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This
book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are either a
product of the authors imagination or are used factiously. Any resemblance to actual
persons or events, living or dead, is entirely coincidental. 








Introduction: We’re Not in Oz Anymore 


 


Sometimes I feel like I’m from a different world. When I was
a little boy, we had three television stations, no more. Later, cable came
along, giving us several more stations. If you wanted to see a movie, you had
to see it while it was showing at the theater. If you missed it during its
first run, maybe you could catch it during its second or third run, but only if
it was popular enough to have a
second or third run. After that, you had to wait a year or two for it to show
up on network television, heavily edited to fit in all those commercials and
cropped to fit your TV screen.


 


Then there was The
Wizard of Oz, which showed up once a year, every year, on television.
Those showings were big events for my friends and I. We never missed them. We
talked about the movie in anticipation of each showing, and then we talked
about it long after it had shown. 


 


The Wizard of Oz was then, and remains
today, my all-time favorite movie. It has everything—it has laughs, it’s
filled with wonder and magic, and it’s scary as hell. No matter how many times
we saw it, my little friends and I never failed to be terrified by that witch
and her damned flying monkeys. 


 


Along with Peter
Pan, The Wizard of Oz was my favorite childhood story for all the same
reasons the movie was my favorite movie. It had everything. Even more than the movie, the
book had gore—chopped-off heads rolled aplenty in the book. 


 


But back to the movie. It showed every year, and we
children looked forward to it like some kind of religious event. For those two
hours, time stopped and everything else was dropped so we could watch it. We
were transported from our living rooms to a magical land of witches and
Munchkins and cranky apple trees. 


 


Now, of course, things are very different. Movies
don’t have second and third runs in theaters. They run once, and are heavily
dependent on their opening-weekend take. Then they go to the video store months
later, then to Pay-Per-View, then to cable. 


 


The Wizard of Oz still plays once a year on
TV, but it just isn’t the same. You don’t have to wait for that annual network
run to see it—you can rent it at the video store anytime you want to see
it, or maybe take it off your own shelf and view it whenever the mood moves
you. 


 


Somehow, this has leeched some of the magic from the
viewing experience. There was something very exciting about being able to see
the movie only once a year. Now, somehow, it’s just another movie, like all the
rest. It’s still my all-time favorite, but it’s no longer a movie so special
that you can only see it once a year on TV. 


 


I’ve seen the movie countless times. I can sing the
songs and recite the dialogue along with the actors, as I’m sure millions of
others can. I still get a lump in my throat when 


 


Judy Garland sings “Somewhere Over the Rainbow.” And
I still get a little misty-eyed when it comes time for Dorothy to leave her new
friends behind in Oz. It’s a remarkable picture that has withstood the test of
time, and will, I’m sure, continue to do so for generations to come. The movie
and the books have always—as a child and even as an adult—given me
a feeling of comfort. They have always made me feel somehow safe. 


 


I bring all this up in order to discuss Bloodstained Oz. We’ve all seen the
movie dozens of times, and many of us have read the Oz books. Christopher
Golden and James A. Moore know this,
and they have decided to punish us
for it. They have decided to take our love for this timeless, magical story and
use it to fuck with our heads. They have set out to use the familiar elements
of Oz to scare the living shit out of us. 


 


And they have succeeded. 


 


Now that I’ve read this novella, I will never be able
to look at Oz the same way again. When I watch the movie or read the books, I
will forever have Bloodstained Oz peering
over my shoulder and whispering in my ear in a hissing, sibilant voice, You’re not safe anymore. 


 


With beautifully understated prose, Golden and Moore
take an ax to one of the most beloved stories ever written. They take delight
in moving its characters and creatures from our dreams to our nightmares. 


 


Bloodstained Oz is one of the creepiest
pieces of fiction I’ve read in a long, long time, and it’s going to take awhile
to shake it from my mind. It doesn’t pull any punches. It doesn’t give the
reader a break. It’s relentless and terrifying, and that’s all I’m going to
tell you about it. 


 


Think of all the wonderful memories you have of The Wizard of Oz. Think of all the
times you watched the movie as a child and the delight you took in the
Technicolor Munchkins and Glinda the Good Witch and the dancing Scarecrow and
the poor Tin Man who longed for a heart and the Cowardly Lion who so wanted to
be king of the jungle. Think of the times your mother read the book to you, or
the times you read it yourself. Think of how much you’ve come to love that
story. 


 


Now, kiss all of that good-bye...and read on.... 


 


RAY GARTON
December 5, 2005 Anderson, California 
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      By the summer of Nineteen Hundred and
Thirty Three, the good people of Hawley, Kansas, had tucked all their hope for
the future into attics and storm cellars and other places where you put things
you tell yourself you might need someday, but really are just too sentimental
or practical to throw away.  It was more than a hardscrabble life.  It was a
dry, dusty bit of hell.  But nobody in Hawley was foolish enough to predict that
things couldn’t get worse.  If there was one thing they’d learned in the past
two years, it was that things could always
get worse.


      The 1920s had been the boom time. 
Demand for wheat was sky high and prices soared.  Millions of acres of Great
Plains farmland were plowed under to plant wheat.  Nineteen Hundred and Thirty
One had brought a bumper crop,  – twelve million bushels –
according to the papers.  So much damned wheat that prices plummeted from
sixty-eight cents a bushel the year before, to twenty-five.


      Farms shut down; fields were abandoned,
as those who couldn’t adapt drifted away, spirit broken.


      But most of the folks in Hawley had
faith in the land.  They’d seen the hardest of times when they’d arrived in
Kansas and built towns where there’d been only grasslands before.  Pioneer
spirit remained.  The pioneers had known how to survive.  Prayer at sunup and
sundown; sweat and grit all the day long.


      Farmers increased their herd of milk
cows, sold the cream for the money to survive, and fed the skimmed milk to
chickens and pigs.  But it wasn’t just the price of wheat that scoured the
land.


It was the wrath of God.


That’s what Gayle Franklin’s daddy told her.  “The wrath of God, Sugar,
that’s what it is.  We were supposed to take care of the land.  Hell, ain’t
that why He put us here in the first place?  But folks got greedy.”


Gayle was afraid of God.


’30 had been a dry year, but it only got worse.  All those abandoned
fields went to dirt.  Bart Franklin told his little girl he’d never seen anything
like the winds that swept the land, the storms that went through from time to
time.  Biblical weather, he called it.  Hundred-degree heat, drought, and far
too often a blow that would choke what crops remained with dirt stirred up from
the parched land.


The dust bowl, they called it.


Once, when he’d had a bit of whiskey, Gayle heard her daddy say the
phrase made it sound quaint, almost pleasant; that they weren’t living in the
dust bowl, they were living in Hell.  She was never sure if he meant it.


But sometimes she wondered.


Wheat and other crops failed, the ground too dry to nurture them, and
farmers in Hawley took to harvesting thistles.  When the thistle crop failed,
other folks quit and ran.  But not Gayle’s mother and father.  They were
survivors.  They went out onto the land and dug up soap weed from the chalky
earth, chopped it up in a feed mill and fed it to the animals.  Mr. Yancey,
their nearest neighbor, tried to make a go of it as well.  His son Chester
found him dead under the hot sun, his heart burst.


There were blizzards and tornadoes and dirt storms that swept across
the plains like the End of Times, huge black clouds that turned day into night
and tore from the ground much of the year’s plantings.  Still, the pioneers
survived – those who would not surrender to despair or to the elements.


      Inside the farmers of the dust bowl, the
people of Hawley, Kansas, and inside the secret heart of Gayle Franklin, was
the unspoken certainty that whatever hardship was heaped upon them, they would
survive.  Gayle’s daddy had set her a fine example in that regard.


      Things might get even worse, but
somehow, they were sure, faith would carry them through; in the land, and in
themselves.


It was a foolish notion.  


      On a scorching July afternoon,
nine-year-old Gayle sat on the front porch of the house and stared down at her
dirty feet.  She had a glass of water in her hand and she took a sip, running
her tongue over her chapped lips and savoring the wetness of the water.  Warm
as it was, it was still cool compared to the day.  With a glance around to make
sure no one was watching, she spilled a few drops on her left foot, watching in
fascination as the water made dark streaks of the dirt on her skin.  Her daddy
would tan her behind if he saw her wasting water, when they’d had no rain for
near a month.  But it felt nice, and the look of it was interesting.


      The wind gusted, rattling the storm
door.  With a deep frown, the little girl looked up and turned west, the
direction from which the wind had come.


      The horizon was dark from earth to
heaven.  The black, churning dirt storm was eating up blue sky as it moved
across the land.  Gayle’s first thought was that at least there might be some
rain.  But if the storm was bad, there’d be no crops left to soak it up.


      Another gust hit her and her hair
whipped wildly about her head.  Grit stung her eyes and she reached up to wipe
it away.  Behind her the storm door slammed over and over.


      For just a moment, the wind died.  Out
across the farm she could see her daddy walking in the corn field.  It was a
meager crop, wilted and dry, but most of the farms in Hawley couldn’t get corn
to grow at all this summer, so they were lucky.  Something swayed in the corn,
dark and stiff, and she saw that it was the scarecrow that daddy had put up
when he’d seen that the corn was going to come in after all.


      “Wishful thinking,” Momma had called
that scarecrow.  Gayle wasn’t exactly sure what she meant, but hadn’t liked the
way momma had said that.


      As daddy turned and headed for the
house, buffeted by the rising wind, a big gust blew in.  There was a loud crack
like her daddy’s shotgun, and Gayle saw the scarecrow tumble over, blowing end
over end across the field.  The wind had snapped the wooden post right in two.


      And the storm hadn’t even reached the
farm yet.


      Gayle watched it, a wall of black cloud,
moving toward her.


      The wind died.  Her hair settled on her
shoulders and the storm door stopped its banging, but she wasn’t fooled.


      The storm kept on coming, and it brought
the darkness with it.
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      The guards at Guilford Prison’s work
camp didn’t seem to know a hell of a lot about the project the prisoners were
laboring over.  Something about irrigation ditches, which—in light of the
hard, dry earth—seemed about as sensible as knitting sweaters for sheep. 
On the rare occasions when the rains came, they swept through quick, splashed
enough water down to flood the plains for a day or two, and then they were
gone, leaving the land even more ruined than before.  The cisterns might be
filled, but the ground was so parched than it sucked up every ounce.


      Irrigation ditches were only useful when
there were rivers and streams with water to divert.  But there wasn’t so much
as a creek within ten miles of Hawley, Kansas that hadn’t gone dry as a bone. 
Some days the prisoners were set to work harvesting what little could be grown
in the soil, the pitiful wheat and corn, but more often thistle and scrub to
feed the livestock.  If not for the labor of the prisoners, no one at the work
camp would have eaten, not the inmates, nor the guards, nor the warden.


      But these ditches . . . far as Hank
Burnside was concerned, he might as well have been digging his own grave.


      The guards kept to whatever shade they
could find, shotguns and rifles resting over their shoulders or cradled in
their arms.  The sun was blistering hot, and the prisoners had to walk a fine
line.  The guards were so lethargic with the heat that they weren’t going to go
out of their way to stir up trouble—not even for amusement, the way they
did so often when the weather was cooler.  But tempers were on a short fuse,
and that meant the inmates knew better than to push their luck.


      Hank paused in his digging, jammed his
shovel into the ground and leaned on the handle.  He wiped the sweat from his
forehead with a rag, making a good show of his exhaustion, letting the guards
know how hard he’d been working.  But when he took up the shovel again and
plunged it into the crumbling, dry soil, he moved slowly and did not overexert
himself.  He’d seen other men just crumble in the field, toppling over to
sprawl in the dirt, and he didn’t intend to share their fate.  As long as the
guards saw that he appeared to be working hard, they weren’t going to take a
closer look.


      Too damned hot for that.


      He gripped his callused hands tighter on
the handle of the shovel, ignoring the exhaustion that had become routine now
after two long years at the camp.  Just yesterday he had reached the halfway
point in his sentence.  Now there were fewer days trapped here ahead of him
than there were behind.  With that in mind, he could ignore the heat and the
sweat, the ache in his bones, and the way the dirt caked him and the grit stung
his eyes.


The shovel split the gray, dusty earth with a scraping rasp.  Hank paused.
 A fresh trickle of sweat ran down the center of his back, almost cold compared
to his sun-baked flesh, and he shivered.


      The wind kicked up suddenly and he had
to turn his face away to avoid getting a mouthful of flying dirt.


      “Jesus God, look at that.”


      Hank shielded his eyes with a hand and
peered toward the horizon.  The breath froze in his lungs.  Four or five miles
off it looked like the world simply ended, as though he could have walked over
to the edge and thrown himself into some infinite abyss.  From sun-bleached
earth, the landscape gave way to a wall of pure blackness, a churning cloud of
coal black shadows.


      “Son of a bitch, Hank, you ever see a
storm like that?


      The words came from Terry Pritcher, a
cattle thief who’d been in Guilford since the age of seventeen.  Fourteen years
working the fields had made him lean and ropy with muscle, but it hadn’t made
him any smarter.


      Hank didn’t even look at Terry, only
shook his head.  “Never.”


      In seconds, the wind kicked up hard,
whipping at them and raising loose dirt from the soil, swirling it around them,
scouring their flesh.  Hank covered his eyes, but could not stop glancing at
the storm.


      It was coming their way.


      Already, the sky above was darkening.


      “What do you think, boss?” Pritcher
called to the nearest guard.  “We ought to get to some cover, don’t you think?”


      Fat drops of warm rain began to fall. 
It felt to Hank as though they seared him instead of soothing, and the dirt in
the air sucked at the moisture as though refusing to share.


      The guard, J.D. Cotton, scowled, but
turned to look where Pritcher was pointing.  When Cotton looked, they all
looked.  All of the guards and all of the prisoners out digging in the
withered, lifeless earth.


      The upper edges of the dirt storm had
begun to spread, mushrooming outward high above, so that it seemed grim black
thunderheads were reaching out to claim more of the world.  Soon all of the
sunlight would be blotted out, day would become false night, and they would all
be choked by the wind and the dirt.


      “All right, boys,” Cotton said, raising
his shotgun and firing once into the air.  “Get moving.  Stay together.  Anyone
takes on the foolish notion that this might be a good time to rabbit gets
buckshot in the balls.  Go!”


      The men began to move toward the
equipment truck, carrying their shovels and rolling wheelbarrows to load into
the back.


      The air changed.


      Hank felt it.  He stopped, and someone
collided with him from behind.


      “Damn it, Burnside, what the hell’s
wrong with you?” an angry voice barked.


      He wasn’t listening.  With a frown, he
turned to look at the storm again.  The pressure of the air had changed.  The
wind had shifted direction.  He squinted and had to blink a few times to make
sure he was really seeing what he thought he was seeing.


      The crest of the storm had blotted out
much of the sky, quickly moving their way.  And in that churning darkness,
several funnels had begun to form.  Fingers of furious nature and swirling dirt
reached toward the ground.


      “Tornadoes!” Hank shouted, pointing.


      Inmates and guards alike began shouting,
cussing, and took off at a run.  The guards climbed into the two trucks. 
Inmates pulled themselves into the beds of both, no one giving a damn if they
were kneeling on shovel blades.  The gates of Guilford were mostly barbed wire
around the outside, but the buildings inside were like bunkers.  They ought to
be safe within the walls, in cells or cellars.


      Hank Burnside wasn’t afraid of anything,
but only a fool wouldn’t have run in the face of that storm.  As he gripped the
back of the equipment truck, the engine roared and the driver put her into gear
and started off.  Hank glanced back to see a lone figure in dirty prison
overalls racing for an irrigation ditch.


      Terry Pritcher figured this was his
chance.  With the guards distracted, he was on the run.


      J.D. Cotton put down his shotgun and
picked up a rifle, calmly judging the wind and the distance.  He raised the
rifle to his shoulder and shot Pritcher in the head from a hundred yards out. 
Blood and brain and bone sprayed out, mixed with the dirt and the wind and
disappeared, even as Pritcher fell into a ditch, dead as the bleached earth.


      The truck rattled onto the dirt road and
headed toward Guilford Prison.


      The storm kept coming.  The sky turned
black.  One after the other, the tornadoes touched down.  The ground shook and
the wind began to scream.
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Jeremiah wailed inconsolably, and only one thing could soothe him. 
Elisa bared her breast and settled her baby against her, doing her best not to
wince.  He was starting to teethe and she was tender.  Though that sharp pain
paled by comparison to the deep ache in her temples, the pressure pounding at
her skull with each beat of her heart.  The throbbing of her pulse was like the
fist of a giant, squeezing her head.


      Breathe,
she told herself.  Fresh air will help. 
And a few minutes of quiet . . . a few minutes without fighting.


She loved her husband, Stefan, but he shared the blame for her
headache.  Elisa had begun the argument, but the man was so stubborn that they
could not have ended it peacefully.  She wished now she had not yelled at him. 
Then they could at least have pretended to be happy today.


Instead they rode together on the seat at the front of the wagon in the
silent aftermath of their argument.  Stefan held the reins and willfully
avoided looking her way.


Some days she could not remember what it had been like before they came
to America, before his dreams and the arrival of their baby son had taken away
any hope they had of comfort and peace.  Elisa loved Jeremiah with all of her
heart and soul—and she still loved Stefan in spite of it all—but
the life they had made was misery for her.  They fought because she could not
keep silent about it, and because Stefan was not willing to admit that perhaps
his dreams had led them down a treacherous path.  That this had been a mistake
. . . that they should leave Kansas, and try to find a new life somewhere else.


      Elisa flinched as Jeremiah scraped her
nipple with his teeth.  She looked down at her baby and saw the tired
contentment on his face, the closest thing to bliss that existed in the world,
and she smiled.  As long as she had Jeremiah, she could endure whatever came.


      She bent to kiss the baby’s head, and
when she glanced up, she caught Stefan studying her with love and regret in his
eyes.  But he said nothing.  Only shook his head and turned to gaze at the
darkening sky on the horizon.


      After a moment, he finally spoke, but
his tone was clipped and distant. 


“There’s a bad storm coming.  Dirt storm, most likely.  We need to find
shelter.”  The wagon creaked and swayed beneath them, the wheels moving over
the uneven ground and rocking them like a boat upon a turbulent sea.


Elisa bit her lower lip and resisted the urge to tell him that shelter
would be easier to find if he hadn’t been swindling the people at all of the
surrounding farms.  She looked at the mass of clouds that churned in the
heavens and blinked the grit away from her eyes.  Then she cradled Jeremiah
even more tightly to her as he fed.  Jeremiah made it all worthwhile, even the
deceptions. 


She knew her anger was fruitless, but that did not stop it coming.  Her
family was Rom, and they’d traveled all of Europe in wagons much like this one.
 But that was three generations ago and she could not live her life the way
that her ancestors had.  She’d gone to school; she’d been educated and—in
her mother’s words—civilized.  This wasn’t any sort of life she had
wished for.


All of the things that Stefan did—including selling his camphor
and alcohol elixir and making absurd promises about its virtues—he did
for the sake of their family.  She could forgive him that.  But he would not
need to make up such lies if his damned wanderlust had not stranded them in
this blighted land to begin with.  They would never have gotten rich on what he
had earned as a fishmonger in Boston, but they would have made due.  Now their
house was a distant memory and he held onto the belief that he could somehow
make enough as a traveling salesman to earn them a better life somewhere else. 


Elisa had her thick, curly hair pulled back into a ponytail.  The wind
that harbingered the storm buffeted her and her hair whipped across her face. 
That same growing breeze lifted dust from the ground in a rising ghost of a cloud
and cast it across the rutted path the wagon moved along. 


Stefan called to the horses and pulled the reins, halting the wagon.  


“Elisa!  Take Jeremiah and go inside!” 


His voice was strained, but she knew her husband well enough to know
that it was not anger than unsettled him now.  It was fear.


The sky roiled with black clouds, a tidal wave of storm that swept
slowly toward them.  Black fingers reached down from the sky and traced across
the ground.  She had seen tornadoes before, of course, but never this close. 
Four thin strands of dust and filth spread apart and cut into the land from
each point of the compass.  Darkness danced madly where they touched the arid
earth and brought the promise of sudden, violent death. 


The sky howled and Elisa climbed from the seat, holding her son to her
chest.  She went around to the back of the wagon and clambered through the
curtain flaps that hung there, Jeremiah in one arm.  Stefan shouted to the
horses, got them moving again, and coaxed them along, heading off of the road
and across a barren field. 


She quickly strapped down the few items that were not already tied in
place, resisting the urge to throw Stefan’s elixirs out through the back while
he was too occupied to notice.  In the wagon, some of the many crucifixes he
had collected in his travels swayed from their chains and on hooks.  Through
the small window she could see a man dancing madly, waving his arms as he
whirled in tight circles. 


Jeremiah removed his mouth from her nipple and belched, looking up at
her with all the trust and love in the world.  She smiled at her little boy and
then looked out the window again in time to see the lunatic dancer careen
toward the wagon.  Elisa almost screamed but instead merely sighed when she
realized it was merely a scarecrow broken free from his post.  The canvas face
smashed against the window and black button eyes stared at her for a moment
before the wind stole back its dancing partner.            


Elisa held on to her son with both of her arms as the wagon rocked and
swayed dangerously toward the left.  Through the window she caught a quick
glimpse of a farmhouse, and a second later of the monstrous black nightmare
that tore it asunder.  


Outside, doing his best to lead them to safety, Stefan held on to the
reins and cursed his horses as they whinnied in fear.  Elisa closed her eyes
and held her breath as shattered boards and tar paper shingles hurtled through
the air, all that remained of a home destroyed by the fury of the storm. 


Elisa lay down in the center of the wagon and sheltered her son with
her body.  She had no faith in God, but she refused to believe that she and her
family would have come all of this way to die in the middle of a stretch of
ruined farmland. 


A hail of debris, rocks and dust assailed the wagon and she could her
husband praying.  “Please, Lord,” he called out to the howling storm.  “Watch
over Elisa and Jeremiah.  Protect us, keep us safe in Your hands and shelter us
from this and all obstacles.  Amen.”


Elisa would not pray.


Funnel clouds moved across their path and blocked every possible method
of escape.  But she would not pray.


      If there ever had been a God, she felt
certain He had long since gone deaf.






[bookmark: _Chapter_Four]Chapter Four


 


Gayle Franklin swallowed the hot grit that coated her tongue and stared
at the sky with wide eyes.  The air was still, and she could see the dust
falling from the air in a fog of midnight. 


The storm was coming this way, a massive wall of churning dirt and
hurricane wind that was going to plow right over them.  She knew she had to
move, knew every warning sign she was seeing, but her legs didn’t want to
follow orders from her head.  Off in the field, she saw her father running for
the house, his legs pumping furiously and one hand held to his face, clutching
the handkerchief that made it possible for him to breathe at all in the caul of
gray dust.  She could track his progress by the little clouds that rose up from
the dirt with his every step, could see his wide, frantic eyes.


“Pa…” she called, her voice breaking.


He used to be such a big man and these days he seemed as skinny as the
scarecrow she’d watched blow away.  The calm was here, and the storm was on its
tail, furiously hunting for prey.  She called to her father again, but her
voice was a whisper and a whole field still separated them. 


Behind him the midnight clouds descended, spitting dusky shadows into
the air even before they touched the ground.  That was silliness, of course, a
touch of heat fever on her brow surely, because any fool knew a tornado that
hadn’t touched down yet couldn’t have picked anything up to begin with.  Any
fool from Kansas, at least. 


“Run, Pa . . . run faster . . .” Gayle placed her hand on the window
and felt a chill on the glass that earlier had been hot to the touch.  Far in
the distance she could see the Yancey farm, where Lorenzo and Enid Yancey had
been toiling as hard as her own folks, but with less success.  Her eyes moved
from her father, closer now, so much closer than he had been before, his legs
moving almost in a blur, over to the Yancey place.  She was looking directly at
buildings she had known all of her life when the tornado touched the roof of
the house like the hand of God. 


Gayle stepped back from the window, rigid with horror, as the Yancey
farm disintegrated, feeding itself into the cyclone.  The base of the thing had
been a tiny tendril and now was a serpentine dervish, twisting and shaking as
it roared and ripped the Yancey place apart. 


She looked toward the heavens, almost expecting to see an angry face, a
horrid mouth and eyes of lightning staring back.  There was only the storm, but
she was not comforted.  Somehow its blank fury was worse.


Below her, the front door slammed open, the wind banging it against the
house again and again, a cavernous drum beat that startled her almost as much
as the sound of the tornado.


“Gayle!  You get down here, girl!  There’s a twister coming our way!” 


When she heard her father’s voice she let out the breath she hadn’t
been aware of holding.  Her eyes remained locked on the funnel as it writhed
and snapped at the air.  For a moment she thought she saw angels in the sky,
holding the clouds at bay and struggling to protect them all. 


But that couldn’t be.  Angels had to be stronger than a storm, or they
wouldn’t be angels.  Still she would have sworn to the Almighty Himself that
she saw winged men falling to the ground from impossible heights.  Angels cast
down or demons ready to pillage the land and take whatever the twister left
behind. 


“GAYLE!”


Her father’s scream snapped her out of her fearful trance and Gayle
rushed out of her bedroom into the hall.  The house wasn’t safe, couldn’t
possibly be safe.  She knew that as surely as she knew the view from her window
would never be the same again. 


The stairs creaked and seemed to sway beneath her feet as she ran down
to the first floor, her eyes stung by the dust blowing in through the open
door, where he father stood waiting. 


“We have to run, Sugar!  We have to run now!” 


He was thinner than when she was a child, true, but her father grabbed
Gayle in his arms and half carried her as he ran for the storm cellar.  Across
the yard, her mother waited for them with one of the heavy wooden doors propped
up, straining to hold it open despite the wind.  The doors led down into the
earth itself.  Gayle had never liked it down there.


Beyond her mother she could see only the blackness of the dirt storm,
this terrible night that had swallowed the day, and hear little besides the
churning roar of the tornado that come down out of it and now moved toward their
home, tearing the very earth apart in its fury. 


Gayle scrambled down the wooden stairs nailed into the ground and lost
herself deep in the darkness of the storm cellar, her hands trembling.  Her
mother came down next and moved to her, a strong woman with a face made old
before it should have been.  Her father was last, pausing only long enough to
slam the cellar doors shut, and then lock them into place with a stout
crossbeam as thick around as his own thigh. 


They huddled together in the darkness, in the chill of the underground
shelter, and Gayle wondered what would be left of the farm when the storm was
done with its tantrum.  She closed her eyes and clutched at the arms of her
parents as the darkness howled above them and rattled the wooden doors.  Her
eyes stayed closed, sealed against the nightmares and the night. 
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      The morning after the dirt storm and the
tornadoes had torn their way through Hawley, Gayle awoke in the cellar under
the Franklins’ farm house.  A layer of dust covered her, having slipped like
mist through the cracks around the doors and collected on everything and
everyone while the family slept.


      The doors stood wide open and the sun
shone down the steps onto the dirt floor.  Gayle smiled at the sight, a strange
relief coming over her.  It had been foolish—childish, she told
herself—but she had been afraid that morning would never come, that the
darkness of that storm would swallow the world and she’d have to live in the
wind and the dark forever, with the scream of the tornadoes making her clutch
her hands to the side of her head every moment.


      She had fallen asleep like that, with
her hands over her ears.


      “Momma?” Gayle said softly.  She wiped
grit from her eyes as she stood up and then brushed off her dress.  Suddenly
she needed very badly to pee.


      With a frown she headed for the splash
of sunlight, and then up the stairs and outside.  The first thing she saw was
that a section of the south field had been plowed up by a twister, crops torn
out of the ground.  The fence down that end of the property was just gone, save
a few splintered posts sticking up out of the dirt.  Of the Yancey farm in the
distance, all that she could see was jagged rubble.  The barn and the house had
been reduced to nothing but memories.


      Gayle stared, breath caught in her
throat.  How could that be?  How could they just be gone?  And if the buildings
were gone, where were the Yanceys?


      In
town, she told herself.  They must
have gone into town.


      “Momma?” she asked again, if only to
hear the comforting sound of her own voice.  For several seconds she did not
even look around from the devastation.  Then, with no response from her mother,
she started around to the front of the house.


      The windows were all open.  Two of the
big ones had cracks in the glass, but hadn’t shattered.  That was lucky.  From
inside she heard the sounds of cabinets being opened and closed, and now she
called out louder.


      “Momma?”


      Her mother’s face appeared in a kitchen
window, a crack in the glass like a scar slicing down her cheek.  “Morning,
Sugar.  You still in one piece?”


      Gayle smiled, heart swelling with the
sound of her mother’s voice.  “Yes, ma’am.  One piece.”


      “You looked peaceful and I didn’t want
to wake you, darlin’.  We’ve got a lot of work to do today.  I’m trying to
clean up a bit in here, and to figure out if we’ve got anything to eat that
isn’t caked with dirt.  I don’t suppose you want mud pies for breakfast?”


      The little girl rolled her eyes
heavenward.  “No, ma’am.  If it’s all right with you, I don’t have much
appetite for mud pies.”


      Her mother laughed softly and now Gayle
looked around.  “Daddy out in the field?”


      “Looking over the damage,” she
confirmed, and then her smile faded.  “We’ve still got some crops growing out
there that didn’t get choked out in the storm.  Ain’t gonna be easy, but we’re
a sight better off than the Yanceys.  Poor folks don’t have anything left.”


      “Are they all right?” Gayle asked, eyes
widening.


      “Believe so.  Your daddy thinks they
went into town last night after the worst of it past, looking for a place to
stay.”


      Which was exactly what Gayle had
thought.  She liked the idea that she and her father had come to the same
conclusion.  It made her feel grown up, somehow.


      “You come on in and give me a hand, now,
little one.  You hear?”


      “Yes, Momma.  But I’ve got to go, first.”


      Her mother had begun to move away from
the window, but now her face returned, a lopsided smile turning into a soft
laugh.  “Well go on, then, Gayle.  You don’t need permission to pee.”


      Again she brushed at her dress, dust
clouding around her.  A clear, gentle breeze carried it away.  There were wisps
of white clouds in the sky, but no trace of the deadly, brutal weather that had
come through the previous afternoon and evening.


      Gayle walked along the porch and then
around the side, headed for the outhouse.  Fortunately, the little hut had not
been blown over by the storm.  As she walked, she peered across the farm in
search of her father.  She saw a figure near the corn that she thought might be
him, but then she realized that it was just the scarecrow.


      In her mind she could still see the way
it had snapped off and pinwheeled away in the wind.  Her daddy must have
repaired it already, wanting to take care of the corn, since that particular
crop had withstood the storm pretty well.  If the new dirt and dust that would
have been spread across the field didn’t choke the stalks, it would be just
fine.


      That made her feel a little better.


      As she began to look away, the sun
glinted off of something on the ground and the gleam caught her eye.  Gayle
paused, then veered in that direction.  The need to visit the outhouse had
abated a little now that her attention was elsewhere.


      On the ground, covered in a layer of
dried dirt, was a doll with red hair and a pretty pink dress.


      Gayle squealed with surprise and bent to
pick up the doll, gleeful as though it was Christmas morning.  After the terror
of the storm, this was better than Christmas.


      She brushed off the doll’s dress and
then touched its face.  The head of the doll was porcelain and when she traced
her finger across it, she found that the enamel gleamed.  The doll’s eyes and
smile made her so happy that she hugged it to her, and even as she did, she saw
the others.


      Scattered across the yard in front of
her were other dolls, dozens of porcelain figures, some of them almost a foot
long but others tiny things small enough to fit into the palm of her hand. 
This time, Gayle did not squeal.  She held her breath and stared in utter
astonishment.  Wherever these dolls had come from, a twister must have sucked
them up and then dropped them down right here on her property.


      Her mind raced as she walked over to
pick up the next one, with pretty blond hair, and then the next, a little baby
doll with the widest blue eyes.  This was someone’s collection, somewhere.  If
they ever found out where the dolls had landed, they’d want to take them away.


      Heat touched her cheeks and her eyes
threatened tears when she thought of someone taking the dolls away.  Gayle
wasn’t greedy.  She wouldn’t need to keep them all.  There were so many she
couldn’t count, dozens of them.  But even if she could keep a few—the
prettiest ones—her daddy might be able to sell the others and make a
little money.  That would help the whole family.  It would be terrible if they
had to give them back.


      She crouched to look at a doll whose
porcelain face looked different, darker.  In her brown dress, the doll was
almost like an Indian squaw, and Gayle decided that was exactly what she was.


      Maybe, if she was lucky, no one would
ever come looking.  Whoever had collected them would think the storm had taken
them away and that was that.  After all, who would have thought all of these
dolls could be carried away by a twister without the violence of the storm
breaking their porcelain heads.  Not one of them was damaged.  Dirty, yes, but
unbroken.


      Her arms were already full, so she did
not pick up the squaw doll.  She would have to collect them all and bring them
up to the house to show her mother.  


Gayle stood up and glanced around, and again the scarecrow in the
cornfield caught her eye.  She was nearer to it now, and something made her
frown and stare harder.  It was the hat, she decided.  It was black and pointed
and didn’t look right.  In fact, she was sure it was not the same hat that the
scarecrow had always worn.


      Slowly, dolls clutched in her hands, she
walked across the yard to the cornfield and made her way to the scarecrow. 
There wasn’t a bird in sight, so it must have been doing its job.  The dolls
felt strangely heavy in her arms and, where their porcelain faces touched her
bare skin, they were cold.


      At first, Gayle stood and blinked at the
scarecrow.  It didn’t look right at all.  Their scarecrow had a brown jacket,
faded from the sun, and green pants.  This one wore different
clothes—clothes that had never belonged to her daddy.  It was a different
scarecrow altogether.


      And where the other scarecrow, the one
that had broken off and blown away, had been hung on its post, arms pinned to
the crossbar, this one had no crossbar at all.  Its arms hung down by its
sides.  Instead of being hung to the post, the enormous wooden
stake—possibly a piece of broken fence, now that she looked at
it—had been driven right down through its body so it stuck through the
scarecrow’s chest and up out of its back, right between the shoulder blades.


      It had an old burlap sack for a face,
with a slit for the mouth, stitched at the edges.  Gayle was afraid of the
scarecrow, now that she’d had a closer look.  Its eyes weren’t sewn or drawn
on—they were closed.  What kind of bird was going to be afraid of a
scarecrow that looked asleep.


      Or
dead, she thought.  It looks dead.


      The scarecrow opened its eyes, and it
screamed.  Its limbs splayed wide as it twisted on the post, a shriek of terror
and agony coming from its burlap mouth.  For several seconds it jerked and
flailed on the post and then the sudden burst of life seemed to dwindle.  Its
limbs fell with a flaccid slap and then it seemed to notice her.


      “It’ll spread here now, little girl . .
. the darkness . . . just like Oz, the blood will spill and it’s never enough .
. . the monsters are here . . .”


      Inside the burlap face, the eyes were
wide and white as a man’s.  Then they fluttered and closed again.  The
scarecrow twitched once, and then blood began to trickle from the corners of
its eyes and from its mouth, and to spread in a stain across its shirt.


      The blood dried in a moment, and then it
all began to fall apart.  The burlap, the fabric of the clothes, crumbled like
a withered beehive, falling to dust.  Red-stained straw spilled out onto the
ground, and soon that was all that remained of the scarecrow.


      Gayle had forgotten how badly she had
needed to pee.  She had been holding her breath, and now she gasped, and a hot
stream of it ran down her leg.


      At last she could scream.


      It echoed out across the fields.  No
birds were disturbed.  Not a single one.  The storm had kept them away, or
something had.  When the echo of her scream died, Gayle backed away from the
post that jutted from the ground and then at last turned and ran for home, the
porcelain dolls still clutched in her arms.


      The others, she would come back for
later, with her momma to help her gather them.


      Not alone.
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      Elisa felt like crawling out of her
skin.


      The wagon sat at a crossroads, just off
onto the grass so as not to block anyone coming along the way.  Stefan was
setting up a table just at the crux where the two roads met, about half a mile
outside of the center of Hawley.  Just about every farmer in the area who
wanted to go into town today for supplies or just to find someone to share the
tale of the dirt storm with would have to come this way to get there.


      Stefan had a plan.  He had gone through
his new pitch with her all morning.  “If you’re parched, Romany Elixir will
take away your thirst, and if you’re ailing, it’ll perk you up.  But this old
country concoction is not merely a tonic for your health, it’s the salvation of
your crops as well.  Now I don’t have a great deal of it, and it don’t come
cheap, but sprinkle a bit of this into the ground around the roots, and Romany
Elixir will revive your plantings just as it would your own spirits.”


      Her husband had been so excited when he
shared this with her.  Now she watched him, the cut of his handsome face, dark
with stubble, the strength in his powerful arms with the sleeves rolled up, and
the unruly thatch of his dark hair as he began to set bottles onto the table,
and Elisa knew she loved him.


      But she was ashamed of him as well.


      This was no life for her.  It had seemed
so romantic when he had first proposed it to her.  They had come from the old
country to Boston, but he had not settled easily into city life.  His heart had
wanted to wander.  They could not afford an automobile, and so the
old-fashioned cart had become their transport, and too often their shelter for
the night.


      Elisa had left the life of the Rom
behind and come to the new world for a new beginning.  And now it was as though
they had never left.  All across America, they were seen as “gypsies,” a hated
name.  And they were treated accordingly.  But what had they done to shake that
image from people’s minds?


      Sold them an elixir with promises of
miracles that would never come.


      She held her darling child in her arms
and sang to him.  Jeremiah gazed up at her with his laughing eyes, but they
were growing heavy.  He had just fed and needed to sleep now for a time.


      So she sang to him, and watched Stefan
at work, and dreaded the next car or truck or wagon to come along the road.


      The baby was growing and Elisa had to
shift him on her lap, still singing softly.  As she moved, she glanced
northward, toward the trees across the road, and she saw something moving in
the high grass.


      She froze.


      It could not be.


      But as it trotted toward them and the
grass parted, the sun shone off of its golden fur, muscles rippling beneath the
skin.  The wind ruffled its mane.  It paused and cocked its head, staring at
her as though evaluating her somehow.


      A lion.


      Impossible,
a tiny voice said in her mind.


      But there it was, real and solid, a
massive, murderous predator.  The intelligence in its eyes made her heart
clench in terror.  It stared at her hungrily.


      Somehow, she had kept singing, not even
aware of it.  Now she ceased.  After a moment, Stefan frowned and glanced up at
her, wondering why she had stopped.  From the corner of her eye she saw him
look at her, but she could not take her gaze from the lion.  The sight of the
beast riveted her.


      In her arms, Jeremiah began to cry.


      Stefan swore in the language of their
people.  He had seen the lion.  Elisa almost screamed to him to stay still, to
do nothing, afraid that he would bring the monster down upon them.


      Then her husband ran to the back of the
wagon and she could hear pots and crates shoved aside as he reached for his
rifle.


      The lion took its eyes off of Elisa and
she knew it was watching for Stefan’s return.  It glanced at her again, and for
some reason the great beast seemed weary to her, then.  Weary, and sad.


      It turned and ambled back into the
trees.


      By the time Stefan ran to the road with
his rifle, the lion was gone.
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      The prisoners of Guilford had spent the
night huddled against walls and praying that they would live to see the dawn. 
Now as the sun reached its zenith, most of them were once again praying for the
night to come and save them from the blistering heat.


Hank scraped his shovel blade through the ash-fine dust that had filled
in half of the irrigation ditches they’d been digging and held his breath as he
tossed it to the side.  Days, maybe weeks worth of work undone by the storm. 
But what difference did it make, really?  There was no reward for progress.  To
Hank, and the other prisoners, one ditch was as good as the next.


No one spoke about what had happened to Terry Pritcher the day before. 
No one had to.  The guards seemed at ease today, and Hank understood why.  They
could relax for a bit.  No one in their right mind would consider running the
day after another inmate’s head had been used as fertilizer.  Hank’s brain
might be boiling in his skull, but it was still working well enough to make
sure he used his common sense.


He paused a moment to wipe the sweat from his brow with the back of his
hand and then licked the salty fluids into his mouth.  Any moisture would do in
a pinch.  At least he’d never had to try drinking piss. 


The shovel went down again, and instead of catching loose soil, struck
something that gave a bright, almost musical note.  The noise was faint enough
that no one else heard it, but distinctly different from the usual thump. 


Hank stood up and stretched, pushing his hands into his lower back.  He
used the time to scan the area around him and notice where the guards were and
who they had their eyes on.  None of them were spying him just then, so he
reached down and brushed what passed for soil out of his way. 


Silver glinted at him in the sunlight.  Without missing a beat, he
leaned forward enough to make sure his shadow covered the reflected glare.  He
dropped his shovel to the ground and picked it up as quickly as he could while
catching the metal in his free hand.  Experienced fingers told him the metal
he’d glimpsed was only a small part of something larger and he closed his hand
around it. 


Fine links of chain and a larger metal piece that felt like it had
stones imbedded into the design.  Hank kept his face expressionless, but felt
his heart speed up a bit at the thought of what might be in his hand.  Could be
nothing more than costume jewelry, but after the storms from the night before,
it could have blown all the way from Europe as far as he was concerned. 


He wanted to sneak a look at his find, but wasn't sure if he dared. 


Emmett Blanton let out a whoop of celebration that damn near stopped
Hank’s heart.  Emmett wasn’t the smartest bird in the nest, and had a way of
proving it almost every day.  Normally he did something to annoy the guards and
get himself knocked around a little—but not too much.  Emmett was
practically the same thing as a pet dog around the place; enthusiastically
friendly and just dumb enough to bring a smile to the day. 


The problem was, whatever the thin man did, he did loudly.  Emmett had
a voice like a coyote stuck in a bear trap.  His laugh was a loud braying and
if he was angry he sounded more like a panicked swine. 


Today Emmett’s voice was the sound of a choking hyena.  Hank looked in
the man’s direction and saw him dancing—dancing!—in the blistering
heat.  Emmett’s hair fell damply down to his collar as he moved in an excited
jig; his right hand held up in a fist that he pumped up and down several times.



J.D. Cotton took care of the fancy footwork.  The guard stepped up and
slammed the butt of his shotgun into Emmett’s stomach.  The man dropped to the
dirt, gasping, his mouth working with nary a sound to be heard.  Cotton didn’t
seem to take any pleasure in the action.  He just did what he saw as his job. 


“What are you going on about, Blanton?” Cotton was in a foul mood. 
From what Hank had overheard, the bastard had lost part of his roof in the storms
the night before. Unlike Emmett, Hank managed not to smile or dance at the
thought. 


Emmett groaned and stood up, holding out his right hand for all to see.
 Cotton looked closely at is prize and let out a low whistle.  A green gemstone
the size of a walnut rested in his palm, glinting brightly in the sunlight. 


Hank let out his own low whistle of appreciation.  He'd never in his
life seen an emerald anywhere near the size of the thing in Emmett’s palm. 


Cotton reached out like a striking snake and tried to pluck the stone
from Emmett’s hand.  He failed.  Emmett was not bright, but he was fast.  He
clutched the emerald to his chest and turned away from the guard, looking over
his shoulder and frowning like some petulant kid.


“I found it!  You can’t have it!  It’s mine!” Emmett shook his head and
backed away, his eyes wide and focused only on Cotton.  That was his mistake. 
The other guards fell on him like a pack of wolves, but showed a lot less
mercy. 


Hank stood and watched the men beat Emmett into submission, knowing all
too well that if he tried to help the feeble minded man he’d get twice the same
as punishment. 


Cobb was smiling now, a tight little slash of sadistic pleasure.  He
didn’t let it show too often, but his penchant for violence was always there. 
Hank figured it was half the reason he was a guard, it gave his nastier
tendencies a place to express themselves. 


“Now, look what you did, Emmett.  Time for you to go explain why you’re
acting like a baby to the warden.”


Emmett shook his head, his face already swelling and one eye blackened
shut, on the verge of tears.  Cobb and two more guards hauled him away, while
the rest of the prisoners and their keepers watched. 


While all eyes were on Emmett and the guards, Hank glanced down at the
treasure he himself had found, and then hastily shoved it into his pocket.  The
fine links of the chain were silver and the centerpiece, a medallion of the
same precious metal, was studded with at least five small emeralds that were as
clear and beautiful as a glass of ice water. 


Hank started digging again, his skin suddenly cold.  He didn’t know how
the necklace had gotten there and he didn’t much care.  He just knew he’d have
to find a way to keep it safely hidden away until his sentence was up.  A piece
like that could make a man’s destiny go in all new directions. 


The work went on and Hank kept digging, losing himself in the labor. 
If he focused on the task at hand, he could resist looking at the fortune he
had sitting in his pocket. 


Sweat cut lines through the dust that adhered to his skin, but in time
the guards called everyone in from the field and loaded them back onto the
trucks.  Nearly everyone was quiet after what had happened to Emmett earlier
and especially after Pritcher got his head blown off.  Best to keep quiet and
not draw attention to yourself.


Or maybe it’s more than that. 
Maybe some of these guys are so quiet because they found things in the field,
too. 


The thought wouldn’t leave Hank alone as he looked at the other
prisoners in the truck.  They weren't just tired, they were still.  Quiet and
careful.  The more he thought about it, he could easily believe they were
hiding something.  Even the guards seemed to notice, a few of them sitting
straighter than usual, gripping their weapons tighter than they normally did at
the end of a work day.


Guilford was as warm and welcoming as an outhouse after a flood.  Home sweet home.  Hank ate his meal in
silence and watched the prisoners around him do the same thing.  There was only
one source of distraction in the camp during the meal of bread, water and what
was supposed to be beef stew: Emmett kept up a litany of screams and howls from
the Hole.  Most times the noises he made were almost funny, but this time the
poor bastard sounded so miserable that it frayed at the nerves. 


The entire prison was jittery and anxious.  It had been a weird couple
of days.  A violent couple of days.


The Hole was a miserable little cell in the ground, smaller than a root
cellar and befouled by human waste that had nowhere else to go.  No one ever
wanted to stay in the place, which was exactly why the warden used it as a
method of punishment.  When the meals were done and the guards watched Hank and
the rest of the prisoners head for their cells, Emmett started begging for someone,
anyone to help him get free.  No one dared. 


Emmett’s howling kept on until after the sun had set, and Hank did his
best to adjust to the sounds.  He closed his eyes and settled in on the cot
provided for him and he even wrapped the thin pillow around his head in an
effort to block out the noises.  


Eventually he managed to drift toward sleep. 


He hadn’t even begun to snore when he was jarred awake, his eyes
growing wide.  In the time he'd been at Guilford he had learned to accept most
of the noises that came to him in the dark.  Even Emmett’s howls were only part
of the horrific tapestry of Guilford.  But now something had changed.  Hank
could sense it, but it took him a moment of listening to understand what he was
hearing.


Emmett didn’t sound miserable anymore.  He sounded terrified.  His
howling had become a scream, a full scale, blood-curdling shriek.  Even when
the guards got nasty with him, he didn’t sound that frantic.


The guards, Hank thought.  Teaching him a lesson.


He would have loved to help, if only to stop the screaming, but there
wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.  Not from in here.


Hank turned over on his cot, feeling the sweat of the day pull at his
clothes, and let out a small grunt of disgust that helped him hide from the
helplessness he felt.  He clenched his teeth together and let his hand move
down to his pocket, where he fingered the fine chain through the fabric,
imagining a day when he would be free from Guilford and have enough money to
live comfortably in a place that didn’t make him want to curl up and die. 


A moment later, as sleep was about to catch him again, the screams from
outside stopped and left behind a silence that was somehow even worse. 
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Gayle crawled into her bed and closed her eyes, a smile playing at her
lips.  She felt too excited to sleep.  Her parents had talked about the dolls
she’d found for what seemed like forever and then finally decided that she
could keep five of them. 


“It’s like an answer to a prayer, Silas.  We can probably get enough to
pay ourselves up to date with the bank if we’re shrewd about it.”  Her mother
had spoken in whispers, as if afraid that speaking any louder would frighten
away their sudden fortune. 


Her father had nodded his head and lit his pipe, something he only did
when he felt like celebrating.  Christmas and Thanksgiving were pipe days.  The
rest of the time he went without.  They'd spoken about the antique stores until
the sun was down, carefully assessing each of the figures and settling them on
the sofa as if they were guests come to visit.  Most of them were only
visiting, but five would be hers. 


Which ones? She wondered with all the solemn joy she
could manage, as she closed her eyes and drifted into a restful slumber.  There
were so many to choose from, and each seemed more beautiful than the last.  It
was not long before she was dreaming of porcelain figures.


In her dream she was gathering the porcelain dolls in a rusty old
wheelbarrow, carefully setting each figure into its spot before reaching for
the next.  That nasty scarecrow was walking beside her, one gloved hand holding
on to the stake that had been driven through its chest and the other reaching
for her dolls. 


“They’ll do you no good,” the straw man said earnestly, as wheat straw
and blood seeped from the corners of his burlap mouth.  “They’ll bring you
nothing but blood and pain.  They’re his toys, you know, his to do with as he
will.”


She opened her mouth to tell him that she did not, as a rule, speak to
scarecrows and that he should be careful, because her father was nearby.  But
all that came from her mouth was a scraping noise.


Gayle opened her eyes and looked at the ceiling of her bedroom.  Light
from the moon outside was her only illumination, and the familiar walls had
taken on unusual angles as the shadows hid the corners and swallowed the meager
furniture. 


A sound had awakened her from her unsettling dream, but she had no idea
what it might have been.  Gayle strained to hear any sound at all beyond the
wind outside and the floorboards of the old house settling as the air cooled
down to tolerable levels. 


Out in the hallway beyond her door, something scraped softly at the
wood.  Gayle squeezed her eyes shut, wondering if a rat had managed to get
stuck in the house.  It happened from time to time and the nasty little
creatures almost always seemed to find her room.  Just last winter her father
had sent her into the hallway while he took care of one of the vermin with a
pitchfork.  Before she could enter the room afterward, her mother had gone in
with a bucket and a rag.  For over a month she had stared at the clean spot on
her floor as if it might suddenly attack. 


But she was older now, and she had to face her fears.  That was what
her father said was the difference between a good farmer and everyone else.  So
Gail slid off of her bed and onto the floor.  As quietly as she could she put
her feet into her slippers and moved toward the door. 


Something heavy fell to the ground in another part of the house, the
impact loud enough to shake the floor beneath her slippered feet.  Gayle stared
at the door and tried to make herself move, but her legs didn’t want any part
of the notion.  The soft, scrabbling noises near her door stopped and were
replaced by several light taps as something moved down the hallway. 


Gayle listened, wishing she could muffle the sound of her own heart in
her ears, and when she heard nothing else out of the ordinary she carefully
opened her door. 


There was no sign of life in the hallway and nothing moved near the
banister but her own faint shadow.  Gayle started down the stairs as carefully
as she could, her feet testing each floorboard to see if it would creak.  Light
spilled across the ancient throw rug at the foot of the stairs, coming from the
living room where she knew her folks liked to sit and read quietly before they
retired.  If the lights were on, they were likely still awake. 


She almost called out to them, but hesitated instead.  They'd be
awfully upset if they found her awake and creeping around the house.  As
careful as she had been in the hallway, her trek down the stairs took longer
and made less noise.  Somewhere up ahead she could hear the scraping sounds
again and wondered if she was right about the rats.  Perhaps they were eating
her dolls even now, tearing away the fabric and chewing on the finely crafted
porcelain faces. 


The idea finally got her to move faster, and Gayle moved across the
foyer and looked into the room where her parents liked to read.  Her pulse
raced at the notion that anyone would hurt the beautiful figurines and she
looked quickly at the couch as if to reassure herself. 


She would have preferred the rats.  They would at least have made
sense. 


Instead she saw her father on the ground, his face mashed against the
wooden floor, his eyes closed and a thin line of reddish drool trickling from
between his clenched teeth.  Her mother lay on the couch, her legs spread
farther apart than was proper for a lady, and her hands over her head, one
wrist crossed over the other.  Gayle’s eyes sought the source of the scratching
noises.  The soft clinks and tinkles of fine porcelain and glass touching hard
surfaces assailed her, and she looked down to the foot of the couch where she
fully expected to see a black brute of a rat feasting on the delicate dolls
she’d somehow managed to bring in from the field intact. 


But there were no rats.


The dolls were moving on their own, toddling closer to her father’s
prone form.  Her throat tightened as she watched them tentatively touching him,
as if to make certain her was not merely injured but properly dead.  Gayle
stared for several heartbeats, saw the figure closest to her father grab hanks
of his hair and tug sharply, throwing its entire body into the effort. 


Her mother made a soft noise and Gayle turned just in time to see one
of the larger dolls—a jester dressed in red and black, with a smile that
showed what seemed to be a hundred teeth—take her mother’s hand in both
arms and drag the woman’s arm upward.  Fine red lines of blood trickled down
from where the jester’s cold white fingers touched her mother’s skin.


Gayle screamed.


The tiny figures let out screams of their own, angry hisses and cries
of warning.  She ran for the stairs, her heart thundering in her chest, her
eyes wide and lips pulled back in terror.  As she reached the fourth step, her
foot slipped and her shin scraped along the hard wooden edge, but Gayle only
gasped and dragged herself up, moving as fast as she could.  The sound of a
hundred different porcelain feet followed her, louder and louder, closer and
closer, as she ascended. 


Limping, wincing with every step, Gayle used her hands on the railings
to help steady and propel her upward.  She reached the landing and risked a
look back.   The dolls swarmed up the stairs in a wave of porcelain and paint. 
Their tiny painted eyes stared at her and their minuscule mouths scowled and
laughed and shouted streams of filth and vitriol.


Throat raw, voice cracking, Gayle shrieked as she ran.  Her room was so
close, but the pain in her shin was like a hammer pounding her leg.  Still, she
was almost at her room.  She could make it.  She could…


She was wrong.  A brilliant lash of pain caught the meat of her calf
and Gayle hissed at the sudden explosion.  It was the jester, and in his hand
he held her father’s whittling knife, the short blade looking more like a sword
in his hands.  The tip of the blade was wet with her blood. 


Gayle kicked at it with her good leg catching the doll in its grinning
face.  The thing let out a squawk as her foot slapped against its cold ceramic
smile, and it slammed into the wall.  The jester shattered, and was silent. 
The other dolls paused when they saw what she had done.  Gayle stared at the
fragments of the jester’s head, surprised by the ease of the thing’s
destruction. 


And then it stood up again, half of its painted face caved in, and ran
at her a second time, crying out in rage as it came.  Fragments of the broken
head spilled to the ground with every step it took. 


Gayle got through the threshold into her room and slammed the door,
pressing her body against the wood to add her weight to the barrier. 


Her father’s whittling blade slid under the door, jabbing through her
slipper and into the meat of her right foot.  She jumped back, whimpering as
the space under the door was darkened by the mass of the tiny figures trying to
get in. 


She wanted her father, her mother, anyone who could come to her and
take her away from the nightmare.  A figure no larger than a mouse was pushing
through the gap under her door, and Gayle surveyed the darkness of her room,
seeking something to use as a weapon.  She dropped to the floor and frantically
ran her hands over the boards until she got hold of one of her shoes.  The heel
was scuffed and worn, but still solid enough for her purposes.  The tiny figure
screamed as the first blow broke its body in half, and kept screaming until she
shattered its head into fine powder.  Even then the remains of it twitched and
tried to move. 


More of the things pushed against her door and beat at it with their
hands, their bodies. 


Gayle could barely breathe.  Her pulse was so loud in her ears.  She
searched the darkness again.


Her closet!  


She moved as quickly as she could and slipped into the dark cubicle,
closing the door and pulling her winter coat from its hanger.  Gayle shoved it
against the floor and wedged the fabric into the narrow opening. 


The sounds of the things were muffled now, not by one door but by two,
and she allowed herself to shiver.  The darkness was complete and Gayle curled
herself up into a ball and pressed her body against the back wall of the
closet.  She rocked and whimpered under her breath as the knocking sounds
continued. 


How long did it last?  She didn’t know.  The sounds continued the same
way for a long time and then the noises changed, grew louder as the porcelain
nightmares finally managed to get through the door and into her room.  Their
feet tapped across the wood and their voices, small and faint, came drifting
through the air with promises of pain and death. 


Gayle made herself stay as still as she could, tears silently burning
tracks on her cheeks, nose running.  The air in the closet was stale and hot
and she wanted her mommy more than ever before in her life.  Sweat beaded on
her skin and left her thirsty.  Her bladder ached and she needed to pee so
badly she thought she would just explode. 


Then she heard her father’s voice and in a rush of hope and relief, all
of those discomforts vanished.


“Daddy?”  Her heart thumped so hard in her chest she thought it might
break her ribs. 


She heard her father’s voice a second time, angry, demanding something.
 The words were hard to make out, but the tone was clear.


And then she heard the other voice, a cold whisper that seemed to dry
the sweat from her body and chill her feverish flesh.  Whatever spoke to her
father had a presence she could feel even through the layers of the house, and
it made her want to run, to hide even deeper in her closet, as if that were
possible. 


Her father did not speak again, but he screamed.  Daddy’s sounds were
enough to make her cry out loud, and Gayle covered her mouth with both hands to
muffle the noise of her sobs.  Her eyes were wide open, but there was nothing
for her to see, nothing but a darkness that seemed to swallow her and savor the
taste of her trembling flesh. 


Then her father’s voice was suddenly silenced. 


Her mother cried out, a short, anguished wail that ended abruptly as
the wall behind Gayle shook with a brutal impact. 


Gayle could do nothing but listen.  She heard the sounds of the
porcelain people moving around her room, trying to find her and then struggling
against the closet door, once again striking the wood with their bodies and
whatever weapons they could find. 


From somewhere below she felt it move, that fearful thing, that horrid
presence that had first made her parents cry and then silenced the sound of
their voices. 


After that the dolls quieted down enough that she could hear the sound
of footsteps slowly climbing the stairs.  She listened for an eternity as those
steps came closer, until the door leading to her bedroom creaked open with
dreadful slowness. 


“What have we here?  Have you found another?” 


The words were spoken with care, enunciated in the tones of a foreigner
trying to hide his accent.  The voice that spoke them was cold; the words
resonated through her body and made her head hurt.  


The dolls answered, one hissed voice talking for the sum of the small
army.  “She is there, master, a small one, a child of these people.”


Four more steps and she could feel it, feel the hairs on the back of
her neck rise as whatever lay on the other side of the door now stood just
beyond it.  So close.  Her breath plumed with the sudden cold, and goose bumps
rose on her skin.  


“Yes, I can smell her.” From above she heard scratching noises, the
wood protesting as something dragged across it, clawing the door.


“Are you there, child?  Will you tell me your name?” 


Gayle shook her head, too scared to speak.  Her throat felt as if she’d
swallowed half the dust in the fields, and Gayle pushed herself against the
farthest wall again, and whimpered. 


“Ah, well, I have other things to attend to this evening.  For now, I
take my pleasure from the scent of your terror.  How long will you hide there,
girl?  It will be interesting to see.  I look forward to watching your eyes
while fear breaks your mind.  Another time, though.  I’ll let you simmer in
your fear until I return.”


For a moment, she felt it hesitate.  Then the thing left.  She could
sense its absence, just as she had its presence.  Like the air before a big
storm, she could feel the atmosphere change when it arrived, and now she felt
it again now.  She could feel it as surely as she felt the aches from the small
wounds she’d earned in the night.  The temperature rose almost as soon as it
departed, and wherever it might have gone, it seemed to have taken the
porcelain people with it, for there was only silence beyond the closet door. 


Still, she stayed in the closet, afraid to move and even more afraid of
what she would find when she left the darkness and sought the comfort of her
parents. 
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      Hank woke abruptly, blinking away the
darkness of sleep, vision out of focus as he tried to make sense of the gray
lightlessness of his prison cell.  Not dark, really, not with the dim lights
that burned forever out in the corridor of the cell block.  But night, as far
as night ever went here.


      The illumination flickered as though a
lightning storm was passing by.


      A scream rose and fell, the furious roar
of a murdered man who didn’t know he was dead yet.  Hank blinked and shook the
fog of sleep from his head, and then he realized that it wasn’t a scream at
all, but a horn blaring over and over and over again.


      Red lights began to blink out in the
corridor.


      At last, the grogginess of sleep fell
away completely and he understood that it was the fire alarm.  Somewhere in the
prison, a fire burned.


      “Shit!” Hank snapped, jumping up.  He
pulled his pants and boots on as quickly as he could, wiped his hands on his
dirty T-shirt, and then pressed his face against the bars, trying to get a
glimpse out into the corridor.


      A guard ran down the hall, muttering the
Lord’s name over and over and over again, pumping a shotgun as he went.  A
dozen prisoners shouted to him but he did not so much as glance into any of the
cells.


      “We’re gonna fucking fry in here!” cried
a voice from further down the block.  “We’re gonna burn!”


      “Maybe that’s fate,” said someone else
– Haskell Prosser, he thought.  “Hell’s what we deserve.”


      “Speak for yourself, Prosser,” Hank
snarled.  He stood back and shook his head, glancing around the cell.  Much as
he hated it, and as much as the fear festered in his gut, the skinny little
preacher fuck was probably right.  They were going to roast alive.


      “God damn!” Hank roared, and he banged
on the bars with his fists, then laid his head on the metal.


      It was cool.


      He blinked, then wrapped his hand
tightly around one of the bars.  The metal wasn’t just cool, it was downright
cold.  Wherever the fire was, it was nowhere near this cell block.  That was
one piece of good news, at least.


      His little blast of hope was interrupted
by the thunder of a shotgun further along the hallway, down the way the guard
had run.  It echoed, but no sound followed it.


      Then, with a clatter, the lights went
out.  At least, the dim gray illumination disappeared, leaving only the
emergency lights, the red blinking that flashed again and again, strobing the
cells and the bars and the grim faces of hard men.


      Something rushed back the way the guard
had come, moving down the corridor so quickly that it was little more than a
black shape in the flashing red light.  Hank barely caught a glimpse.


      There came another clatter, a bang of
metal, and all of the doors on cell block E opened at once, swinging out an inch
or two.  Relief flooded through Hank and he laughed softly, the uneasiness of
the prior moments eclipsed by this turn of events.


      “Emergency procedures!” called an
inmate, triumphantly.  “They can’t just let us burn to death.  Got to let us
loose.”


      Men started to push out into the
corridor, tentatively at first.  Awash in that crimson light, they did look a
little bit like the residents of Hell.  Then they broke, like wild horses at a
sudden noise, and ran for the doors that would take them into the main hall and
then out into the yard.


      Hank held onto the bars of his cell door
and for a moment a ripple of fear went through him and he was tempted to pull
the door shut, lock himself back inside.  It was a wild, lunatic impulse and he
had no idea where it had come from.  He laughed at the foolishness of it, then
turned and ran to his bunk, where he had hidden the emerald necklace he had
found earlier in the day.  It was warm to the touch, just as the bars had been
cold.


      This was his future.  These jewels, the
gold, they were going to give him another life, a kind of life he had never
even allowed himself to imagine.


      He ran out into the now empty corridor,
the cell door clanging as it swung open.


      “Hank,” a voice said.


      Haskell Prosser was still in his cell. 
The door hung open a few inches but Prosser hid back in the shadows, the red
light washing over him, then throwing him into darkness once again.


      “What you doin’, son?  Run.”


      Prosser shook his head.  “You try to run
off, the guards’ll beat your ass.  Me, I’ll wait for order to be restored, and
take what comes.”


      Hank shrugged.  “Never been in me to
just sit back, take what comes, you know?  Be seeing you.”


      “Maybe,” Prosser replied.


      By then Hank wasn’t listening.  He ran
down the corridor and pushed out into the main hall.  None of the doors were
locked, which made sense.  What the guys had said was right, the guards
couldn’t just leave them all there to burn.


      Those were the sorts of ordinary
thoughts—sensible thoughts—that were in his mind when he emerged on
the catwalk above the main hall.  Then his eyes beheld the scene that unfolded
below.


      In the hellish strobing of the emergency
lights, and with the bleating of the fire alarm filling the air, a slaughter
was in progress.  Bodies were strewn on the floor, some of them cut open,
others with limbs torn off, bone jutting from ragged stumps.  J.D. Cotton lay
at the bottom of the stairs only a few feet away from Hank, his head torn so
violently aside that it hung onto his neck from a flap of throat and gristle.


      The blood was everywhere, pools of it
gleaming black in the red light.


      Screams competed with the fire alarm.


      At first he thought it was the inmates
that had done it, that with the cell doors open they had gone on some kind of
rampage.  But then he saw that some of the corpses wore prison blues, and with
a blink the reality of this carnage struck him.


      The guards and the cons were both being
slaughtered and trying desperately to fight back, some of them side by side as
they attempted to survive.


      The killers had no weapons other than
their hands.  In the darkness they moved with a swiftness that seemed
impossible, appearing in one place during this flash of red light, and another
during the next.  They were hideous: men and women with long, lithe bodies, and
fingers that were like knives.  Even in the strobing scarlet, their flesh
seemed pale, tinged with a deathly green.  Their mouths were stretched
impossibly wide as though their jaws were unhinged and filled with gleaming
yellow fangs as long as knitting needles.


      But their eyes were the worst.


      They were emeralds.


      The monsters, the killers, whose claws
and faces and needle teeth and arms were splashed with blood, who tore into
prisoner and guard with equal fervor, thrusting long tongues into fresh wounds
with the zeal of a whoremaster . . . they had emeralds for eyes.  Gems exactly
like the one Emmett had found the day before; Emmett, who had screamed in agony
at first in the Hole, and then later in terror, and then finally not at all. 
Down in the dark, alone.  Poor, dead Emmett.


      The gems glowed bright green, even in
the weak red emergency light.


      The necklace weighed Hank down like his
pocket was full of rocks.  He gritted his teeth and clapped his hand over the
bulge it made and it still felt warm there.  Frantic, he glanced down and saw
that the jewels in the necklace glowed now, just like their eyes, shimmering
through the fabric of his pants.


      Screams resounded through the hall.  He
spared one last look at J.D. Cotton’s messy decapitation and then peered over
the railing again, knowing he had to go back, had to hide himself, but also
knowing that there was nowhere to hide.  If he was like Prosser and just hid in
his cell, they would come to him eventually.


      The main doors had been torn off of
their frames, glass shattered and steel twisted.  The wire mesh was shredded. 
A half dozen guards had created a small phalanx off to the right of the door,
and now they leveled shotguns at the monsters that came through from outside. 
The guns exploded with thunder, punctuating the fire alarm, and the
creatures—these emerald vampires—twitched and danced with the
impact.  One of them was thrown backward in two pieces, completely cut in two
at the middle.


      As it hit the floor, the vampire’s upper
body began dragging itself toward the pelvis and legs.


      One of the guards saw this and turned
his shotgun on himself, blowing brain and bone across the floor.


      The massacre continued.  There were far
more prisoners and guards than there were monsters, but the emerald vampires
kept coming through the door, and the men—the living—were being
slaughtered, the odds changing in favor of the dead with each passing moment.


      “There!” called a voice like shattering
glass.


      Hank looked down and saw that he’d been
noticed.  It had to happen.  He’d been a fool to just stand there.  The female
had long, black hair thick and knotted with drying blood.  She stared at him
with those emerald eyes, pointing.


      A prisoner, a huge black man he knew
only as Moon, caved in the back of the vampire’s head with a metal chair.


      Hank ran.  He’d gotten lucky once.  No
way was he going to get that kind of luck again.  The necklace was heavy in his
pocket as he ran up to the next level, where the warden had his office and the
guards had their lunchroom.


      As he hit the top of the stairs and
rounded a corner, someone stepped in front of him, shotgun aimed at his gut. 
Hank twisted even as he lunged, grabbed hold of the shotgun barrel and yanked
it past him just as it went off.  The bones in his hand and arm rang with the
blast but he was hadn’t been hit.


      The guard wasn’t anyone he recognized. 
Hank ripped the shotgun from his hands and cracked him in the forehead with the
butt.  The man went down hard and without a sound, either unconscious or dead. 
He didn’t slow down to find out which.


      Doors slammed as he ran past.  No one
else came out to challenge him.  Whatever members of the prison staff had been
on the warden’s floor when the monsters attacked, they were hiding out, fooling
themselves into thinking there was anywhere here that they might be safe from
those things.


      Hank was an optimist, but he wasn’t a
jackass.  There was no hiding from the things he’d seen downstairs.  The only
option was getting out, getting far enough away that either they couldn’t track
him, or couldn’t be bothered.


      At the end of the corridor was a window.
 Screams still echoed from downstairs, but any second they’d be scuttling up
the stairs, and once they came around the corner back the way he’d come and got
a look at him, he was dead.


      He kicked the window out, shards of
glass spraying out into the night and showering down into the prison yard. 
Shotgun clutched in one hand, he forced himself into the frame, boots crunching
the glass that remained, careful not to touch the jutting fragments.


      Things moved in the darkness of the
yard.  Several guards were out there, shooting into the night.  Unearthly cries
made Hank shudder, but all he could focus on was the drop below him.  Half a
dozen feet away from the wall below was a work shed where many of the tools
they used out in the field were stored at night.  There were two fences around
the prison . . . but the work shed was outside the inner fence.  Couldn’t have
the prisoners getting their hands on shovels and hoes and scythes unexpectedly.


      Perfect.


      He dropped, pushing off the frame with a
crunch of glass, and landed on top of the shed.  The shotgun shook loose from
his hand as he crumbled into a roll that took him off the metal roof.  With a
grunt he hit the dirt and sat up quickly, checking himself over, gleeful to
discover that nothing in him had broken with the impact.  The shotgun had
clattered to the ground a few feet away and, remarkably, had not discharged. 
But the sound of him landing on the metal roof had been like thunder and he was
sure it would bring them running.


      Hank grabbed the shotgun and looked
around.  He was between the two fences.  To his right, the outer fence
beckoned, the razor wire at the top gleaming in the moonlight, slashes like
grinning mouths laughing at him in the dark, daring him to climb.  But he had
no other choice.


      He started for the fence, and then heard
the hissing behind him.


      Hank spun around and saw three of them
climbing the inner fence.  They’d made it into the central prison yard, but now
they’d heard him or smelled him, and these three had diverted from the attack
on the people within and come for him.  Their dagger fingers curled around the
metal fence and their emerald eyes gleamed bright green in the night, staring
hungrily at him as they climbed, needle teeth bared.  One of them had a long,
thin rivulet of drool hanging from his mouth.


      That was the one he shot.


      The shotgun jumped in his hands and the
blast tore a hole in the thing and blew it right off of the fence.  The other
two didn’t even flinch, only kept climbing.  Hank cocked it and fired again,
but his aim was slightly off and the shot sheared the left arm off the one
nearest the top.


      One-handed, it did not even slow down.


      And on the dirt behind them, the third
one began to stir, one hand clutching the wound in its chest.


      Hank felt cold inside, as though his
bones were ice.  He wanted to scream at them, to curse them, but it was clear
they were already cursed.  His words would mean nothing.


      He cocked the shotgun again, but there
were no more shells.


      “Shit,” he whispered, staring, throat
working, unable to swallow.  He began to shake, but forced himself to be still.


      Frantic, he spun and ran to the shed. 
With the butt of the shotgun he broke the lock and tore the door open.  The gun
clattered, useless, to his feet and he reached into the shed and grabbed the
first sharp thing he set his eyes upon: a long, sharp, scythe.  It felt
familiar in his hands from the years he’d spent working with such a tool in the
prison fields.


      Without looking to see how near they
were, he ran for the outer fence.  Then one of them screeched at him, a
terrible, bestial sound, and he could not help looking back.


      The monster at the top had tried to
climb over and become tangled in the barbed wire, its single arm not enough to
free it.  Mouth gaping sickeningly wide, needle teeth gleaming, it stared at
him and thrashed in the barbed wire, desperate to reach him, to gorge itself on
his blood, but only getting itself tangled even more.


      The one he’d shot in the gut was still
flopping around on the ground, trying to rise, but now the third reached the
top of the fence.  It drew the barbed wire together in one powerful hand,
twined long fingers around it, and then leaped over, dropping to the ground on
the other side, nothing separating it from Hank except for forty feet of
parched Kansas dirt.


      It ran at him, swift and graceful, eyes
merciless.  Hank knew he was going to die.  He raised the scythe in his hands,
but knew it was useless.  But then the vampire faltered, slowing, and stared at
him, moving more cautiously as it approached.


      Confused, wracked with terror and
desperation, he glanced down to see what it was staring at, and only then felt
the warm weight of the necklace in his pocket.  The emeralds within glowed
through the fabric.


      Hank tugged the necklace out and threw
it into the dirt five feet in front of him.


      The vampire dove for it.


      He swung the scythe and its head came
off with a dry crackle, like husking corn.  It split when it hit the ground,
and the thing’s body went down on its knees, beginning to wither and shrink
even as it fell over.  When he pulled the necklace from its hands, its fingers
disintegrated.  He stuck the necklace back in his pocket, liking its weight all
the more now.


      In the prison yard, the one he’d gutshot
was crawling toward the inner fence, still trying to get at him.  It looked
like the wound in its abdomen was healing up pretty quickly now.


      He figured he’d keep the scythe.


      Carefully, but quickly, he climbed the
outer fence.  Hank twisted the blade of the scythe in the barbed wire to knot
it up tight, and managed only to scrape one leg a little as he swung over,
braced on the other side, pulled the scythe out and dropped to the ground.


      Free.


      For now.
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      In the back of the wagon, Elisa sat on
the bed and sang softly to her baby, holding Jeremiah in her arms and rocking
him to sleep.  Her own mother would have been horrified to see her, would have
told her to let her little boy cry himself to sleep, to learn to go to bed that
way.  But Elisa could not stand to hear Jeremiah cry.


      “It don’t mean a thing, if it ain’t got
that swing.  It don’t mean a thing, all you’ve got to do is sing.”  Her voice
was low, barely above a whisper as she cradled the baby against her.  The song
was incongruous, a bouncy tune that made for a strange lullaby, but it made her
happy, and if she sang it quietly and a bit more slowly, tapping Jeremiah’s
bottom along with the rhythm, it always put him to sleep.


      “It makes no difference if it’s sweet or
hot.  Just keep that rhythm, give it everything you’ve got.”


      A contented smile touched her lips and
she glanced down at Jeremiah’s cherubic face.  His eyelids fluttered as he
struggled against sleep, but he was drifting away.  His tiny mouth was slack,
lips in a pout, and a thin line of drool ran down his chin.  Her heart swelled
with love and she felt almost giddy.  There were times when nothing else
mattered but this moment, with her baby in her arms and the tangible certainty
of her love for him.


      “It don’t mean a thing if it ain’t got
that swing,” she said, voice dropping even lower now.


      Elisa stopped rocking the baby and
leaned back against the wall of the wagon.  She sang under her breath, but the
words didn’t mean anything to her anymore.  Another few minutes and she would
lay Jeremiah on the bed and go out to help Stefan clean up after dinner. 
Perhaps they would sit by the remaining embers of their campfire.  Perhaps they
would make love.


      She thought she would like that.  It had
been too long since she had felt his hands upon her, rough and tender at the
same time.


      The night was hot, but a breeze whisked
through the open flaps on either end of the wagon.  The horses were grazing
close by, but far enough away that the smell did not linger.


      Elisa did not want to stay in Kansas any
more.  She missed the east.  Truth be told, she missed the old country as well.
 But anywhere else would do.  Anywhere but here.  Kansas had a blight upon it,
she thought.  Stefan would not even consider leaving, however.  His faith would
not allow it.  He was convinced that God would provide, that the Lord did not
burden a man with more than he could handle.


      As she held her baby close, Elisa stared
around the back of the wagon at the images of Christ and of the Virgin Mother
that hung from the walls and the roof.  A rosary dangled at the front, just
behind the opening that allowed passage from inside the wagon up to the
driver’s seat.  And the crucifixes . . . there were nearly as many as there
were bottles of Romany Elixir.  So many that anyone poking their head into the
back of the wagon would presume that the travelers sold crosses as well as
elixir.  But they were not for sale.  They were Stefan’s, symbols of his faith.


      Elisa did not believe in God.  If He
existed, she was certain He cared not at all for ordinary people.  Never in her
life had she felt any hint of His presence.  Stefan insisted that Jeremiah was
proof, that the love she felt for her child was a part of God’s love, but Elisa
hated that notion.  She and Stefan had made love and created a child between
them.  Cows did the same thing, but didn’t presume God was paying them any
special attention.


      Her love was her own, and that was what
made it precious to her.


      Again her gaze swept the back of the
wagon.  Stefan’s gun sat propped against the inside and she shuddered to look
at it, thinking of the lion they had seen that day.  It seemed impossible to
her, but when she thought about it, she decided it must have escaped from some
traveling circus.  Not that she’d heard of any such show passing through the
area, but what other explanation was there?


      A small snore came from the baby in her
arms.  She laughed softly to herself and studied Jeremiah again.  With her
right hand she brushed at the thickening hair on his scalp.  Time to put him
down, now.


      “All right, my darling,” Elisa
whispered.  She slid off of the bed and turned, putting the baby onto the bed. 
There was a small cradle in the back of the wagon, but she rarely used it.  She
and Stefan were thin enough that there was room for Jeremiah with them, and it
felt safe, having them both so close to her.


      With her son snoring lightly, Elisa
smoothed her skirt and went to the back of the wagon.  Stefan had buried the
remains of their dinner in order to keep animals away, particularly after
they’d seen the lion.  As she climbed out of the wagon, Elisa saw him walking
back from where the horses were grazing.  It was getting cold, as it so often
did out on the plains at night, even when the summer days were at their
warmest.  The fire flickered, beginning to die, and she considered throwing
some thistle onto the flames to make them last longer.


      “Jeremiah’s asleep,” she told her
husband.


      Stefan smiled at her and reached for
her.  Elisa took his hand and let him pull her into an embrace.  There by the
fire he held her, and she thought that perhaps life on the plains was not so
terrible after all, even with the storms and the traveling and the clash
between her husband’s faith and his willingness to say whatever was necessary
to sell his magical “elixir.”  How he justified it, she did not know.  It was
something—like her lack of belief in the Lord—that they avoided
discussing whenever possible.


      He kissed her neck.


      Elisa smiled and caressed his strong
back.


      Something rustled in the night, in the
darkness above them.  There were no trees, no branches for the wind to blow
through, and so she thought it must be a bird.  She frowned and pulled away
from him, and heard a strange chittering sound.


      An animal.  Not a lion, certainly, but
not a bird, either.


      The horses whinnied and stamped their
feet, raising dust in the darkness thirty feet away.


      “Stefan,” she began.


      But he was not looking at her.  His gaze
was focused past her, and Elisa turned to see what had drawn his attention. 
Amazed, she could say nothing at first.


      A monkey sat on the ground perhaps a
dozen feet from them, light and shadow from the flickering fire playing across
its face.  Elisa smiled, staring at it.  Like the lion, she assumed it must
have escaped from some traveling circus.  How strange and careless that such
beasts would be lost and left behind.  She wondered how far they had traveled
across the parched plains.


      The monkey’s eyes were red.  She
wondered if it was sick.


      She took a step toward it and Stefan
gripped her shoulder.


      “No.  It could be dangerous.”


      Elisa was about to laugh, to argue with
him.  It was only a monkey.  But then the little thing hissed at him for
halting her, baring its teeth.  They were remarkably long and sharp.


      Monstrously sharp.


      And then it spread its wings.


      The horses began to scream.


      “Elisa, get to the—“


      The
baby! she thought instantly, though she was sure he was going to say wagon.


      The monkey beat its wings and launched
into the air, chittering wildly, the sound like a devil’s diseased laughter. 
It came right at her face and she raised her arms to defend herself, but Stefan
stepped in front of her, reached out and grabbed hold of one of the monkey’s
wings with his left hand, and its outstretched arms with his right.


      Elisa spun and ran, eyes searching the
darkness, the curtains of night that enveloped the wagon, for any other
unwelcome beast.  Wings, she thought.
 How could it have wings?  How could such
a thing be born?


      And in the back of her mind, she thought
it just another shard of proof that God did not exist.


      One of the horses had broken its tether.
 It galloped by, hooves pounding the dirt.  Dark shapes clung to its hide,
wings spread, claws tearing at the horse’s flesh.  Even as she ran, she glanced
over and saw one of the monkeys open its jaws impossibly wide and sink those
monstrous fangs into the horse’s throat . . . then it drew back with a powerful
lurch and the flesh was ripped noisily open.  Blood gushed out onto the dry,
thirsty earth, splattering the winged monkey.


      The horse staggered and fell.  The two
little monsters rode it down and began to feast.


      Elisa threw herself through the flaps at
the back of the wagon.  The rifle fell over with a clatter and she grabbed it
in surprise and relief.  On the bed, Jeremiah had begun to stir, arms and legs
moving, one hand pawing at his own face.  His eyes scrunched tightly closed and
then his mouth opened and he began to wail.


      “No, baby.  Hush, now,” she said, her
mind painting the most hideous pictures imaginable.  How many of those things
were out there in the dark?


      Even as the thought went through her
mind she heard the flutter of wings and something heavy landed on top of the
wagon.


      Outside, Stefan screamed her name.


      “No,” Elisa whispered.  Her skin was
flushed, her pulse skipping, pounding at her temples.  For a moment she just
stood there, shaking, as the baby cried and once more her husband called out
her name.


      Then she was moving.  Elisa scrambled to
the bed and scooped Jeremiah up in her arms.  He stopped wailing for a moment
as he tried to nuzzle her breast, but denied that comfort, he began to cry
again.  She went to the back of the wagon, rifle in hand.  Somehow she managed
to cock the gun even as she held Jeremiah—no different in its way than
trying to cook with him in her arms, which she had done a hundred times.


      The weight up on top of the wagon’s roof
shifted.  The wood creaked.  Then the whole thing shook as the monkey leaped
away, the flutter of wings reaching her.


      Through the gap at the back of the
wagon, she saw it flying away.  Toward the fire.  Toward her husband.


      Stefan was grappling with the monkey. 
One of its wings was broken, and he held it and twisted, but the thing had
gotten the better of him.  The firelight danced over them and the monkey bared
its fangs, and for the first time, she understood what they were.  In the old
country they had many names, but here they were called vampires.


      Impossible things.


      As she climbed out of the back of the
wagon she heard the other horse let out a final scream.  In her mind’s eyes she
pictured it being brought down like the first.  Her baby shrieked in her arms
and she knew that she had to protect him, no matter what.


      Only she could not do that.  How could
she hold him and fire the rifle?  How could she reload once she had fired?


      Stefan.  She needed her husband.


      He roared, trying to beat the first of
the winged demons away from him, but then the second was upon him.  Its claws
raked his flesh, tearing his shirt and the skin beneath.


      Elisa screamed his name and dropped to
the ground.  Jeremiah squalled and beat his hands and feet at her, but she set
him down between her knees, shielding him just in case something else should
come for them.


      She leveled the rifle just as Stefan had
taught her, and she fired.


      The first monkey was knocked aside by
the bullet, its chest bursting open in a spray of blood and bone.  The shot
took off one of Stefan’s fingers and he screamed, even as the second monkey
beat its wings so fiercely that it lifted him off his feet, carried him several
feet, and then drove him down to the ground, chittering that gleeful devil’s
laugh all the while, claws flashing, digging in.


      The one Elisa had shot stood up and
turned to glare at her, eyes gleaming red in the night, hissing.  Even as she
watched, the bleeding stopped and its wound began to close.


      “No,” she tried to whisper, shaking her
head.


      All she felt was cold, now, as though
ice had begun to form around her.  Except at her knees, where Jeremiah
squirmed.  He was all that mattered now.


      From Stefan there came another scream
and when she glanced over she saw the winged demon stripping the flesh from his
face.  A keening wail filled the air and at first she thought it was her baby.


      Then she realized it was her own voice.


      Elisa scooped Jeremiah up and staggered
back toward the wagon.  Things flitted in the night sky above her and she could
not force herself to look up.  The rifle was forgotten on the ground behind
her, useless.  The baby went quiet in her arms but she felt his heart beating
rapid fire against her chest and knew it was terror that had silenced him.


      She reached the wagon, pushed back the
flaps, and began to climb inside.


      A screech stung her ears.  Claws scraped
her shoulder and her arms.  She felt the leathery wings of one of the monkey
things against the back of her neck as it attacked.  With one hand she reached
up to bat it away, and only then did she realize her mistake.


      It was not after her.  Not yet.


      The thing’s paws gripped Jeremiah’s arms
and tugged him from her arms.  He slipped out so easily, as though she’d barely
been holding him at all.  Elisa felt her heart go dead, clenching with
emptiness as she spun, screaming, and reached for her child.


      She grabbed her baby’s left leg.  Hope
sparking inside her, desperate, mind on the brink of madness and knowing only
that she had to get Jeremiah back, she reached out and took hold of the other
leg.


      “Let him go!” she screamed, and she
began to back up against the wagon, trying to pull her baby in with her.


      The monkey stared at her with red eyes
and snarled.  It dug its claws into the baby’s arms and beat its wings, pulling
at him.  The skin of his arms tore and blood began to run like tears down over
his body.  Jeremiah shook, wracked with pain and gasping for air, but so
overwhelmed he was unable to cry or shriek.


      The monkey laughed.


      “No!” Elisa cried, and she pulled,
beyond all reason now.


      The thing hissed, fangs bared, and beat
its wings harder, tugging at Jeremiah again.  The baby’s left leg twisted in
Elisa’s hand and she heard the bone snap like dry wood.


      Horrified at what she had done, she
loosened her grip, just for a moment.  The monkey pulled him from her and then
it was flying up, up into the darkness, cloaked in blackest night, only the
pale skin of her baby visible for a moment, until Jeremiah, too, was lost in
the dark sky.


      Numb, she stared after him –


      – until that terrible, devil
laugh, that chittering, came once more, all too close.  Elisa looked up and saw
three of them moving toward her now, all splashed with blood from the horses
and from her husband.  A fourth remained on Stefan’s corpse, nuzzling his
throat, face painted with his gore.  Slowly, the others moved toward her.


      Elisa had nowhere else to go.  She
climbed into the wagon and sat on the bed, realizing only when she glanced at
her hands that her hands and face and clothes were sprinkled with her baby’s
blood.


      She waited.


      Wings fluttered.  Things thumped on the
roof.  Red eyes gleamed as they watched her from the openings at the front and
back of the wagon.


      But they would not enter.


      For long, long minutes she thought they
were only tormenting her.  Then the wind blew and Stefan’s rosary swung in the
breeze and her eyes focused on all of the crucifixes inside the wagon.  Her
mind went back to the legends of the old country, and she understood.


      Elisa had no faith.  She had never
believed in God, or the Devil.


      It was Stefan’s faith that had saved
her.


      If she could wait, they would give up and
leave her in time, or morning would come and they would retreat from the sun. 
If madness did not claim her first.


      Shaking, she reached out and took the
nearest crucifix from the wall, a tiny thing carved of ivory.  Her fingers
traced the Christ figure, imbued with her husband’s belief, his certainty. 
Stefan had bought this cross for her when Jeremiah had been born, so that God
could watch over her baby.


      God,
she thought, jaw tight.  Tears slid down her cheeks and sobs wracked her body. 
The sound of her baby’s bone snapping was still in her ears, the feeling of him
still warm against her, the smell of his blood all over her.


      He existed, after all, the Lord did. 
But He was a demon in His own right.


      She held the cross in her hands and she
rocked on the bed, refusing to look at the red eyes glowing in the darkness
outside.  Elisa hummed softly to herself, and waited for morning.


      “It don’t mean a thing, if it ain’t got
that swing.”
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      The need to pee got the best of Gayle. 
Despite her desire to hide away in the closet forever; she left the safety of
the darkness and dared her bedroom.  The room was empty, devoid of dolls and
whatever it was that had scratched at her door.  Her bed was a mess and her
clothes were scattered all over the floor.  For a second she thought how upset
her mother would be and then she closed her eyes and swallowed hard,
remembering the sound of her mother’s scream and the sudden impact that had
shook the floor beneath her. 


      Gayle closed her closet door and looked
more closely at the wood in the moonlight.  Whatever had been whispering to her
had scraped thick gouges into the door.  She stepped back and gasped when she
saw that her name had been carved there. 


      She left her bedroom, walking as softly
as she could, her heart beating far too fast.  A few small signs of her flight
from the porcelain monsters remained in the hall, fragments of colored dust and
a small piece that clearly showed an ear. 


      Gayle managed to make it down the stairs
without falling, but her body trembled with every step.  Her parents were down
there.  She’d seen them and had thought for sure they were dead when she came
across their bodies.  But she had heard their voices after that, when she was
hiding in the closet, and so now she wondered.


      She had to know. 


Gayle walked into the room where she had last seen her parents and
found no sign of their bodies.  Instead she saw the sofa upended and cast to
the far wall.  A deep red splotch soaked slowly into the floorboards.  That’s where Daddy was… Her heart slowed
down, seemed to almost freeze in her chest, and she sighed out a breath from
numb lips. 


      Her mother had been on that sofa
earlier.  There was no sign of her now, but the simple floral pattern of the
fabric was black and wet with blood.


      Gayle ran through the house, eyes wide
as she searched every room.  Frantic, she called for her parents, but there
came no answer.  When she at last allowed herself to admit that she was
utterly, completely alone, she crumbled to the ground, rocking back and forth,
a soft whine escaping her throat.  Tears fell from her eyes, and she tasted the
salt on her lips.  


      It was the sound of the horses that
brought her back to herself.  They were agitated, and their ruckus was enough
to reach her in her despair.  A spark of hope ignited.  The horses would carry
her away from the farm, let her find help, someone to search for her folks. 


      Gayle shook her head to clear it and
stood up, swaying slightly as she headed for the back door.  She stepped out
into the darkness, the moonlight pale and ghostly.  The barn was a hulking
shape, little more than a black silhouette in the night.  She looked around,
afraid that little figures might scurry from hiding, that the porcelain people
would return.  Then she took a deep breath to steel herself and ran for the
barn.


      The wind picked up and kicked grit into
her eyes and mouth.  She squinted and ran faster.


A voice on the wind stopped her cold.


      “This is Kansas?  What happened
here?  Where are the fields of grain?  What happened to the rivers?”


It was the same voice that she had heard outside the closet, that
knowing, insinuating, commanding voice.  After those words the voice paused and
Gayle listened until she realized that other, weaker voices answered. 


The monster was here, yes, and so were all of the porcelain dolls. 


Gayle craned her head and tried to hear the man’s words.  Whatever the
doll people said was lost to the wind, only the low chatter of their voices
reached her ears. 


“No, of course I don’t care,” their master said.  “Everyone here is
going to die.  It’s just strange to find it changed so much.”


The man’s laugh was ugly and frightening and more than a bit crazy. 
“Then again, after all I’ve been through, becoming this, and then being spirited off to your world, who am I to say
what’s strange?  Monsters and witches and talking tin men . . . people from
around here, well, their minds would just snap if they’d seen what I’ve seen. 
Ah, but I do miss the Emerald City.”


Then there was silence as the wind shifted, blowing from behind Gayle
now and toward the barn, from which the voices issued.  In the near darkness
she saw him for the first time, a pale, lean man with wild hair and eyes that
glittered in the darkness.  He was still far away, but not so distant that she
couldn’t see him tilt his head back and sniff the air like a hound before
turning to look directly at her. 


“Well, we have company.” 


Gayle froze, breath caught in her throat.


He took two steps toward her and stopped, facing her in the moonlight. 
She could see his clothes, plain and outdated, but functional.  She could see
his face, with the broad nose and the cruel, thin lips. 


“It is so nice to finally meet you, child.” 


The man’s face twisted into an ugly smile and his impossibly sharp
teeth glinted in the night. 


“What have you done to my folks?” 


Gayle barely even recognized her own voice. 


“They’re here.  Resting.  Soon they will be back, but I can take you to
them now if you’d like.” 


His words dripped with false sincerity, like that awful man who’d come
by in the spring promising salvation from all the evils of the world if only
her father would give him money.  Gayle shook her head and blinked her eyes
against the sting of grit and unshed tears.  He was lying.  The worst part was
that she wanted so very much to believe him. 


“What did we ever do to you?  Why did you hurt my folks?” Gayle
screamed, her voice cracked and dry, even as fresh tears came and washed the
dust away.


His eyes narrowed into angry slashes against the chalky backdrop of his
flesh and he took another step toward her.  She stepped back to compensate, to
keep him away, and with a flick of his wrist he gestured toward the porcelain
dolls, a silent command that set them in motion.


They rushed to attack her.


“I need them, child.  The smell of their blood was maddening.  You’d
understand if all you’d had to feast on was the vile broth from the veins of
monkeys and dwarves.” 


The dolls ran across the rough ground, their feet silent in the dirt,
faces gleaming in the moonlight.  Gayle fled, running away from the barn, her
home, and everything she knew. 


“Bring her to me!  Bring her alive and still warm!”


Gayle ran for her life, small legs pumping beneath her, her vision
blurred and her breath hitching in her chest.  The smaller dolls fell behind
quickly, but several of the larger ones kept pace and began to gain on her. 
And far behind them all, moving with the casual grace of a natural born
predator, the pale man followed. 


She had almost made it to the road when one of the dolls managed to
snag her foot.  Her arms flew out as she fell.  Her cry of fear was cut short
when she hit the ground, and the wind was knocked out of her. 


They came at her in a wave, tiny delicate figures and larger, stronger
dolls that grabbed with cold fingers.  Gayle caught her breath and screamed
again, a wail of disgust and terror, as they started moving in, the impossibly
animated faces grinning gleefully.


From a dozen yards away the pale man watched, nodding his satisfaction,
his red eyes burning brightly against the backdrop of the moon. 
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Hank stumbled along, winded and parched, as the thick dusty air moved
around him like a shroud.  He gripped the scythe he had taken from the prison
so tightly that his knuckles hurt.  Hawley was just ahead, around the next
bend.  There would be help there, a little bit of sanity.  He could rest, find
shelter.  And if anyone doubted his word and wanted to go out to the prison to
check things out, well, that was up to them.  But he wasn’t going back there. 
Not ever.


He’d been moving as quickly as he could and running almost completely
on instinct as he traveled.  But now as he got closer to Hawley he heard the
sounds—screams in the distance, both human and otherwise—and
realized that his hopes were wasted.


Nothing to do now but keep going, and pray that the next town was still
untouched.  Still, he had to go into Hawley.  If he wanted to get out of here,
he was going to need transport of some kind.  So he moved toward the sounds of
people screaming and dying, but he did so with great caution and a tight grip
on his scythe. 


He was expecting the worst, and he got it in spades.  Careful, sneaking
around corners and hesitating at every shadow, he moved through the town. 
Several times things ran past him in the night, and he knew that if they got
close enough, they would be able to smell him.  These were not the monsters
with the emerald eyes, but other things, just as bloodthirsty, but smaller. 
Like children. 


There were dead people everywhere he went, and most of them had not
died easily.  He passed the body of a woman who might once have been young and
pretty.  Her clothes were half torn from her body and she was covered in bite
wounds, most of them small enough to have come from children.  Worse still, he
could see that she’d been with child and something had taken the time to tear
the unborn baby from her belly.  What little remained of the newly forming
infant had been discarded like so much trash and left a trail of wet black dirt
that ran all the way back to the expectant mother’s corpse. 


Not far away from the dead woman another body lay face down.  The wind
hadn’t yet obscured the remains of the struggle, and Hank could see the signs
on the dirt that showed the man on the ground had fought hard against what must
have been an army of children. 


Hank moved closer, carefully stepping over the dead woman and her
almost child.  She stared at him with unseeing eyes and he flinched with the
shock of recognition as he looked at her face.  Once upon a time she had been a
sweet girl named Ellie Mae Harris, and he’d had a thing for her older sister,
Susannah. 


He spat his shock from his mouth along with a thin streak of phlegm. 
He could not think of the past or those already dead when he could still hear
the sounds of people dying.  Not when he himself was still alive.  


Something in the distance rattled and clanked, a sound that made him
think of the cell doors at the prison squeaking in protest to being moved.  He
heard it several more times and wondered at the odd rhythm the sound produced. 
He might have thought about the noise more, but he heard a shuffling in the
dark behind him and turned.


They had found him.


There were seven of them, tiny little men the size of children, and
each was dressed in evening finery that had seen better days.  Three females
were in the group, their silk clothes stained and tattered, the bottoms of
their dresses so torn and frayed they looked like rats had been feasting on
them.  The tallest of the females was barely over three feet in height and any
thought that children had been responsible for killing Ellie Mae and her unborn
child was discarded when he saw the vulpine fangs in the mouths of the things
coming his way.  Like the freaks with the emerald eyes, these creatures were
pale, except where their faces had been painted with the blood of Hawley’s
citizens. 


Their eyes were not the green lanterns of the ones at the prison; aside
from their size these vampires looked like humans.  They had human eyes, that
reflected the light with a crimson gleam and somehow that made it even worse. 
It cemented their reality for Hank. 


The first of them leaped at him, jaws wide, reaching out to grab him so
that it could clamp its jaws on his face.  Hank swung the scythe.  Adrenaline
fueled his swing and if there was a God, He was being mighty nice to Hank with
his aim.  The blade cut deep into the monster’s neck and damned near took its
head off.   One second it was a screaming little man and the next it was
twitching on the ground, and Hank hoped it was dying. 


He didn’t have time to feel satisfied.  There were six more coming his
way.  One of the women dove low, toward his legs, and her fangs sank into the
meat of his calf.  Hank let out a yowl and kicked her with his free leg, boot
striking her temple.  It wasn't enough.  She bit down a second time, her cold
dead tongue licking at the hole in his pants leg and the flesh underneath. 
Hank hit her four times with the blunt end of the scythe, unable to step back
to swing the blade.  She shuddered away from him with a watery sigh. 


“You bitch!  That’s my blood all over your face!”  His vision went red
and Hank stomped down on the thing as it tried to back away. 


Hank grabbed another of the creatures by her thick, curly hair and held
her off the ground.  She flailed and snarled and spat at him until he used his
weapon to hack her chest open and then her throat. 


The others began to circle him.


A round, elderly male—he was having trouble thinking of it as a
man, even with the neatly cropped mustache and beard—ran at his left side
and as he turned to defend himself, two more of the damned things moved to his
right.  Hank caught the one he’d been tracking just in time to realize what a
mistake he'd made.  The ones on his right hit him hard, far harder than he expected
from such little people, and knocked him to the ground.  The trinket in his
pants pocket flared with warmth even as more fangs sank into his flesh. 


Hank had been working in the labor camp for months and there was little
about him that could be called soft.  With all of his strength he drove his
right arm into the ground, shaking the biting nightmares loose.  He reached up
and dug his fingers into the eyes of the one at his shoulder until he felt the
cold orbs burst wetly under the pressure. 


The thing fell back, screeching like a banshee, and Hank spun around in
the dirt to kick another that lunged for him.  A third grabbed hold of him and
bit his arm deeply, the child-sized hands gripping his shirt sleeve.  Hank ran
at the nearest building, which he’d used as cover moments before.  He rammed
the wall, the vampire trapped between him and the hard wood.  The boards
creaked and he felt his entire arm go numb.  The scythe spun away from his hand
in an arc and clanged to the street.  It was worth it; the damned thing grunted
again and let go of his wounded flesh. 


As it hit the ground, Hank started to kick it, caving in its skull with
the toe of his boot.


“You stay there, you little bastard!”  He staggered over and grabbed
the scythe, ready to hack the thing into pieces, but it was up already.


This time, though, it was moving away from him.


Hank leaned against the wall of the church and panted, covering his
mouth with his hand to keep at least a little of the dust away from his lungs. 
He looked around, checking for the other tiny vampires, but they were gone,
probably in search of other, easier prey.  Even now he could hear an occasional
scream coming from nearby.


There was no way he could stay in Hawley.  There was nothing left in
the town to stay for, and sure as hell not a chance of surviving.  Hank set off
again and soon found what he needed.  The bicycle was ancient, designed with a
massive front wheel and a much smaller one in the back.  Even climbing on the
thing was probably risking a broken neck, but a quick check confirmed that it
was functional and he had no other option.  


The wind picked up again and brought still more dust with it.  Hank
covered the lower half of his face with his shirt and climbed aboard his new
ride.  The wheels made a few light squeaks, but rode smoothly.  He stood as
much as he dared on the contraption and pumped his legs hard to get going
properly.  The scythe stayed in his right hand, pinned across the handle bars,
because he refused to have to reach for a weapon with everything that had been
going on.  In his pocket, the necklace seemed to have cooled down a great deal.
 If he was right, that meant he was at least a little safer. 


He turned down the road away from Hawley without much regret about
never seeing the place again.  He had a fortune in his pocket and if he was
very, very lucky he could get something for it in another place. 


The night was as hot and miserable as the day had been and the breeze
from riding the bicycle was invigorating.  Fingers of air cooled the sweat on
his scalp and painted his hair a different color at the same time. 


As he passed by a small shack on the outskirts of town, something
silver flashed in the moonlight.  A dark figure lunged from beside the shack. 
The axe swung and destroyed the front tire of the bicycle, shearing through the
thin rubber and the frame it was supported by. 


Hank was thrown forward, and only barely managed to turn to avoid
impaling himself on the scythe, which flew from his hand and rattled as it hit
the dirt road.  He landed on his hands, scraping off layers of skin.  His palms
burned.  The bicycle clattered to the ground, ruined.


The sounds came again, a squealing noise followed by a loud clank. 
Even as he scrambled to reach the scythe he glanced up and saw the thing that
wielded the axe.  The blade glinted in the dusty moonlight, well polished and
well used. 


Hank stared, mouth agape.  The thing stood close to seven feet, a man
shaped contraption with legs and arms made of cylinders that had once been
connected together by rivets.  Its head was capped by a pointed tin hat.  In
the broken joints of the monstrosity, he could see pulleys and heavy cords that
slid with each motion it made. 


Thick, rusting tin legs lifted with a squeal and slammed to the road
with a ringing clang.  The arms were segmented and almost ludicrous.  Its long
fingers ended in a sharpened twist of tin that was already coated with sticky
redness.  More pulleys and wheels ground together as each arm moved with a
rattling squeak.  Between those arms a wide chest of metal glinted, but
something had ripped the tin open, and inside the deep cavity Hank could see a
shape moving in the darkness.  


The head of the tin man, above the pit of the torn chest, turned to
look at him.  Deep cavernous eye sockets held something inside them, human
looking eyes that moved in his direction.  A nose had been fused to the
cylindrical head, and it actually seemed to be breathing.  Below that a mouth 
had been torn into a scowl by the same sort of force that had opened the metal
of the chest. 


The thing clanked toward him.


The tin man said, “I can’t help you, it’s taken my body from me,” in a
hollow voice that rang dully into the night.  “Run if you’re able.”


“What?”  Hank could only stare. 


A laugh came from the cavity inside the tin man’s chest.  “He said ‘run
if you’re able,’ and you should.  Will make you taste better when I finally get
to you.” 


A face peered from inside the tin man and Hank looked at the ugly
little vampire, like the ones in town, and felt his heart sink.  


The tin man raised his axe.  Hank twisted and dove to the ground,
rolling in the dirt, grabbing his scythe.  A hollow sobbing noise came from the
head of the monster and a high-pitched cackling laugh echoed from the chest. 
Tiny hands pulled at cords and the tin man moved toward him with more noisy
steps, his long stride eating the distance between them with ease. 


Hank stood and swung his scythe, hoping to skewer the creature riding
in the tin man’s chest, but one of the massive arms blocked the blow and the
blade snapped. 


One metallic leg rattled as it lifted and the tin man kicked Hank in
his hip, staggering him.  Before he could recover, one of the hands closed on
his wrist and squeezed with enough force to make his bones creak.  Hank let out
a scream and thrashed as the mechanical man lifted him into the air.


The human eyes within the tin man’s head looked his way again and he
saw the fine network of veins and muscles that still allowed it to see him. 
Hank felt the entire body of the thing shudder as the other arm rose, reaching
for his face. 


Panic took over completely and Hank thrashed his legs, kicking the
torso of the contraption.  Each blow let out a deep resonant bong like a bell
and he wanted to scream in fear.  His foot slipped into the open chest of the
thing holding him and he felt his heel catch on a softer surface that gave way.
 The tin man’s arms went slack and he fell, hitting the dirt in a tangle of
limbs. 


“I’ll kill you!” the voice squeaked from inside the tin man’s chest. 


Hank had no doubt he would.  So instead of trying to fight again, he
turned and ran, legs pumping furiously, chest tight with effort and fear.


The tin man pursued him with clanging steps, each one marking the
distance that separated Hank from his death.
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Elisa sat in the darkness and wondered how long she could weep before
she had no more tears to shed.  The world had gone mad and she felt as if she
weren't far behind.  Stefan was dead.  Jeremiah was dead.  Savage little
animals, monkeys like winged demons, had killed them and almost her as well,
and the only thing that kept her safe was her dead husband’s faith in a God she
could not bring herself to believe in. 


What sort of God would allow any of this madness to happen?  And yet
His power had saved her.


The wind shook the canvas of the wagon that had been her home for far
too long, and she thought about Stefan and his faith.  Once she’d asked him how
he could believe in God and still sell false promises to the desperate people
around them.  Stefan had smiled, his even teeth flashing in his swarthy skin
and winked at her as he answered.  “I do not sell false promises, my love. I
sell hope.”


“How so?”


“The people here are desperate and miserable.  I sell them a little
alcohol to calm their nerves and I tell them that it will solve their woes. 
For a little while at least, they have hope again.”


That had been their last discussion on the subject.  She’d have given
almost anything for them to argue the matter again. 


Aside from the wind there was no sound, but she was not foolish enough
to trust that the silence was a promise of safety.  She would not leave the
wagon until the sun had risen.  By then, she knew from the old stories, she
would be safe. 


Physically, at least.  There was no haven from the fear that sent
shivers through her, or from the grief that tore her up inside. 


When Elisa’s father had passed and she’d asked her mother if she was
well, the woman had merely looked at her with dark, heavy eyes and said that
she was hollow.  She understood now what her mother had meant. 


Something struck the side of the wagon and Elisa bit her lip hard to
avoid screaming. 


“Is there anyone in there?  I need help!” shouted a voice.  A man’s
voice.


Fists slapped at the canvas, seeking a way inside, and Elisa rose from
her crouched position and moved carefully to the entrance at the back of the
wagon.  Nothing would take her in the night, not if she had any say in the
matter. 


The hands slapped and clutched and felt for a way into her haven. 
Elisa held her breath and clenched her hands into fists.  


“If anyone’s in there, please help me!”  The man’s voice was strained
and dry.  Whoever was out there sounded human, but she wasn't foolish enough to
trust that.


Elisa crouched low, ready to strike.


The rear flaps of the wagon opened and a dark shape lunged halfway into
the interior.  Elisa had been expecting one of the winged monkeys, with teeth
bared and the blood of her loved ones smeared on the vile hands and feet. 
Without taking a moment to get a good look at the intruder or wonder how one of
those unholy things had entered now when they had been unable to before, she
struck out.


Her fist collided with nose and cheek, flesh and bone and cartilage. 
The man staggered back, withdrawing almost all the way out of the wagon.  He
spat curses, blood streaming from his nose.  The knuckles of her fist throbbed
from the impact but she could tell he’d felt it far more than she had.


“Lady, you have to let me in!”


Covered in sweat and dust and wearing the clothes of a prisoner, the
man lunged for her wagon again.  In that moment, she understood her error.  The
crosses had kept the evil out before.  This man was human after all.  Criminal
or not, he was a human being, and fleeing from the things out there in the
darkness.  Elisa’s heart surged and she reached for him, pulling at his arm,
helping him into the wagon.  


As he began to haul himself into the wagon’s interior, his hand caught
one of the crucifixes that Stefan had adorned the entrance with and tangled
into the rosary beads. 


“Listen to me, there’s some dangerous things running around out there
and one of the worst is right behind me.  We’ve got to hide somewhere!”


He might have said more, and she might have answered him, but before
either could speak again, the man’s eyes went wide and he was jerked from
behind.  Something started pulling him out of the wagon. 


The stranger held on desperately, his eyes as wild and frantic as a
horse tethered near a raging barn fire.  The tendons in his neck and shoulders
stood out like cables, but his strength was not enough.  She heard his scream,
saw the crucifix tangled in his fingers tear loose from its anchor and watched
as something almost as tall as the wagon hauled him into the darkness. 


The man who’d been climbing into the wagon was not small.  He was a
little over average height and even through the prison garb she could see the
lean muscles of his body.  If she'd passed him on the street and been worried
that he was dangerous, she’d have avoided him.  Now, looking at the man as he
struggled against the thing that had grabbed him, he looked like a child. 


The thing he struggled against was some kind of metal man, an
impossible thing, but it had been a night for impossible things.


The crucifix in his hand swayed and darted on its beaded necklace, but
he was too busy trying to stay alive to give it much thought. 


“The cross!  Use the cross!  They can’t abide it!”


Though the man struggled, he could not free himself from the metal
man’s grasp. 


Elisa wanted nothing more than to stay exactly where she was, to be
safe inside her wagon and then, maybe, to wake in the morning and find
everything the way it should be, with Stefan peddling his elixirs and trinkets
and Jeremiah sleeping in her arms.  But nothing in her world would permit her
to watch a man, even a criminal, be murdered before her eyes.


She grabbed the shovel from inside the wagon and slid out.  Quickly she
moved toward the giant and the convict, her weapon cocked back over her right
shoulder, and then charged.  The shovel swung in a wide arc and whistled as it
cut through the air. 


The edge of the shovel blade slammed into the hollow back of the tin
man and drove a dent into the metal.  The noise was not as loud as she
expected, but was followed almost immediately by a muffled scream from inside
the thing. 


Elisa swung again and again, feeling the impact from every blow as it
ran up her arms and into her elbows.  The mechanical thing spun toward her,
letting go of the prisoner, and she saw the red eyes and bared teeth of the
wicked little thing crouched inside of the metal man’s chest. 


The convict fell to the ground and shook his bloodied arm, several
lacerations marking where the tin fingers had scraped his flesh.  He did not
stay on the ground, but instead rose to his feet, looking at the cross in his
hand. 


Elisa danced backward as the tin man made a lunge for her, and she
swatted the metallic head with the flat of her shovel, hearing the ringing
noise that echoed through the head even as one of the handles on the side of
the skull crumpled under the impact.  From within the deep sockets of the
carved tin face, something wet rolled out and struck the ground.  Elisa stared
in horror at the wet, ruined eye that looked up from the dust. 


The tin man took advantage of her distraction, reaching out to grab her
weapon, the thick fingers clutching the handle of the shovel and squeezing
until the wood snapped in half just above her hands. 


From somewhere deep inside of the chest she heard the thing with the
red eyes screaming at her.  “I’ll feast on your blood, you vicious sow!”


The prisoner moved forward then, staggering briefly before he corrected
his charge and shoved his hand into the opened chest of the tin man.  The hand
held Stefan’s cross, and when it touched the thing inside, it screamed, the
sound echoing eerily inside of the metal torso. 


Two small hands reached out and grabbed the man’s arm, and at the same
moment, the arms of the tin man went suddenly slack.  The little monster’s tiny
fingers clutched hard, tearing the prisoner’s shirt sleeve into shreds and
drawing fine lines of blood from his exposed skin.  Still the man held on, his
arm shaking and his face twisted into a mask of hatred and revulsion as he held
the crucifix impaled inside the monster’s chest. 


Elisa moved to her left and saw the tiny vampire pinned within the tin
man, its face made even more hideous as it screamed and wailed its pain out
into the night.  The cross was driven into its chest and where the vampire’s
skin and the crucifix met the flesh had blackened and was rotting away.


The convict pushed harder, and something in the vampire’s chest broke. 
The little monster let out one final wail of pain and then the tin contraption
around it fell backward with a groan and a dozen explosive bangs. 


Elisa looked the man over, her breaths rapid and stressed.  The
prisoner looked at her and shook his head, at a loss for words.


She pointed to the wagon.  “We’ll be safer in there,” she said softly. 
“There are things out in the night that should not exist.”


He nodded and moved toward the wagon.  In the distance screams still
carried through the darkness and prompted them both to move faster.  They were
not the screams of people, but of things that neither of them wanted to
consider too closely. 


Elisa climbed back into the wagon and the man made his way in after her
and drew the opening closed before settling back against the canvas.  His body
twitched with exhaustion and his face was drawn down in a pained scowl.  They
sat across from each other and did not speak, but instead listened to the wind
and the screams, each lost in their own thoughts and nightmares. 
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      Thin gray cornstalks whipped at Gayle’s
face as she dashed through the withered remnants of her father’s last corn
crop.  There would never be a harvest.  Leaves stung her cheeks and the stalks
broke as she ran over them.  Her eyes were wide but she had no tears to cry
now.  Terror had overcome her so completely that she could not have wept.  Her
heart pounded and in her mind she could still hear the voice of the pale man
with his beautiful eyes and hideous face, her parents’ blood smeared on his
cheeks.


      Evil.  Surely, he was a demon, just the
sort she had always been told about.  Sometimes Gayle had doubted that such
things existed, but now she knew better.  Evil was real.


      And it was after her.


      Her breath rasped in her chest, coming
too fast.  She thought her lungs would explode.  Her foot caught on a bent corn
stalk and she stumbled, fell to one knee, and scraped her hand on a stone
jutting from the dusty earth.  The night was so warm and close around her that
she thought it was hunting her too.  And how could she escape the night?


      In the moment that she pushed herself up
again to run, she heard noises in the corn behind her.  Low to the ground. 
Footsteps, running, and the snapping of leaves as she was pursued.


      Gayle would not look back.  She knew
what was chasing her.  Not the evil man, the demon, but the living dolls with
their cruel, porcelain faces.  He ruled them, and they would kill for him.


      Kill her.  Or bring her to him so that
he could drink her blood, just as he had her parents’.


      The field was uneven.  She staggered
again but kept her footing, crashing through the corn stalks.  A numbness began
to fill her, a terrible emptiness as she thought about the farm next door, and
the one after that, and the town beyond.  All of them were so far away, and she
was so small.  Gayle was fast for her size, for just a little girl, but not
fast enough.


      Behind her, the noises in the corn grew
louder, and the porcelain dolls began to laugh.


      “No,” Gayle said, not so much in
defiance as in prayer.


      Then she felt the first one grab at her
leg, heard others pacing her in the corn to either side.  They were upon her. 
Any moment they would drag her down, and then all would be lost.


      “No!” Gayle said, and she stopped
running.


      The little girl turned, blond hair
flying around her head as she spun, and stomped one foot down as if in some
childish tantrum.  Her shoe shattered the porcelain doll that had grabbed hold
of her a moment before.


      The others rushed through the corn,
appearing all around her, beginning to surround her.  Gayle did not wait.  She
screamed, more hollow inside than ever, and attacked them.  She grabbed hold of
the largest one she could reach and swung it at the others, shattering two of
them with a single blow.  Their faces cracked into pieces and the bodies
collapsed.


      Three tiny ones came at her feet, one of
them carrying a knife from her mother’s kitchen.  Gayle kicked them with all
her strength, one, two, three.  The first two shattered on contact, but the
third shifted slightly and grabbed hold of her leg.  Its fingers pushed through
the skin on her leg and she cried out in pain.


      Then they were upon her, cruel, doll
faces enjoying her terror, claws sinking into her flesh.  The porcelain people
got underfoot and tripped her.  Gayle fell, screaming once more as they rode
her to the ground, a swarm of them now flowing from the corn field, covering
her, holding her down.


      They were laughing at her.


      She opened her mouth for one, final
scream.


      “Hush,” said a soft velvet voice, and
she looked up to see the bloodsucking demon standing in the corn off to her
right, just watching as they crawled all over her.


      Her mind felt like there were spiders
crawling all in her brain, like she was about to go completely mad.  The
pale-faced man, the blood-drinker, would have her now.  He would take her, and
tear her open, and she would join her parents in heaven.  If the demon did not
destroy her soul along with her body.


      The dead, damned look in its eyes made
her wonder.


      Gayle shrieked, thrashing against the
porcelain people.  Two of the dolls were thrown together, their heads
shattering with the impact.  She fought them, unwilling to let the evil take
her without a fight.


      Then, as if in answer to her cry, the
night was split by a thunderous jungle roar.  The doll people paused for an
instant, and between them she saw a huge lion burst from the corn.  It lunged
from all fours, but landed on its two hind legs with its huge front paws in the
air.  It grabbed hold of the pale, velvet, hideous man’s shoulders, opened its
massive jaws, and bit his head clean off with a crunch of bone and a wet
tearing noise that made Gayle shudder.


      The body collapsed and broke apart into
little more than dirt, just another layer of dust in the fields of Kansas.


      Instantly, the porcelain people stopped
moving.  They fell to the ground, tumbling off of her, and simply lay there,
faces expressionless and innocent as before.  Just dolls again.  Whatever evil
influence the pale man had held over them had died with him.


      At last, Gayle felt her tears coming and
she could cry again.


      When the lion came over and scooped her
up in his arms, she did not scream or fight.  He had come in on four legs, but
he could walk on two, like a man, so he was no ordinary lion.  But he had
killed the monster, had saved her, and she had no strength left to run.


He cradled her in his arms and carried her back toward the barn.  As he
took her away, she could not help but look back at the still forms of the
porcelain people scattered in the field behind her, unable to shake the
certainty that they were not really dead, that they would come to life again,
and that they would have her blood, once and for all.


      Gayle wept, the lion’s soft, musky fur
absorbing the grief and moisture of her tears.  
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      The night was quiet outside the wagon,
the only sound the wind tugging at the flaps that hung across the back.  Hank
sat with his legs drawn up, almost beneath his chin.  The woman, Elisa, had
taken a risk by lighting several candles, but neither of them had pointed out
the obvious peril involved, both from fire and from whatever horrors the light
might attract.


      Neither of them could abide the thought
of huddling in the darkness for another moment.


      The flickering candlelight gleamed off
of the dozens of crucifixes that had been affixed to the walls and roof of the
wagon.  Others hung from chains and strings at the front and back of the wagon
and swayed in the breeze that made its way through the flaps.  A pair of them
collided with regularity, making tinny wind chimes.


      Hank stared at Elisa as she picked up a
cross that had fallen to the floor.  She clutched it in her hands, offered him
a small, sheepish smile, and then her gaze turned once more to the rear of the
wagon.  She was pale and drawn, her eyes a bit wild, as though she expected
another attack at any moment.  Hank understood.  He felt the same way.  His
ears were alert for the slightest sound of anything out on the road.


      “We can’t stay here,” he said, his own
voice startling him as he broke the silence.


      Elisa turned her head slightly and
watched him with birdlike wariness.  “Of course we can.  We must.  My Stefan’s
faith keeps us safe tonight.”  She shook the cross at him as though to ward him
off.  “I know the stories well enough.  My grandmother used to talk about them
all the time.  When I was very small, if I woke up during the night, I never
dared to leave my bed until I saw the light of morning.  Then it would be safe.


      “In the morning we’ll be safe, and then
we can leave.  We’ll run far away and pray there are places where the hell
that’s come to Kansas has yet to spread.”


      A sadness touched Hank’s heart that was
even more powerful than his fear.  He shook his head, hating to have to
disagree.  The woman was crushingly beautiful, even with the grief and terror
etched in her features.  He wished he could protect her, wanted to try.  But
though he might be able to keep her alive, he couldn’t protect her from the
anguish that had already twisted her heart, the loss of her husband and child,
and the fear.


      The scars were already there.


      “I’m sorry, Elisa.  We can’t wait until
morning.  Even with faith, even with whatever protection the crosses give us .
. . we just don’t know.  You saw the tin man.  The monster was inside, in its
heart, but I’m pretty damn certain he could’ve used the tin man to tear this
wagon apart, faith or not.  Point is, we don’t know what else is out there. 
Just because the cross was like poison to that thing, and it scared off the
ones that attacked you, the . . . Jesus, I can’t believe I’m saying it, but the
monkeys . . . that doesn’t mean it’ll work on all of ‘em.  The ones I saw, the
ones with the emerald eyes—“


      He could feel the warmth of the emerald
in his pocket, even as he spoke of the vampires that had slaughtered everyone
at the prison.  Would it be better to leave it behind, to forget he’d ever
found it?  Could they sense it somehow, use it to follow him?  Hank didn’t
know.  But he’d been poor enough to starve once, and poor enough to steal many
times, and only a fool could have felt the gnawing of real hunger and be
willing to throw away a jewel like this emerald without a fight.


      “You think they’re different from the
others?” Elisa asked.  Her voice was small and soft, like a little girl’s, but
her eyes were hard, now.  She had already proven herself a fighter when it came
down to it, so he wasn’t going to be fooled by the timidity she now showed.


      “Could be,” Hank replied.  “That’s what
I’m saying.  We don’t have any idea what else is out there tonight, what else
the storm brought to Hawley.  We can’t just sit here waiting for something to
show up that isn’t afraid of the wrath of God, you see what I’m saying?  Evil’s
been around a long time.  Could be some of it’s afraid of other gods, or no
gods at all.  And if they’ve got someone to be their hands for them—like
that little shit did with the tin man—we’re as good as dead.


      “We’ve got to find horses, darlin’.  Get
this wagon hooked up and get on out of here.  I can’t just wait to die, and I
won’t let you do it, either.”


      A gust of wind rocked the wagon and the
two of them froze, staring at the darkness beyond the entrance.  Hank felt his
pulse hammering at his temples and when the moment had passed he looked down to
find that he had clutched his hands into such tight fists that his fingernails
had cut small red crescents into his palms.


      “Hank,” Elisa said quietly.


      He looked at her.  “Yeah?”


      “Are we going to die?”


      For several seconds he only stared at
her.  Then he nodded.  “Could be.”


      A terrible emptiness filled her eyes. 
“What frightens me most is how nice that sounds.  To be with Stefan and
Jeremiah again . . . I long for that.  But I know that Stefan would give his
own life again and again to save mine, and so I know I must fight to live.”


      She shuddered and gnawed a moment on her
lower lip.  Then she reached up and unhooked first one, then a second and third
of the crosses that hung from the roof of the wagon.  She looped them around
her neck and reached out for the shotgun they had recovered from the ground
outside—for all the good it would do them.


      “A little more than a mile along the
road, round the corner, there are two farms.  If the evil has not yet reached
them, there are horses there.”


      Hank nodded slowly, the reality of the
task before them sinking in.  The idea of leaving the supposed safety of the
wagon did not sit well with him at all, but his own logic compelled him.


      “All right.  Let’s go.  We wait another
minute, and I’ll change my mind.  Either way it’s a risk, but I can’t just sit
here and wait to die.”


      Elisa offered him the shotgun but Hank
waved her off.  Instead he grabbed a heavy shovel that was among the few tools
the traveling salesman had carried with them.  He’d rather have had his scythe
again, but he’d lost that.  He also found a small hatchet Stefan and Elisa had
used for chopping firewood, and this he hooked through his belt.


      Finally, he followed Elisa’s example and
gathered crucifixes from around the wagon—careful not to leave any one
surface inside without protection—and hung them around his neck.  In his
pocket went the thick cross he had used to kill the vampire dwarf who had
controlled the tin man.  Then they were both ready.


      The night had been sultry and warm but
now as they climbed down onto the hard packed road, weapons in hand, and stared
around at the moonlit plains, the air had turned cold.  Hank shivered,
gooseflesh rose on his arms and made him grip the shovel harder, and he cast a
single, longing glance back at the wagon.  When he started off, Elisa was not
beside him.


      He turned to find that her own reluctant
final glance would not release her.  She stared at the wagon as if it were all
that remained to her of the husband and child she had loved with all of her
heart, as though the wagon itself were all she had left of her soul.


      Hank took her by the elbow and led her
away, but as they trod up the middle of the dusty road in the light of the
moon, she looked even more hollow to him.  Nothing but a shell, now.


      Morning would help, he told himself.  It
will take a lifetime to heal her wounds, but sunshine was the first step.  If
they could just last that long.


      It occurred to him for the first time
how much simpler it would have been for him if her husband had survived, and
Elisa been torn apart by the vampires.  A cold thought, but a true one.  She
was beautiful and vulnerable and he was the kind of man for whom kind, pretty
women are a weakness of the heart.


      Hank kept her three steps ahead of him
as they walked and while Elisa kept her eyes on the road ahead, he was alert to
anything moving in the withered fields around them.  With the way the land had
dried out and the storms that regularly passed through, he’d heard some men
wonder aloud if maybe they’d all died and gone to hell—a hell slowly
being revealed to them.  He didn’t believe that for a moment, but one thing was
certain, God had turned a blind eye upon Hawley, Kansas these past few years.


      And tonight, more than any other.


      The wind spun into dust devils that
reminded him unsettlingly of miniature tornadoes, and of the storm that had
come through the previous day.  But nothing else stirred but the dirt and the
wind that whispered across the empty fields.  Three quarters of a mile from the
wagon, the road turned.  Even before then, he had seen a sparse handful of
small trees in the distance.  There was a farmhouse and a barn with a collapsed
roof, but the fields were so arid—just expanses of barren, abandoned
land—that they did not even pause.  Elisa had said there were two farms.


      As soon as Hank could see the dark
silhouettes of the second farm, he and Elisa turned off the road.  Out in the
open, they were too visible, but at least there was room to fight if it came to
that.  Now, though, it was about speed.  Half a dozen steps onto the dusty
fields of that farm, and he began to jog.  Elisa understood instinctively and
followed suit.  The shotgun jostled in her hands as she hurried across the rutted,
blasted landscape, but he could see she was careful not to lose her footing.


      His chest began to burn and he knew he
needed to stop to catch his breath, but Hank kept going.  The house and barn
were dark, but all that mattered was the horses.  If the animals were dead, he
and Elisa would hurry back to the wagon.  The other barn was half-collapsed,
any animals inside either long since fled or been crushed.  Oh, it might be
worth a look, but otherwise, they had nowhere else to go except back to the wagon.


      He felt like a fool.  What were the odds
that these things, these hunters, had left anything alive tonight?  He told
himself that it was possible, but only if the vampires hadn’t reached the farm
yet.


      In his whole life, he’d never been that
lucky.  But maybe tonight was the night.


      Elisa paused at the edge of a small,
pitiful corn field.  Hank ran right past her.  There was no pausing anymore. 
They would live or they would die.  They were committed to their choice,
whatever the outcome.  Breath a ragged gasp, he ran between the rows, trying to
make as little noise as possible.  He might die tonight, but he didn’t feel
like helping the monsters track him down.  He could hear Elisa following him,
her footfalls soft behind.


      Something crunched like glass beneath
his boot.


      Hank staggered, nearly fell, but caught
himself and came back to see what he had stepped on.  Elisa had already reached
the spot, and he found her staring down at the shattered remains of a porcelain
doll.


      “There are others,” she whispered,
pointing at several of the things scattered on the ground all around, amongst
the cornstalks.


      Something about the expressions painted
on the faces of the dolls made his skin crawl.


      “Keep moving,” Hank told her.


      A dark shape darted across the sky just
at the edge of his vision.  He turned to see it speed toward the barn, whose
roof was visible even from the midst of the meager corn field.


      For just a moment he was tempted to turn
back.  Then Elisa touched his shoulder with a gentle hand.


      “We have to hurry,” she said.


      He nodded, and they started off again
together, taking even great care to be quiet this time.  Moments later they
reached the edge of the corn crop and Hank crouched within the stalks, taking
what cover he could.  Elisa knelt beside him, stroking one of the many
crucifixes around her neck with her left hand, and clutching the shotgun in her
right.


      Small, hideous figures capered in the
air around the barn, a dozen things with wings and tails that swarmed like
bees, alighting on the roof and tearing at its shingles, then taking flight
again.  Impossibly, he saw that Elisa was right.  They were some kind of winged
monkeys.  The idea had seemed ridiculous, but the moment he saw them he
realized there was no amusement to be had in their absurdity.  They were
vicious animals, twisted, evil things that only had the appearance of ordinary
creatures.  Vampires.  Some kind of bizarre breed now poisoned by cruel
darkness.


      The barn doors were shut and somehow
they must have been barred from within, for several of the monkeys began to
screech and throw themselves against the door in a fury.  Their voices were a
mad chittering that made Hank want to claw at his ears.  One of the monkeys
hurled itself against the barn door with such rage and abandon that the wood
splintered, but it left a smear of dark blood behind.  They would destroy
themselves to get into that barn.


      “Horses,” Elisa whispered.


      Hank nodded.  The only reason the
creatures would try so desperately to get into the barn was if there was something
alive in there for them to kill, hot blood for them to slake their devilish
thirst.


      There came a loud noise from the roof,
the crack of wood, and he saw that several of the creatures had managed to tear
a section of shingling away, creating a hole.


      “No,” he said.  “God damn it, no.”


      Those horses were their only chance.


      He gripped the shovel in both hands, and
burst from the corn.  Hank let out a cry of fury and terror and ran across the
hard ground toward the barn.


      The little demons heard him, and their
excited chatter grew even louder and more shrill.  The one who’d bloodied
itself and perhaps shattered its bones continued to hurl itself against the
door, and two of those on the roof disappeared into the hole, but the others
took flight, ragged, torn wings beating the air as they charged.  Hank heard
himself screaming.  His fingers gripped the shovel so tightly that they hurt. 
The night had become even colder, as though the world itself was dying.


      As the fastest of them reached him, he
swung the shovel.  Its blade whickered through the air.  It struck the little
beast with a terrible sound, cutting deep into its side beneath one arm and
crashing it to the ground.  He stomped on its neck as it writhed beneath the
shovel, picked up the blade, and drove it right into the monkey’s face,
shattering its skull and spilling gray matter out onto the ground.  Its brains
were writhing red maggots that began to blister and melt upon exposure to the
air.


      His guts churned and bile burned up the
back of his throat.  Hank might have vomited, but the others were on him then. 
Two of the monkeys collided with him, knocking him to the ground, wings beating
the air.  But almost the same moment that the three of them landed in a tangle
of limbs and gnashing teeth and the clang of the shovel upon the ground, the
monkeys screamed.  He smelled their fur and flesh burning and they sprang off
of him, hopping away, cross-shapes seared into them where they had come into
contact with the crucifixes he wore.


      A few feet away, the shotgun thundered. 
The shot echoed across the farm.  Another of the little bloodsuckers had been
flying at him, and as Elisa fired, its head exploded in a mist of blood and
bone and decaying maggots.


      Hank got to his feet and Elisa ran up
beside him, racking another round into the shotgun’s chamber.


      “We’ve got to save the horses,” she
said.


      Several of the monkeys had begun to
retreat, seeing what had happened to the others.  Hank thought it was more the
crosses than the weapons, but he didn’t mind if it was a combination of the
two.  He plucked the hatchet from his belt and went over to where his shovel
had fallen.  One of the monkeys, braver than the others, lunged for his face. 
He swung the hatchet at the beast’s chest and it fell from the sky, wings
jerking and twitching.  It rolled over and over on the ground, trying to pull
the hatchet out of its chest, where the blade had lodged in bone.


      Elisa went to shoot it, but Hank waved
her off, wanting her to conserve ammunition.  He picked up the shovel and drove
it down on the thing’s neck, popping the head off.


      Only the wings were still twitching as
they walked off, leaving it to die.


      “Faith,” Elisa whispered.


      When Hank looked at her, he saw that she
had begun to weep.


      He let out another scream and started
after the vicious little beasts.  The monkeys flew up toward the hole in the
roof of the barn.  Hank swore and they ran toward the doors.  That one, mad
little monster was still crashing into the door, though its head hung strangely
on its shoulders and its face was caved in.


      Shuddering with revulsion, Hank batted
it with the blade of the shovel and then when it was down he swung the shovel
down again and again and again.


      Elisa aimed the shotgun at the place
where the doors to the barn were joined and pulled the trigger.  Bits of wood
exploded from the doors and whatever had barred them was gone.  They swung
loose.


      Hank grabbed the edge of one door and
hauled it open.


      Three horses whinnied and kicked at
their stalls.  One was down, torn open, and two of the vampires were feasting.


      But the others were already dead.


      “What in Hell?” Hank muttered.


      A roar shook the rafters.  A lion had
one of the flying monkeys in its jaws and shook it back and forth like a rabid
dog with a rag doll.  The lion held it down with one paw and with the other,
tore its head off.


      There were four or five other monkeys
that were already dead.


      Now the lion went for the two survivors,
the ones that were feasting on the fallen horse.  Elisa raised the barrel of
her shotgun.


      “No,” said a tiny voice from the shadows
beside the door, where the moonlight could not reach.  “He’s a friend.”


      Hank spun, shovel at the ready.  But
then the speaker stepped from the shadows, a little blond girl, her hair dirty
and tangled but her eyes wide with innocence and sadness.


      Together, the three of them watched as
the lion tore apart the last of the vampires.  When it was through, the massive
jungle beast sat on its haunches and tried to wipe its paws as best it could on
the hay scattered about.


      “You’ve come for the horses,” the lion
said, its growl of a voice laden with wisdom.


      Hank could only stare, unable to accept,
even after all he had seen, that the lion could speak.


      “Yes,” Elisa said.  And then she told
him about the wagon.


      The lion raised its enormous head, mane
streaked with blood and gore, and gazed at them with golden eyes.  “And you
will take the girl?”


      Hank heard the crack in Elisa’s voice
when she replied.  “Of course.”


      “Then we shall all go.”








 


 


Chapter Sixteen


 


      Gayle led the horses, who were skittish
as they left the barn.  Her lower lip quivered a little but she pressed her
mouth closed, angry with herself.  Tomorrow she could cry.  After the sun was
up.  But not tonight.


      The man with the shovel—dressed up
in clothes from the prison—led the way with the pretty lady with the
olive skin.  Elisa carried the shotgun like it was her baby, and Gayle wondered
if she knew it, and if she had a baby, where it was.  The man’s name was Hank,
which seemed a decent sort of name for a convict.  Gayle was curious why he had
been in prison and how he had gotten out, but like her tears, her questions
would have to wait until morning.


      Right now, quiet seemed to be important.


      The little girl held the reins and the
horses followed her.  The woman, Elisa, had wanted them all to ride back to her
wagon, but Hank had said they needed to go quietly and rest the horses until
the wagon was hooked up.  So they walked.


      The lion followed behind the horses, but
he wasn’t the reason they were skittish.  It was the strangest thing, but they
weren’t afraid of him at all.  Gayle understood.  She wasn’t afraid of the
lion, either.  He made her feel safe.


      As they walked away from the farm, Gayle
resisted the urge to look back.  Her parents were dead, back there, somewhere. 
Yet a part of her could not imagine never seeing them again.  How could that be
possible?  Never was an awfully long time.


      So she told herself that though her
parents were gone, one day she would come home, and maybe all would be well. 
Maybe she would wake up in her bed, with them looking over her, brows furrowed
in concern, and tell her she’d had a fever and it had all been a terrible
nightmare.


      If she looked back, and saw the dark
shapes of the barn and her house across the fields, she would know it was all
just a little girl’s wishful heart.  So she kept on, eyes straight ahead, and
did not let herself consider that she might never go home again.


      They went around the corner and down the
road.  Gayle saw the little wagon on the side of the road and smiled.  Her
horses were strong and fast.  They would be out of Hawley in no time, headed
east toward the dawn.  If Hank and Elisa were right, and the crosses kept the
monsters away, they would be safe.


      But even as this thought went through
her mind, Elisa glanced up into the night sky and pointed.  Hank cussed nasty
enough that it made Gayle flinch, then he turned to her.


      “Let’s go, little girl.  We’ve been
spotted.  Whatever that was, there’ll be others.”


      They were at the wagon in another
minute, and then Hank and Elisa hitched up the horses while the lion prowled in
a circle around the wagon, watching for trouble.  Gayle saw a body on the
ground and tried not to look.  She noticed that Elisa wouldn’t look at it
either.


      “All right.  Get in, Elisa.  You and the
girl.”


      “Gayle.  My name’s Gayle.”


      Hank smiled, eyes softening, and he
looked at her as though it was the first time he’d seen her.  “Right.  Gayle. 
Go on, sweet.  Get in the wagon.  You’ll be safe in there.”


      “I can drive the horses,” Elisa said. 
“If anything attacks us, someone ought to be fighting back.  You can keep them
off of me.”


      Hank took a breath.


      “We haven’t time for delicacy,” the lion
said, sniffing at the air.  “They’ll be on us soon.”


      “I don’t want to be in there alone,”
Gayle said.


      “I’m sorry, sweetheart, but Elisa’s
right.  Let’s just get on.”


      Gayle swallowed hard, her throat
hurting.  She went to the wagon and climbed into the back.  A single candle
burned back there.  She blew it out, knowing that they were going to be moving
fast and the fire would be dangerous.  It was dark in there except for the
moonlight that came in through the open flaps at the rear of the wagon, and
what little light came in through the small square window at the front, just
behind the driver’s seat.


      Though she had seen the way Hank and
Elisa relied upon the crosses they wore, always touching them, holding them
close, she didn’t feel any safer inside the wagon with all of those crucifixes
around.  She just felt more alone.


      The lion stood on his hind legs and
pushed his huge head into the back of the wagon.  The heavy flaps draped
against his mane.


      “You’ll be all right, Gayle.  You only
need a little courage.”


      She shook her head, blond hair falling
across her eyes.  Gayle could not prevent herself from pouting.  “I don’t have
any courage at all.  Not at all.”


      The lion growled, soft and warm.  “We
all do.  Down inside.  You just have to look for it.”


      Then he withdrew.


      Up on the seat at the front of the
wagon, Elisa clucked her tongue and urged the horses on with a flick of the
reins.  The wagon started to move, wheels rolling over the rutted road.  Gayle
went to the front and peered out the small window, just behind Hank and Elisa. 
That made her feel a little better, less alone.


      For more than an hour she knelt there,
her muscles beginning to ache as she waited, tense, expecting something to
happen.  But none of the monsters came.  She heard Elisa and Hank muttering to
one another and their conversation was a comfortably familiar drone that
reminded her of her parents.


      Gayle allowed herself to feel safe.


      Her eyelids grew heavy.  Exhaustion and
the rocking of the wagon lulled her and she became sleepy.  Her head started to
bob and she knew she ought to lie down in the back of the wagon, but could not
bring herself to do it.  Through the little window she peered between Elisa and
Hank, watching the road ahead, and glanced at the dry, dead land that they
passed on either side of the road.  In the moonlight it was like the ghost of
the living, beautiful landscape it must once have been.  Even in her memory, it
had been so much more alive.


      “They’re back,” Hank said, his voice
cold with fear.


      Elisa yelled at the horses, snapped the
reins, and they began to run.  Things fell over in the back of the wagon. 
Gayle bumped her head and had to grab hold to keep from falling over.


      Hank had the shotgun in his hands.  He
swung the barrel to the right, tracking something in the sky, and then he
pulled the trigger.  The explosion deafened Gayle for a few seconds, but during
that time—with the pressure against her eardrums driving spikes of pain
into her head—she saw one of the flying monkeys tumbling out of the sky. 
One of its arms had been torn off by the shotgun blast and the wing on the same
side was shredded.


      “It’s going to get up again,” she said,
not even aware she was speaking out loud.  “They get better unless you take off
the head, or put wood through the heart.  That’s what the lion says.”


      Elisa and Hank didn’t seem to hear her. 
Several more of the monsters came darting down out of the night sky, moonlight
gleaming on their black wings.  They wouldn’t come too close, not with all the
crosses the man and woman on the wagon’s seat wore.  It was as though they were
just trying to make Hank and Elisa angry.


      “What are they doing?” Elisa cried.


      Hank set the shotgun down behind him and
stood in a crouch, shovel in his hands.  Gayle cried out to him, afraid he
would tumble overboard if the wagon hit a rut.  But Hank slapped one of the
monsters out of the air without losing his balance.  He was strong and fast.


      “They won’t attack us, so what are they
bothering for?” Elisa asked, whipping the reins upon the horses again.


      The horses surged forward, throwing Hank
back into his seat.  The shovel fell from his hands and clattered over the edge
of the wagon.


      “They want to slow us down,” Hank said,
his voice a rumble.  He turned to Elisa.  “Why would they—” 


      All three of them heard the lion’s roar.
 It tore across the night sky.  Gayle held her breath, terror gripping her. 
The lion had no crucifixes and no weapons other then his strength and his jaws.
 He had no safe wagon to ride within.


      “No!” she cried, and she scrambled to
the back of the wagon.


      Careful not to put her hands or face
outside, she pulled the flaps open so that she had a view of the road behind
them.  They were moving up a hill now and the horses were slowing a bit.  The
slope wasn’t much, but still there was an incline.


      The lion had fallen behind.  There were
vampire monkeys swarming around him, slowing him, keeping him from catching up
with the wagon.  He stood on his hind legs and began to tear at the monkeys,
claws slashing them, stomping them into the dirt.


      Then he was free, for just a moment, and
he lunged forward, barreling up the hill after them.  Once more he roared, and
there was such sadness in it that Gayle felt her own grief anew.


      “Kalidah!” the lion growled.  “Leave
them!”


      Gayle frowned.  She was about to shout
back to him, ask him what he was talking about.


      Then there came another jungle roar,
just as loud and thunderous as the lion’s.  But it was not the lion.  The sound
was too close, off to the right.  She threw herself to one side and pulled the
flap back to see at an angle, and there it was, running at the edge of the
road, catching up to the wagon.


      The thing was bigger than the lion.  It
had the head of a tiger but its body was more like an enormous, lumbering bear.
 In the moonlight she could see that its fur was streaked orange and black. 
Tiger stripes.


      Kalidah.  That was what the lion called
it.


      Gayle screamed, rigid with fear, unable
even to drop the curtain so that she would not have to see it anymore.  The
Kalidah heard her and even as it lunged for the back of the wagon, it looked at
her with its bright red eyes and bared long, bloody fangs in a terrible grin.


      But she had distracted it.  Her scream
must have made Elisa snap the reins, for the horses redoubled their efforts. 
The wagon surged forward and the Kalidah faltered.  For a moment it stumbled on
the road.


      Then the lion was upon it.


      All around the wagon she heard the
screaming of the flying monkeys, but now the vicious little vampire beasts left
the wagon alone, darting back to help the Kalidah.  The two jungle creatures
roared and got up on their hind legs.  They batted at one another with their
claws, slashing deep furrows into flesh, spilling blood on the dusty road.


      But Gayle knew that the Kalidah was a
vampire.  Claws would not kill him.  He could be drained of blood completely
and would only continue to seek more.


      The monkeys were attacking the lion
then.  There were only a few of them left and he leaped away from the Kalidah
for a moment, snatching a monkey out of the air with his jaws, biting its head
off even as he shattered a second one with one paw.


      The Kalidah roared again, and it laughed
with a sound that seemed to come from the night itself, from all of the arid
fields and dead crops and all of the spilled blood from that long, terrible
night.


      Gayle tore herself away, staggering to
the front of the wagon.  She pushed her face up to the little window to find
Elisa whipping the reins, driving the horses even harder.  Hank had the shotgun
aimed at the fields off to the left—the north—where a miserable
little crop of thistle grew on a small farm.


      “You have to stop and help him!” the
girl said.  “Please.  He saved me.  Saved all of us.  It’s going to kill him.”


      Hank spun and looked down at her.  “We
can’t stop.  Look!”


      He gestured with the barrel of the
shotgun and she peered into the night.  At first she had missed it, but now she
wondered how she could not have seen the dozens of tiny lights glowing in the
darkness of the thistle field, glowing sickly green and moving quickly across
that dead farm toward the road, moving as though to cut off the wagon up ahead.


      “Those are the things that attacked the
prison,” Hank said, glancing down at the little girl.  “They’ve got emeralds
for eyes and their faces . . . their teeth . . . Jesus, I’d rather face any of
the other things we’ve seen.”


      Elisa risked a glance back.


      “Gayle, we don’t even know if the
crosses will frighten them.”


      “But the lion,” Gayle said, pleading,
staring at Elisa first and then looking to Hank.  “We can’t just . . . you
can’t leave him.  You can’t just run away.”


      Hank flinched as though she’d struck
him.  He turned on her, anger flashing in his eyes, a cruelty she would not
have expected him to have.


      “Now you listen to me, little
girl—“ he began.  But then he faltered, as though he had lost track of
his words.  Hank looked at the emerald-eyed vampires sprinting through the
darkness toward them, so fleet over the rough terrain of the thistle field, and
then he looked down at his hands.


      There was a green glow by his right
hand.  Something in his pocket had begun to shine with the same tainted green
light as the eyes of the vampires that had slaughtered everyone at his prison.


      Hank closed his eyes.  He reached into
his pocket and brought out his fist, the green light glowing between his
fingers as he clutched the object in his hand.


      “Damn it,” he whispered.


      Then he opened his eyes again.  He
shoved the glowing emerald back into his pocket and made sure the hatchet was
secure in his belt.  His shovel was gone, but he picked up the shotgun in both
hands again and turned to Elisa.


      “Whatever happens, keep on going.  We’ll
catch up.”


      “What are you talking about?” the woman
said, risking a glance at him as she spurred the horses on.  “What’s going to
happen?”


      Hank tapped the glowing gem in his
pocket.  “Those things, they want this.  I can buy you some time.”  He smiled
at Gayle.  “And the lion needs my help.”


      Gayle smiled back.


      “No!  What’s wrong with you?  You fool,
you’re just a man.  They’ll tear you apart.”


      “And if they catch up to the wagon,
maybe they’ll tear us all apart,” Hank said.  He reached in through the window
and took Gayle’s hand.  He squeezed it, and she saw the pain in his eyes.  Then
he looked back at Elisa.  “I’ve been running away my whole life.  It’s time I
stopped.”


      Then he took his hand back and touched
the crucifixes against his chest, though Gayle was never certain if he was
gesturing to them, or to himself, to the courage in his own heart.


      “Have a little faith,” he said.


      The hill had slowed the horses down a
bit, but they were still going fast.  Hank braced himself and then jumped from
the seat.  He hit the ground and rolled with the impact, but then the wagon was
hurtling past him and Gayle couldn’t see him anymore.


      Elisa screamed at him, angry and
terrified, but she kept on driving the horses.  Gayle watched her quietly for a
moment.  Tears streaked Elisa’s face as she snapped the reins, driving the
horses ever harder.


      Gayle went to the back of the wagon
again.  She pulled the flaps open and peered out at the dusty road behind. 
Hank ran back toward where the lion and the Kalidah were tearing one another
apart, roaring as though he himself were a third jungle beast, come to join the
fray.  Some of the monkeys screamed and flew at him, and Gayle heard the boom
of the shotgun.


      Off across the thistle field, the filthy
green, glowing eyes of the emerald vampires turned, following Hank . . .
pursuing whatever it was he had taken that belonged to them.  They were like
ghosts in the night, drifting so swiftly across the dead farmland, haunting what
remained of Kansas in the dust bowl.


      The wagon reached the top of the rise. 
The horses picked up speed as the terrain flattened out and they didn’t have to
work as hard.  As they crested the hill, Gayle lost sight of Hank and the lion
and of the monsters that thirsted for their blood.


      Slowly, Gayle made her way once more to
the little window and she looked out past Elisa, now alone up on the seat.  She
searched the night sky and the road ahead, but there was no sign of trouble.


      The road took them east, toward sunrise.
 With every step, the horses drew them closer to morning.


      Gayle touched one of the crucifixes on
the wall and said a silent prayer for her friends.  It was a careful prayer,
with a wish that they would be safe, not simply that she would see them again. 
The difference was important.  After all, God could be a real son of a bitch
when He wanted to.


      To Gayle, it felt like the storm that
had come through the day before had swept her up, that a tornado had ripped her
from her home and now carried her through the dust and the darkness toward some
unknown land.  And after the storm, what then?  She had seen rainbows, pretty
colors in the sky, when a storm had been through, but she found it hard to
imagine anything beautiful coming from this.


      Happy ending were for storybooks.


      Soon, Elisa stopped crying, and Gayle
allowed herself to think that maybe they’d make it to sunrise after all.  But
there were hours of darkness still to go, and the dust was rising off the road,
so she did not dare give in to hope.  Gayle put her hope away, and would not
let it out again until she could feel the warmth of the sun on her face.


      Or until she saw the rainbow.
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