
 
   "I didn't think anyone would ever be able to see me again," she says. "I've been alone here for so long."
 
   "How are you..." I pause for a moment. "How did you survive?"
 
   "The Shades needed somewhere to wait," she says. "Oxygen slows them down, so they kept me alive while they sheltered in my body. I've been going around and around in this place for weeks, waiting for someone to come back."
 
   "Are you in pain?" I ask.
 
   "They built John Lydecker's mind in my head," she continues, ignoring the question. "They partitioned him off, but he's still in here, screaming. He's angry. Things haven't gone quite according to his plan. Sometimes, at night, when I should be sleeping, I listen to his voice in the back of my mind. At first, he wanted to live forever in thousands of bodies, but now he can't stand being fractured across so many forms. He just wants one body, but he couldn't use mine while we were alone. He needs somewhere for the Shades to go when they're finished, otherwise..." She pauses. "I think you can probably see what happens when they stay in a body for too long. I'm falling apart."
 
   "Don't listen to her!" Lacey shouts. "Just shoot her!"
 
   I open my mouth to reply, but I can't. There's something about Caroline Jones' body that's just too horrific to even contemplate. Gray liquid is still oozing from her skin, leaving a kind of slimy trail along the corridor behind her.
 
   "I just need to get closer to her," Caroline whispers, with a look of desperate panic in her eyes. "I just need to touch her, and then Lydecker and the Shades can do the rest." She holds the U.S.B. drive out, extending her arm several meters until finally, with a creaking sound, it reaches me. "Take this," she continues. "Lydecker says that it can be used to switch off the beacon that Compidome is using to hide all the people. Take it, and let me -"
 
   Before she can finish, a shot rings out behind me, and Caroline's body convulses as a bullet hits her in the neck. She falls against the wall, and although she tries to hold herself up, I can see that she's starting to slip. Turning, I find Lacey standing behind me, with a gun aimed straight at Caroline; she immediately fires again, causing Caroline to let out a pained gasp as she finally drops to the floor.
 
   "She must be in so much pain," Lacey says with a smile as she steps past me. "It's inhuman to let her suffer any longer."
 
   "Are you..." Caroline looks up at her, and all the sadness in her eyes seems to have been replaced by pure anger. "Are you lecturing other people on humanity?" she asks. "You left me here to die. Lydecker's told me all about your plans. Every night, while I try to sleep, he whispers to me. Are you, of all people, claiming to be an expert on humanity?"
 
   "Yes," Lacey replies firmly, before firing four more bullets directly into Caroline's head. The creature slumps to the floor, remaining completely still as blood starts to flow from its wounds.
 
   "You didn't have to do that," I say, shocked by Lacey's brutality.
 
   "She's not in pain now," Lacey replies with a smile, as she turns and walks back past me, heading into the room. "It's a shame," she continues, as she resumes her search for the U.S.B. drive, "but she'd clearly gone beyond the point of no return. There was no way to help her."
 
   Stepping toward Caroline's body, I look down at her lifeless form and watch as blood pours onto the floor. After a moment, however, I notice that the silver capsule is mixed in with the blood; I pick it up, wipe it clean on the side of my haz-mat suit, and realize that I'm holding the U.S.B. drive that Lacey's so desperate to find. I guess Caroline found it while she was stuck here all alone, and since a version of John Lydecker's mind is trapped inside her own, she was able to understand its significance.
 
   "I need your help!" Lacey shouts. "Now that the creature's dead, you might as well see if you can help me find the drive! It's got to be here somewhere!"
 
   "Sure," I reply, still staring at the drive. The truth is, I only need Lacey to call back to Compidome and have the storm switched off. After that, I can ditch her. The problem, though, is that once I hand over this U.S.B. drive, there's no reason for Lacey to keep me alive. I'm not stupid; I know that it'd be much more profitable, not to mention safer, for her to get rid of me. The last thing I want to do is give up the drive, but at the same time I know that Lacey is never going to call off the storm unless she has the damn thing in her hands.
 
   "I swear to God," she says as I walk through to find her still rummaging through the lab, "if John Lydecker was still alive, I'd kill the bastard. After making him tell me where he hid this fucking drive, of course."
 
   "How much longer will the storm last?" I ask as I head over to the far side of the room and pretend to start looking through some folders. "I mean, it can't keep going forever, can it?"
 
   "It'll keep going for as long as Compidome wants it to keep going."
 
   "But you're Compidome, aren't you?" I reply. "I mean, you own the whole company, right? Or do you have shareholders?"
 
   "Compidome is privately owned," she says, not really paying much attention to me as she pulls open some more drawers. "My father was very keen to ensure that we never had to answer to a bunch of idiots in suits. He had a singular vision, and it's my job to keep that vision alive. Besides, we don't need shareholders' money, and the last thing we want to do is go public. Why invite scrutiny when we can operate in the shadows?"
 
   Looking down at my hand, I can't help but wonder how she'd react if she knew I had the drive. Would she kill me instantly, or would she wait until my back was turned? I pause for a moment, before a hint of movement catches my attention. Turning to look over at the doorway, I see to my astonishment that Caroline Jones is slowly making her way into the room. Her body is more malformed and damaged than ever, but she seems to have been able to absorb the bullets. I guess Lacey was wrong when she said that Caroline would be easy to kill. With obvious discomfort, Caroline seems to be making her way toward Lacey, who hasn't noticed that anything's wrong.
 
   "Is this is?" I call out suddenly, figuring that I need to distract Lacey.
 
   "What?" she asks, before spotting the silver capsule in my hand. "Where did you find it?" she asks, hurrying over toward me with the eagerness of an addict who's finally on the verge of a fresh fix.
 
   "Not so fast," I say, placing the capsule on the bench in front of me before pointing the end of the gun directly at the device. "One wrong move," I continue, as Lacey stops a few meters away, "and I'll destroy it."
 
   "And why would you do that?" she asks. "Why do something so irrevocably stupid?"
 
   "Because I'm not thinking straight," I reply. "Because I've seen things that I can't even begin to understand. Because I lost one of my best friends back there in the subway station. Because I've tried to do the smart thing since we got here, and it's all gone wrong, so I figure I might as well see if doing something stupid might work better."
 
   She stares at me with a look of abject horror on her face. She's so focused on the capsule, however, that she hasn't noticed Caroline slowly creeping up behind her. "That drive is the single most important thing in the world right now," she continues eventually. "You have no idea what John Lydecker was working on. With that data, we can rebuild the whole planet in whatever way we see fit."
 
   "Sounds like a lot of power," I reply.
 
   "What do you want?" she asks. "I'll give you anything. Money? A job? There's absolutely nothing that I won't do in order to get that U.S.B. drive, so just name your price."
 
   "Who says there's a price?" I continue, determined to keep her distracted for a few more seconds until Caroline can reach her. "Call off the storm," I say, "and then we'll talk. Otherwise, I've got nothing to lose by pulling the trigger and destroying this thing." I pause for a moment. "And don't even try to pretend that you've got any intention of letting me live, Lacey, because I've seen enough of you now to know that the only thing you care about is profit."
 
   She opens her mouth to reply, but suddenly she seems to realize that something's wrong. Seconds later, Caroline places her hands on Lacey's shoulders, and although Lacey tries to turn to face her, it's clear that Caroline's grip is too tight. I watch as Lacey tries to struggle free, but Caroline pushes her down to the ground and starts to wrap more and more of herself around her victim, as if she's trying to crush her.
 
   "Get her off me!" Lacey says, her voice filled with terror. "You can have anything, just -"
 
   "I'm not going to kill you," Caroline whispers, leaning closer to her. "The Shades have reconstructed a version of John Lydecker's mind in my head, and it's getting crowded in here, so we're just going to do a little housekeeping. It seems a shame to have two minds crammed into one body, when yours is there for the taking!"
 
   "No!" Lacey screams, trying desperately to get free from Caroline's grip. "I can feel them! Get them out of me!"
 
   I watch in horror as Lacey's body starts to twist and contort, and after a moment the skin around her mouth and eyes begins to close up. Although my first instinct is to go and help her, I force myself to stand back and watch as Caroline finally lets go and moves away, leaving Lacey struggling for breath. With her face now completely sealed, Lacey stumbles across the room, knocking equipment off the benches until finally she drops to her knees and desperately claws at her face, trying to breathe.
 
   "The Shades normally take a few days to get their work done," Caroline says breathlessly, "but there are so many of them in her right now, they should be able to speed things up."
 
   All I can do is stare as Lacey, instead of suffocating, seems to be growing new features. In fact, her entire body seems to be changing, and I can hear a crunching sound as her bones are rearranged. Finally, I realize that not only does she have a new face, but it's a face that I recognize: Lacey is being re-engineered to look like John Lydecker, and moments later the process is complete. He pauses for a moment, as if he's not quite certain whether he's ready, and then finally he turns to me with a shocked look on his face.
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   Silence.
 
   He's gone. The Shades took him away; they carried him, atom by atom, out of my mind and into Lacey's body and then... I try to turn and look, but I'm too weak. My body is dying, giving up under the strain. I just hope... I just hope I did enough.
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   "Where is she?" I ask eventually, breaking the silence.
 
   "Who?" Lydecker asks, staring blankly at me. He seems to be in absolute shock, as if he's not sure how or why he suddenly found himself here in the room with us.
 
   "Where's Lacey Hobbs?" I continue. "Where's her mind?"
 
   "Oh." He pauses, before getting to his feet and taking a couple of tottering steps toward me. I instinctively raise my gun toward him, which makes him stop dead in his tracks. "You don't need that," he continues. "Lacey... She's still here. Her mind is in my mind now, but the Shades have left her in a very small partition. I should be able to ignore her screams after a while, but..." He holds his hands up and stares at them for a moment. "A human body can't play host to a colony of Shades forever. They need somewhere to go. Somewhere to live. They can't deal with too much oxygen, so..."
 
   I wait for him to finish, but after a few seconds I glance over at Caroline and see that her body seems to be falling apart. She's turning into some kind of gray liquid, and although her face is still just about visible in the mess, it's clear that she doesn't have long left.
 
   "I can fix this," Lydecker says suddenly. "I never meant to ruin the world. I just wanted to stay alive, and I wanted to show bring Lacey Hobbs down, but all the duplicates, the other Lydeckers, were unstable. Each of them magnified a different flaw in my personality. I thought they'd be exact copies, but I realized too late that nature never allows exact copies to be made. There's always variation, always a small change. Even now, I'm not a total copy of the original John Lydecker, but I think I've got enough of his mind to get the job done. Maybe that's how the Shades want it." He pauses to run a hand through his hair, before examining his fingers. "Damn it, I've still got the same dandruff that the original had." Sighing, he turns to me. "Where's the U.S.B. drive?"
 
   Grabbing the small capsule, I pass it to him. As soon as he takes it in his hand, I realize that maybe I just made a huge mistake, but I guess it's too late now. He walks over to one of the few computers that's left in the room, and after reaching around to the back of the machine, he manages to get it to start up.
 
   "You're John Lydecker," I stammer, unable to quite take all of this in.
 
   "I'm a copy of him," he replies. "Just a copy. The original John Lydecker has been dead for a few weeks. He died of cancer just as all of this started."
 
   "But you can fix this, right?" I continue. "You can put things back to normal?"
 
   "There's enough locally-stored battery power to get things going from here," he mutters, as he inserts the drive into the machine. "I can turn off the filter and make it so that the population of the United States is visible to the world again. I can also deactivate the storm. In fact, I can remotely wipe all the Compidome systems from this terminal, even the ones in Europe. I designed the entire network, and I left a few back-doors behind in case I ever needed to do anything drastic. I always knew Lacey Hobbs couldn't be trusted, but when I realized what she was planning to do with the Shades..." He pauses. "I created them because I thought they could be useful. Only Lacey could have seen some a brilliant development as a means to control the world."
 
   "Can you help Caroline Jones?" I ask, stepping over to Caroline and seeing that her genetic meltdown is almost complete. It's as if her body has begun to mutate into a kind of thick gray liquid that's slowly dissolving. Her face is still mostly intact, but it's starting to slip further down the gray mass, and it's not clear whether her mind is still intact behind her vacant, rapidly blinking eyes.
 
   "Maybe," Lydecker replies. "The Shades have a race memory of her D.N.A., so they might be able to reconstruct her."
 
   "But it won't actually be her, will it?" I ask. "It'll be a perfect copy, but it won't be the original version."
 
   "It'll use most of her original genetic material," he replies. "The Shades made lots of copies of me, but in the process they accidentally exaggerated some of my less fortunate qualities. Some of the Lydeckers were cruel, others were weak, none of them had the exact balance that made up the real Lydecker. I'm just a copy too, albeit one that possesses his intelligence and, I think, the best of his compassion. Caroline Jones will have the advantage of being rebuilt from her own genetic material, so I think she'll be much closer to the original that might otherwise be the case. That's what I'm hoping, anyway. There might still be a few small variations."
 
   I watch as he uses the U.S.B. drive to access the computer.
 
   "There," he says after a moment. "It'll take about half an hour to die down, but the storm should be gone pretty quickly. I've also turned off the filter that was masking the population. As the storm vanishes, the rest of the world will start to recognize the existence of all three hundred million people. It'll be as if they never went away. From the point of view of the people here, and all across America, they never did go away. The rest of the world just stopped being able to perceive them."
 
   "And the Shades?" I ask. "What's going to happen to them?"
 
   "I'll continue to work with them," he replies. "They definitely have potential, but they're not ready to be used in the wild just yet. When the time comes, I'll take them public and the whole world can benefit." Grabbing a nearby folder, he removes a piece of paper and passes it to me. "That's one of them, magnified many thousands of times. They work on the sub-cellular level, on the building blocks of life. Their view of the world is substantially different to ours."
 
   I stare at the image printed on the piece of paper: it shows a very blurry picture of some kind of red dot, surrounded by a white haze. It's astonishing to think of these tiny creatures swarming through the bodies of living people, reaching into their cells and rearranging the D.N.A. while being controlled by some external force.
 
   "I've got a theory that they're intelligent," Lydecker continues. "It's just a theory, of course, but I'm fairly sure they're not the drones they were supposed to be. They've been running out of control, but I can bring them all back to the Compidome tower and work on them. There'll be no more deaths." He pauses. "You should go. By the time you get to your boat, the storm should have died down enough for you to get out of here. There are going to be a lot of very confused people wandering the streets, and it's going to take time for them to understand what's happened to them. If it's okay, I'd prefer it if you didn't talk to the world about what you've seen here. Compidome can be a force for good in the world, but not if the place is ripped apart and its assets are plundered. I'm worried the technology would fall into the wrong hands. There are other people like Lacey Hobbs out there."
 
   "Would anyone believe me if I told the truth?" I ask.
 
   "Probably not," he says with a faint smile. "The filter on the Compidome building is going to remain, so you'd probably just end up in an asylum anyway. You'd spend the rest of your life babbling about all of this, and people would simply pity you." He pauses. "I'm sorry, but I think you're going to have to accept that the world will move on and you'll never be able to make people understand what really happened."
 
   Looking at the computer screen, I see that there's nothing but a series of what appear to be oriental symbols.
 
   "I learned Chinese a while ago," he explains. "I figured it was a good way to get my brain working a little differently."
 
   I watch as he continues his work, and finally I realize that it's time to get moving. "Will you be okay here?" I ask.
 
   "I'll manage." He pauses. "I work better when I'm alone. Besides, if I need an assistant, I'll see if the Shades can create something. Don't worry about me. Without Lacey Hobbs to deal with, I can work properly."
 
   "But people are going to want answers," I point out. "The world -"
 
   "Give it a couple of days," he replies. "The perception filter can achieve a great deal, but it'll take up to forty-eight hours before people start to forget what happened. Things should be back to normal before too long."
 
   "Will I forget?" I ask.
 
   "Don't you want to?"
 
   I pause for a moment. "Would I forget everything? Would I forget Cooper?"
 
   He nods. "That part of your life would be quietly excised."
 
   "Then I don't want to forget."
 
   Walking over to me, he pauses for a moment before reaching out and plucking a hair from my head. "I'll make sure the Shades leave your D.N.A. alone," he says. "Just remember that your version of events might not be the same as the world's."
 
   Without replying, I step over the pool of gray liquid that used to be Caroline Jones and I make my way along the corridor that leads away from the laboratory. With the building's power still cut off, I have to take the emergency stairs that lead all the way down to ground level, and it's almost an hour before I emerge from the building and find, to my shock, that the streets are full of people. There seems to be lot of confusion, and people are desperately trying to work out what has been happening, but the storm has almost completely died down as I start walking toward the western side of Manhattan.
 
   Once I've got a couple of blocks away, I turn and look back toward the Compidome tower. For the first time, I can actually see it: a vast structure, gleaming in the sunlight, it looks to be so tall, you could almost believe it reaches all the way to the roof of the world.
 
   "Hey," I say, tapping a nearby woman on the shoulder before pointing up to the top of the tower. "Do you see that thing?"
 
   "What thing?" she asks.
 
   "That tower."
 
   "Huh?"
 
   "You don't see it?"
 
   She frowns, before turning and walking away. I guess Lydecker's filter is still keeping the place hidden, which means I can only see it because I know it's there. For everyone else, it's business as usual, and it looks as if Lydecker is going to keep working at Compidome, all the way up there at the top of a vast skyscraper that most people don't even notice. I hope he manages to perfect the Shades eventually, because the technology seems to be truly astonishing. Still, he needs to be careful, because Lacey Hobbs has already demonstrated the dangers of allowing that much power to rest in the hands of one person. I think I might just come back to New York every so often and go back to Compidome, to see how things are going.
 
   By the time I reach the waterfront, the weather has cleared up completely. The effects of the storm are still evident, though, and it's going to take a long time before the city is able to recover. I have no idea how the world is going to rationalize everything that happened, but I guess things will get back to normal eventually. I make my way down to the jetty and along to the boat, where Sutton is waiting. I guess he'll have plenty of questions too, but there's no way I'm going to start talking to him about invisible skyscrapers and nano-engineering. As I reach the end of the jetty and come face to face with him, I can already see from the look in his eyes that he's guessed I'm the only survivor.
 
   "What happened?" he asks. "There are people here again. Where the hell did they come from?" He waits for me to answer. "Dr. Grant? Where are the others? What happened?"
 
   "It's time to go home," I reply. Glancing back at the city, I see the Compidome tower soaring above every other building, and I can't help but feel sorry for John Lydecker, working alone up there. Still, I guess one day he'll decide it's time to reveal his inventions to the world. "In a few days," I say, turning back to Sutton, "I think things are going to look a lot better. It'll be like none of this ever really happened."
 
   


  
 

Caroline Jones
 
    
 
   Today
 
    
 
   "I'm not your assistant!" I say, stopping in the middle of the sidewalk.
 
   "I just want coffee," Mendez replies, his voice a little muffled as we speak over the phone. It's Monday morning and I'm already running late for work, but now my boss wants me to stop off on the way and pick up his goddamn coffee. "Don't think of yourself as my assistant," he continues. "Think of yourself as my... friend."
 
   "Friend?" I reply, raising a skeptical eyebrow.
 
   "I don't care how you rationalize it," he says, "just bring me some coffee. And don't take too long about it. The Meldrew account's getting wobbly. I need you to get in here and put it straight. Work your charm, or whatever the hell you normally do to keep Meldrew happy."
 
   "Fine," I mutter. "I'll get your coffee."
 
   Once I've finished talking to him, I head to the nearest coffee shop. Sometimes, I feel as if Mendez sees me less as an investment analyst and more as a general office dogsbody. I swear, apart from the unpaid interns, I'm pretty much at the very bottom of the pecking order, and I'm starting to think that I'm never going to get a raise. As I head through the door and make my way to the counter, I'm already making a mental note to start looking for another job. Seriously, being a runaround lackey for Mendez is not what I wanted to do with my life.
 
   "Hey," says Reed, standing ahead of me in the line.
 
   "Hey," I reply, before -
 
   I pause.
 
   Reed?
 
   Who the hell is Reed? Staring at the stranger, I try to work out where the hell I've seen him before. A second ago, I had a really strong impression of him in my mind, but now it's as if that impression has just evaporated.
 
   "Sorry," I continue, trying not to let it show that I'm feeling flustered, "I'm really bad with names and faces. Have we met?"
 
   "I..." He pauses. "You know what, I'm not sure. I thought..." He stares at me. "Okay, this is embarrassing," he continues. "I thought I knew you for a second, but obviously I was mistaken. I'm not quite sure how that happened, but I can only apologize."
 
   "It's fine," I reply. "To be honest, I thought I recognized you too. For a second, anyway."
 
   "Weird how the brain works, huh?"
 
   I smile politely, as we shuffle forward in the line.
 
   "Maybe we've seen each other before," I add. "I don't know, maybe in here?"
 
   "I've never been here before," he replies, "and anyway, I think I'd remember you." He pauses. "That wasn't supposed to be a pick-up line, by the way."
 
   "Of course not," I say. Damn it, am I starting to blush? I feel as if I'm blushing. I should probably just abandon the line and head to another coffee shop, but it'd be totally obvious what's wrong, and the last thing I want to do is run away from a guy. "Deja vu's pretty odd," I add. "Maybe it's my perfume, something like that."
 
   "Maybe," he says. "Well, I'm sorry to have bothered you."
 
   Once he's turned back to face the front of the line, I find myself trying to work out what to do next. This guy, who for some reason I'm convinced is named Reed, is pretty hot, and my life is definitely not at the kind of place where I can afford to just ignore random meetings. Still, I've got this really strange vibe from him, as if somehow I have met him before. The last thing I want to do is seem like some kind of tongue-tied idiot, so I guess I should just learn to let this one go.
 
   While some English girl places an order in the line directly ahead of Reed, I try to act normal. Sure, I'm imagining what it'd be like to go on a date with this guy, but that doesn't mean anything's going to happen. It's simply a reflection of the fact that I haven't had a proper date for a very long time. I'm totally overreacting to what amounts to little more than a quick, snatched conversation in a coffee shop and a brief case of mistaken identity. Damn it, I need to get a grip before I fall completely down the rabbit hole.
 
   "Chloe?" Reed says suddenly.
 
   Turning, I see that Chloe is -
 
   I pause again.
 
   Chloe?
 
   Who the hell is Chloe? As I watch a puzzled-looking woman walk away, I realize that something strange is definitely happening here. I turn and look back at Reed, and I can see that he's thinking the same thing.
 
   "Your name's Reed," I say cautiously. "Isn't it?"
 
   He stares at me. "Caroline?"
 
   I take a deep breath. It's as if there's some kind of mental block that's preventing me from remembering exactly where I've met Reed before, but I feel as if we have a strong connection. Sure, it could be a case of deja vu, but I can't shake the sensation that this guy has meant something to me at some point in the past.
 
   "Do you want to get a coffee?" he asks after a moment. "Maybe... talk about this?"
 
   I nod.
 
   Later that day, we meet up for a drink. We talk about our lives, and about how we each have this very strong feeling that we've met before. It's crazy, but I swear to God I've spent time with him in the past, and he admits that he feels the same way. It quickly becomes clear that I remember specific details about his life, including the fact that he has a son named Tommy, but neither of us can explain how we could have met before without remembering. Eventually our conversation turns to recent events. We both have a vague memory of something huge happening, some kind of life-changing event, but after a while we realize that we're both stubbornly unable to remember the details. By the time the evening ends, we're at a loose end, but we agree to meet up again the next night, to talk about it some more. Eventually, after several of these meetings, I end up going home with him. In some strange way, it even feels as if we've slept together before, but finally we decide to stop focusing on the weirder aspects of our meeting. One night in late October, we go for our first proper date, to a little Chinese theater in downtown Manhattan...
 
   And that's when I discover that suddenly, out of nowhere, I seem to be fluent in Chinese.
 
   


  
 

ALSO AVAILABLE
 
    
 
   Asylum: The Complete Series (All 8 Books)
 
    
 
   After killing her younger brother, Annie Radford is sent to Lakehurst Psychiatric Hospital. But Lakehurst hides some dark secrets. Patients are regularly subjected to 'special treatment' in the basement, while the cruel Nurse Winter rules the hospital with an iron fist. As Annie struggles to retain her sense of identity, she finds herself being drawn deeper and deeper into the mysteries of Lakehurst.
 
    
 
   Suffering under the horrific conditions imposed on her at Lakehurst, Annie starts to doubt her own sanity, especially when she once again starts to hear the voices that plagued her when she was younger. Who is the strange old man in the attic? What does Jerry keep in a jar in the basement, and why is he so keen to continue with his macabre and vicious experiments? Where did the husks come from? And how is this all linked to mysterious radio signals being monitored in a forest hundreds of miles away? This volume collects all 8 books in the Asylum series.
 
    
 
   Devil's Briar: The Complete Series (All 8 Books)
 
    
 
   In the remote wilderness of Colorado, Bill and Paula Mitchell discover an entire lost town. Devil's Briar was abandoned many years ago, and has fallen into disrepair. But it soon becomes clear that the town contains some special and highly unusual qualities, and that elements of the past are seeping through into the present. As she tries to get to the bottom of the mystery, Paula finds herself drawn deeper and deeper into the bizarre time loop that keeps the entire town trapped in eternity.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, back in the 1920s, the town of Devil's Briar is visited by a mysterious scientist named Thomas Paternoster and his niece Victoria. For the people of Devil's Briar, it becomes clear that strange events are transpiring, and the most obvious cause is the giant new cross that Thomas Paternoster has erected in the town square. For some people, this cross is a sign of the town's purity, but for others it is a dangerous symbol of Thomas Pasternoster's plans. Soon it becomes clear that nothing in Devil's Briar will ever be the same again, and that two time periods are merging with horrific consequences. This volume contains all 8 books in the Devil's Briar series.
 
    
 
   Broken Blue: The Complete Series (All 8 Books)
 
    
 
   Returning home for her father's funeral, Elly Bradshaw soon finds herself drawn into the dangerous world of billionaire Mark Douglas. Although she finds Mark irresistible, Elly learns he hides a dark secret. She's quickly pulled deep into a dark sexual game that threatens to change the way she views the world forever.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile, back in the late nineteenth century, another set of players are caught up in the same game. Tortured by his role as Mr. Blue, Edward Lockhart sets out to end the game forever. His failure, however, results in the arrival of Jonathan Pope onto the scene. Cynical and only interested in a payday, Pope begins to investigate the shadowy trio of players who keep the game alive. By the time he learns the truth, however, he's in too deep to ever escape. This volume contains all 8 books in the Broken Blue series.
 
    
 
   Lupine Howl: The Complete First Series (All 8 Books)
 
    
 
   Arriving in London, penniless and alone, Jess finds herself forced to live on the streets. She soon encounters Duncan, a mysterious man who seems to be caught up with some very dangerous people. Duncan is a werewolf, forced to scavenge on the streets of the city and unable to break free from his master, a vicious, cruel man named Thomas Lumic. But there's a war coming. Humanity is no longer prepared to tolerate the existence of the werewolves.
 
    
 
   When Duncan is captured, Jess has to travel deep beneath London to a subterranean city known as the Underworld, where she must find a way to free Duncan from Thomas Lumic. Then she and Duncan must head north, to Scotland, where the last werewolves face a final battle against a human army that is determined to wipe them out. Along the way, Jess encounters some truly hideous and bizarre creatures, including the haunting Flesh Weavers, the vicious Loom People, the mysterious Wormwood, the hideous Golvs, and a flesh-sucking little boy who rules a circus of fear. Out now - 180,000 words for just $2.99!
 
    
 
   Lupine Howl: The Complete Second Series (All 8 books)
 
    
 
   The second series of Lupine Howl begins with Duncan and Jess being recruited for a dangerous mission, and ends with them fighting for their lives against one of the most evil creatures that has ever lived. From the moment he receives a message from Black Annis, Duncan is convinced that someone or something is manipulating things behind the scenes. His suspicions are heightened as he and Jess find themselves facing a series of unusual creatures, until finally the truth becomes clear: Thomas Lumic is still alive, and is determined to gain his revenge over Duncan.
 
    
 
   The stage is set for a final battle in which Duncan must put aside his fears and face his former master once and for all. But along the way, ghosts from the past conspire to drive a wedge between him and Jess, leaving Duncan facing the possibility that he will end up along, regardless of what happens. Meanwhile, Jess discovers the truth about Anna, the girl who once traveled with Duncan and whose death has haunted him down the years. Out now - 180,000 words for just $2.99!
 
    
 
   Ghosts: The Complete Series (All 8 Books)
 
    
 
   Having been brutally murdered by her own father, Beth Keneally wakes up and discovers she's now a ghost. Determined to protect her little sister Elise from becoming her father's next victim, Beth finds herself forming an alliance with an unlikely group of other ghosts who have all found themselves trapped on Earth. Meanwhile, an angel named Kal has arrived in town to hunt down God and Satan, who have made a bet with each other that they can wipe their memories and live as humans for an entire lifetime.
 
    
 
   But as Kal tries to determine God and Satan's true identities, he finds himself increasingly subject to the wild human emotions of his new body. Ghosts: The Complete Series collects together all eight books in the Ghosts series, which includes encounters with creatures such as the mysterious Red Man and a living plague. Out now - 160,000 words for just $2.99!
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