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  Michaelbrent Collings


  Prologue:


  Roach


  



  FACT:


  Filicide (a parent deliberately killing his or her own child) is the third-leading cause of death of American children between 5 and 14 years old.


  FACT:


  In the United States alone AT LEAST 250 to 300 children are murdered by their parents every year.


  FACT:


  No one knows why this happens.


  



  There is a very special – even peculiar – feeling when a bedroom has two people in it. No more, no less.


  More than two people in a bedroom, and the energy in the room tends to be insane or officious, because either great deals of money are going to change hands, or great deals of energy are going to be expended – or both – for obvious reasons. Less than two, and the room often feels lonely and stale, as though the person in the bedroom is most likely waiting for something… and perhaps has been waiting for quite some time.


  Two is, quite simply, the only number that feels right in a bedroom. Much can be determined about the quality and love of a couple if you can somehow manage a quick peek into their room when both are present.


  In the case of Shane and Kari Wills, they had a room that, by any who visited it, was uniformly agreed to be just the right kind of room. Good energy: neither too old and stale, nor too wasteful or misused. The room of a couple growing into middle age with one another… and who were determined to grow into gray hair and bent bodies while remaining just as close to each other, if not closer.


  The room held a total of one bed (king-sized), two nightstands (of the same dark stain as the bedframe; part of a set), one wardrobe (also darkly stained, though clearly not part of a set), one closet (deep, with a surprising number of shoes), one vanity (mirror attachment and only a few ladies’ toiletries atop), a small sitting area with two plushly comfortable chairs and a table (because there was room for them so it was unthinkable not to have them), numerous framed photographs (happy children, happy parents, happy days), two people (Shane and Kari Wills, asleep in the aforementioned bed)…


  … and one roach that had been… sent.


  Shane was the husband. He was in his late thirties, which he preferred not to think about because he was at last reaching an age where “just old enough” was rapidly approaching and behind that would be “middle aged” and from there it was all downhill – personally, professionally, and physically. Still, for the most part he was a person who managed his worries quite well, thinking about them only when they were in real danger of impacting his life. He was generally described by his friends as being the one who would likely not only stay latest at the party, but offer to help with the clean-up.


  Kari, his wife, was similar in temperament, though looking nothing like her husband. Where he was tall and dark, she was slight and had hair so blonde it almost seemed to carry its own light source with it: a brightness that nearly outshined the sun whenever the two were seen in comparison.


  The bed, the shoe-filled closet, the nightstands, even the items of the sitting room were all just set dressing. They were there to help tell the family’s story. But without those items, the story itself would have gone on just fine.


  Even the framed pictures were mere ornamentation; garnishing in the tossed salad of family life. The frames and poses were less important than the people in them. The pictures might dissolve, but the only thing of value about them were the memories and the people that they recorded and represented: a boy and a girl, each a fairly generous mix of both parents’ features. Especially around the mouths, which were full and thick and wide and (if the pictures were any indication) often open in gales of full-bellied laughter.


  Only the roach kept this from being a perfect room – or as near-perfect as is possible on a world that sometimes seems to fling through cold space for the sole purpose of prolonging the agony of its inhabitants. Cruelty comes in many shapes. Sometimes, survival itself is one of them.


  The roach was on the floor.


  Any and all English teachers worth their salt would throw up their hands in dismay at reading such a sentence on a student paper: “The roach was on the floor.”


  “But where did the roach come from?” they might say.


  “But what is it doing?” they could cry.


  “But how did it get there?” they might shriek, and some of the more well-meaning ones – the kinds of teachers who believe that language is not to be enjoyed or played with as one might enjoy and play with a treasured friend, but is rather to be set atop a pedestal and used only when necessary, and then only in the most complicated and stilted ways – why those teachers might even swoon as a character from a Victorian novel which is now a “classic” even though at the time of its writing it was quite scandalous and low-class.


  In spite of such remonstrances, however, anyone writing about the roach would have had to start just that way:


  “The roach was on the floor.”


  It was on the floor, you see. Nor was it doing anything at all, beyond simply being. As to how it had come to be on the floor, there was nothing much to that story, either: one moment it had not been on the floor – one moment it had not even been in existence (at least not as far as you or I understand existence) – and the next moment, it just… was.


  So, you see, “The roach” really, simply, “was on the floor.”


  The roach was still. Silent. Listening, perhaps, or watching for something.


  On their bed, Shane and Kari breathed. They breathed for a while in tandem, his deep and heavy breaths marking exact time with her lighter and slighter ones. Then, as usually happens, their rhythms drew away from one another and the synchronized effect was lost to the room.


  At this moment, the roach moved. It scurried forward, darting ahead as though it had in fact been held in place by the coordinated breathing that had been going on only a moment before. It ran differently than most roaches. Roaches have little room for brains in their small bodies, so most of what mind they do have is devoted to food and fear: either searching for sustenance, or preparing to flee from anything that triggers their distress. This often leads to a lopsided kind of run that keeps them close to the shadows in a room, and only permits them to leave the shadows in short arcs meant to put them in clear sight for the shortest possible times.


  But this roach… this roach….


  It ran in a straight line. No shadows cloaked its path, other than the diffuse darkness of the night itself. A bright moon floated outside the bedroom window, and blades of clean white light slashed at the darkness. Even the stars were bright, no clouds obscuring them from view or preventing them from further illuminating the bedroom.


  The light did not bother the roach. It ran through bright areas and dusky ones all the same. Its chitinous feet skittered across the hardwood floor of the bedroom, soft tick-tick-ticks that could be heard in the near-silence of the place.


  The sleepers on the bed did not move. Did not hear.


  The roach ran to the foot of the bed. The frame was walnut. The roach did not care what kind of wood it was, only whether it was too slick to be climbed.


  The roach put a hook-like tarsus – the end of its leading foot – against the shiningly varnished wood and pulled.


  Not too slick, it seemed. Not too slick at all.


  The roach shimmied up the leg of the bed.


  It disappeared under the covers of the sleeping man and woman.


  A moment later it reappeared at one edge of a heavy comforter, about halfway up the length of the bed.


  It continued crawling, pulling itself forward over the soft, fluffy comforter, a measured pace that was bringing it quickly toward Kari’s exposed face.


  Noises came into the room. They did not come from the roach. The roach was silent, the small taps of its footfalls now muffled by the folds of the comforter.


  The noises came from Kari herself. She moaned, a long, low sound that might bring to mind pain and suffering if the roach were able to comprehend such things. But it couldn’t. It kept crawling toward her.


  This was what it had been sent to do.


  Kari thrashed slightly, and the landscape of the blankets changed suddenly – valleys became mountains and mountains morphed to valleys.


  Still the roach crawled forward.


  Kari’s mouth opened. She spoke. Her voice was subdued, muffled.


  “The children,” she whispered. “The children.”


  The roach did not understand this. It hadn’t been sent to understand. It had been sent for other things. Darker things. And darkness required no understanding. Fear fed on ignorance, just as ignorance fed on fear. The great truths were always circular.


  Fear was evident in the woman’s voice now. In her shuddering, shaking breaths that seemed too long and yet not long enough to give her the oxygen she needed to outrun whatever dream beast stalked her and her children.


  “No,” she whispered.


  The roach was at the thin line of sheet that lay like a printed blue sidewalk between the blanket and Kari’s throat. Like Kari’s hair, her throat was so bright, so clean and unlined, that it was almost its own source of luminosity. Not merely reflecting the glow of moon and star, but rather an as yet unknown light source, one that was clean and self-renewing.


  Life.


  The roach put its first foot onto the sheet, and skittered quickly across it. Before she turned or rolled over.


  It stepped onto Kari’s throat.


  She shuddered, but there was no way of knowing if the shudder was born of the tickling touch of the roach’s leg on her bare skin, or came from the cool air around them or even from the dreams that held her captive in dark halls whose brickwork was half past-memory and half future-fear.


  The roach walked across her throat. Kari was silent.


  The roach ran along the curve of her jaw, the sharp but still pleasant line of her chin. It crawled up onto her mouth, across her lips.


  It crawled to her cheek.


  And waited.


  It was but the forerunner.


  The real guest to this room had not yet arrived.


  But it was coming.


  The roach ceased moving. It did not even preen itself. Just lay motionless on Kari’s cheek, less than an inch from her closed right eye.


  It would wait.


  But not long.


  Chapter 1:

  

  Dream


  



  Filicide has been around forever. As long as people have had babies, they’ve killed them.


  So why does it strike us as so unnatural, if it’s been with us for so long?


  



  Kari Wills dreamed dreams that did not belong in her mind. She was a person best described as loving. One could perhaps occasionally call her merely “caring,” but only on an off day where personal tragedy kept her from being at her best.


  The description “saintly” was out of the question – if only because she had not yet achieved the required number of wrinkles that would permit beatification.


  That was why her dreams – dreams that not only featured death and suffering, but seemed somehow to be actively powered by them – were as out of character for her as eating licorice. More so, in fact – she had once voluntarily eaten licorice that her favorite grandmother made her from scratch as a present. Absent such extraordinary circumstances, though, licorice was definitely persona non grata to her. To say nothing of a dream where she was murdering her children.


  And not just murdering them, but doing so lavishly, longingly, killing them in ways that allowed her to linger in their pain, to watch the happiness disappear from their eyes and be replaced by the burgeoning – and, in a child, the wholly unnatural – certainty that they were going to die.


  In her dreams, she was a monster.


  She killed them both. Then they were suddenly alive, and she killed them again.


  She held a knife in her dreams. Long and gleaming, but she knew that the edge was actually quite blunt. And that was all right.


  Indeed, it excited her.


  She brought the blade down on Ella’s shoulder. Sweet Ella, staring up at her as though waiting for a birthday present. But instead of a ribbon-strewn gift box, she received only pain as Kari pushed the blade down with all her might. She dug through Ella’s skin, then felt around with the point of the blade until she found the connection between shoulder and arm bone. She pushed harder, digging through gristly cartilage and tendon. Blood soaked the sheets that Ella was laying on. The young girl screamed.


  The arm came away slowly; Kari had to saw at the meat around the bone to get it to separate from her daughter’s torso. But come away it did.


  The blood that soaked the sheets a moment before was already running out. It became a stream. A trickle. A drizzle. Then dry.


  Ella’s eyes were open and clear. Open and bright.


  Open and empty.


  Then everything changed, and now the knife was gone. Instead, Kari was holding something round in her tight-fisted hands. A steering wheel.


  Kari – the dream-Kari, the only Kari that mattered in this place – glanced in the rearview mirror and saw Ella in the backseat. Matthew was there, too. They were holding hands, which never would have happened in reality.


  Kari drove the car forward. The surface beneath the vehicle was made of wood slats that bump-tump-buh-tum-tump-buddump under the tires.


  Then the car lurched. The tires continued to spin, but they found no purchase. They spun in the air as the car fell.


  The fall was not far. Maybe only a few feet. Then the car hit something.


  Water flooded into the vehicle, entering through cracks around the doors, through the air conditioning vents, even through unseen holes in the floor itself.


  “I’m scared,” said Ella from the backseat.


  “I’m scared, too,” echoed Matthew.


  Kari wanted to reach out to them, to touch them with her hands. Not to comfort them, but so that she could more fully feel their terror.


  She needed their terror.


  It needed to feed.


  Water rose around them, up to their chests. It was cold and dark.


  “Mommy?” said Ella.


  “We’re going to die!” shrieked Matthew, his small face alight with panic and certainty.


  Kari shrugged. “If I’m going to die,” she responded, “you’re going to die with me.”


  The water rose over their heads. The children, barely visible in the backseat, began thrashing as their oxygen-starved bodies forced them to breathe. But no air came, only more of the dark liquid around them. They inhaled the water. Coughed and vomited and in so doing caused their diaphragms to spasm up and down, drawing more water into their lungs. That triggered another round of vomiting, more useless inhalation.


  It took almost a full minute.


  Kari held her breath the whole time.


  She watched.


  Smiled.


  Things shifted again. Now she was in her own room, in her own bed. But she knew it was still a dream, that she was still clutched in a nightmare that seemed as though it might never end. She knew it was not real because even though she loved her children, even though she would give anything for them, in this place she knew that she had to kill them. So it couldn’t be real.


  Could it?


  Her eyes opened in the dream –


  (yes a dream this is a dream because I don’t hate my children I love them even though I have to kill them)


  – but though open they did not see. Kari was here, but at the same time not present.


  Her hand went to her cheek. She felt like something had been there. Something dirty and defiling, but that had come to herald the arrival of a thing of even greater foulness.


  She found nothing there. Her cheek was smooth. Just skin and the slightest oily residue from the wrinkle-reducing night cream she always put on before sleeping.


  (and here she began to think, to worry, to wonder if this was really a dream or rather reality cloaked in the strange other-ness that characterizes so many dreams; she worried, but only for a moment, and then the same force, the same entity that had traveled along the outflung worlds of her dreams to find her was once again in command, and her questions receded as though sinking beyond the reach of light or life in the depths of a dark night sea)


  She rolled over and put her feet on the hardwood floor below the bed. The floor was cold, and her feet twitched automatically, but she did not put on her slippers. This was a dream, and one does not wear slippers in a dream.


  A sound sidled through the room. A smooth voice, a lilting set of syllables that sounded almost set in song.


  “The children….”


  It took her a moment, asleep as she was, captive in this strangely real dream, to realize that the voice was hers.


  “The children….”


  She stood. She looked at Shane. Or rather, she looked at the dream-Shane of this place. Dream-Shane slept on, unmoving, not noticing that his dream-wife –


  (but am I his dream wife or am I the real wife in a dream and what does it matter but it does matter I know it oh why is this happening and what is going to happen)


  – had gotten out of bed. The dream-springs whined ever-so-slightly, but apparently even the dream knew that the bed was a fairly new one, and would not make much noise.


  Kari stepped away from the bed. She walked like a puppet on a string, her movements jerky and barely coordinated enough to keep her upright.


  She spoke again, the same words she had already whispered. But this time they were driven by a need, a hunger that could only be filled by the snuffing out of a life.


  “The… chiiiillllldrennnnn….”


  And once more, she barely recognized the voice as her own. It was coming from her own mouth (dream-mouth), her own lungs (dream-lungs) were pumping the air through her vocal cords (dream-vocal cords). Nevertheless, the voice was not hers. Not really. It was high and keening, a whine of otherworldly agony driven by a hunger so cruel that to experience it for even a moment was to live in a world where madness held sway.


  It was hungry. It needed to feed.


  She moved forward. Her feet slid more than stepped, barely losing contact with the cold wood floor, as if by stepping high she might somehow lose contact with the dry, reptilian need that had crawled into her in this dream.


  Reptilian. That was the right word. The thing, the craving that clutched her, was cool and dry as a snake’s scales. Calculating, emotionless, the only feeling it permitted was the feeling of hunger that held her in its tight embrace.


  Her feet slid forward.


  She left the room.


  In the hall.


  At the far end of the hall a stairwell led down. Down to the living room, the kitchen: the rooms where, in a world where dream did not rule, a family would meet and live and love. But the reptilian cold permitted no such feelings. Only hunger. Only an insatiable craving for the suffering of the young.


  At the other end of the hall, the end where she stood in this dream of hunger and need, of lust for blood stronger than any need she had ever known, there was nothing more than the room she had just come out of.


  Dream-Shane snorted and turned over in the room at her back. Perhaps he was dreaming, too. A dream within a dream.


  And what if he was dreaming of her asleep? she wondered fleetingly. A dream within a dream within a dream? Where would it end?


  Eternity suddenly beckoned, a Mobius strip waiting for her to walk its never-ending path. She wondered what would happen if she surrendered to the madness of this dream and allowed herself to drift on tides of insanity, never to find shores of rationality again.


  She wanted to do it. A part of her wanted to, because a part of her knew – or at least suspected – where this dream would lead. And knew that to follow it there would be to lose herself entirely.


  It needs to eat.


  The thought snapped her back, away from her musings and once more focused on the “reality” her dream had presented to her. A hall. Stairs at the far end. Her room behind.


  And between….


  An open door to a bathroom. Open and dark and empty. Uninteresting, unimportant.


  There were, however, two other doors. Closed. Also dark, for it was night in the dreaming, and all was dark. But these doors hid treasures behind them. They had luxury, and comfort, and life.


  They had food.


  Kari slid, foot past foot, toward the doors.


  Her hands curled into fists at her sides. Or rather, one hand curled into a fist. The other did not, for it could not, as there was something in her palm. She held it up.


  A knife. And now she was even more sure that this was a dream because where had the knife come from? She hadn’t had it when she went to sleep, and she hadn’t made any somnambulistic trips to the kitchen.


  But the knife was here. In her hands. And as real to the dream as the floor beneath her feet. The blade was well-honed and bright, and the edge caught the moonlight and cut it into a thousand diamond fragments that cast radiant strips all around her.


  The dream was hunger.


  The dream was beautiful.


  Slide… slide… slide… slide….


  She slid forward, not walking but sliding like a snake, like a thing that either had no legs or no longer used them, a thing that was low, a thing meant for the dark places beneath beds where it could wait for children to hang small feet over the side so it could snatch them away and feed and then rest for long days and years as it slowly digested its prey and fed from the everlasting fear of the damned.


  Slide… slide….


  She slid past a mirror. She looked at herself, at the reflection of a dream. She smiled, and her other-self, her mirror-self, also smiled. The smile was hers: her own teeth, her own lips, her own tongue and mouth. But it was also not hers, for she had never before made her mouth form such a mockery of happiness, such a lustful expression.


  “The children,” Kari whispered.


  Her mirror-self nodded. Its smile widened, but it did not speak. It could not. Mirrors have no voice.


  “The… chiiiiilllldrennnnn,” Kari breathed, and turned away from the mirror.


  From the corner of her eye, she saw that her mirror-self did not move, but remained in place, watching her as she continued down the hall.


  Slide… slide….


  Knife in hand.


  “The children.”


  She slid to the first door. She turned to it, and for some reason the door reminded her of Christmas morning: all excitement and the culmination of months of longing.


  She reached for the doorknob. Gripped and turned it.


  The knob spun in her hand without a hitch, without a squeak. The latch disengaged with a click so low it was just the barest whisper in the dream.


  She pushed the door.


  It swung open.


  A faint breeze caressed her cheek, air from inside the room moving into the hall, air from the hall rushing into the room to take its place. The air from the room smelled of shampoo and soap and shoes and new-laundered clothes and for a moment Kari faltered, for a moment she wondered if this was a dream, because what kind of dream had this level of life, this completeness of being?


  Then a sound came from the room. A soft whisper, the susurration of small bedclothes moving across clean sheets.


  Kari smiled. She fingered the knife.


  “My… chilllldrennnnnn.”


  Chapter 2:

  

  Nightmare


  



  Andrea Yates drowned her five young children in a bathtub. She said it was because she knew her children were going to come to harm when they grew up, and wanted to spare them that.


  Another woman drove her four kids into a river and they all drowned together. Some investigators think she wanted to “save” them from growing up.


  I don’t believe either of the bitches. I think they wanted to kill their kids.


  Or maybe something else wanted them to.


  



  It wasn’t the sound that woke him, but the silence.


  When he spent his very first night with Kari, Shane had been more than a little worried about what effect their relationship would have on his sleep schedule. To describe him as an insomniac was equivalent to describing the Great Wall of China – four thousand miles long and the only man-made object visible from space – as a fair-sized heap of bricks. Sleep visited him rarely, and when it did it was always fitful.


  His fears turned out to be groundless. Indeed, that first night was part of the reasons he knew Kari was the one for him. And it wasn’t the vague, infatuated certainty that so many couples possessed as they meandered in a haze through the first months of marriage: his was a concrete, well-reasoned knowledge.


  He knew she was right for him because when he slept beside her, he slept better than ever before in his life. Some people would have derided him for making a major life decision based on sleep patterns, but, he reflected, there were certainly far worse reasons for staying with someone – most of which he had seen in his own friends’ relationships.


  After over a decade of marriage, he still wouldn’t go so far as to describe himself as a heavy sleeper, even with Kari beside him, but he did occasionally make it through as many as two or three hours of solid sleep – something he did not think he had done since infancy.


  Recently, however, he had begun to regress. His sleep had once more become a mass of broken cat-naps, with him waking ten or even twenty times a night. Nothing had changed in their marriage – he still loved Kari with all his heart, soul, gonads, and everything else he thought of as part of him – but something had changed in Kari. She was restless at night. She twitched and writhed, sometimes even moaned aloud, as though her dreams had ceased to be places of rest and respite from the day’s labors, and had themselves become omens of doom, shadows of destruction skulking ever closer.


  Shane woke constantly with her now. She moved, and it woke him. She twitched, he was up for the rest of the night.


  So it was almost ironic that, now that she was not moving at all, it was the lack of motion that woke him. Something prickling in the back of his mind, a vague sense of unease. Like smoke in a hall, silent but clearly signaling nearby havoc. Death.


  He sat up, his arm jerking out to touch his wife.


  She wasn’t there.


  He looked over, and though his eyes felt gummy and unfocused he could immediately make out the twisted folds of blanket where Kari had been sleeping. Where she no longer was.


  “Kari?” he whispered. Unlike many women he had known in his life, Kari seemed to have a bladder with the capacity of an Olympic swimming pool; other than during her two pregnancies he had never known her to get up in the night to go to relieve herself. Still, he glanced automatically at the bathroom that was attached to their bedroom.


  The doorway to the master bathroom hung open, only darkness beyond. She was not there.


  He heard a sound and his skin suddenly tightened, his muscles tensed. The sound was… wrong. He didn’t even know what the sound was, but some primitive part of him immediately started screaming in the dark hollows of his mind. Shrieking in fear, or crying out to warn others of the tribe that something else – something Other, something to be feared – had come in the night to steal away life and light.


  “Kari?” he said again, but knew even as he said it that there would be no response.


  He threw aside the sheets and blankets that had wrapped themselves around his legs like a burlesque dancer’s boa and put his feet on the floor. The floor was cold, jarring him more fully out of the nightmare that had worried his sleep, jarring him more fully into whatever nightmare existed on this side of wakefulness.


  Shane looked around the room. The bed was empty, the few bits of furniture looked fine, nothing looked out of place.


  But it was all somehow wrong.


  He moved to the door, flitting on quick and quiet ghost-feet across the floor. He was almost dancing, light on the balls of his feet. Shane realized that he was moving as if he expected to find an intruder or other threat in his home. He chided himself internally – there was no reason to suspect anything was amiss. Kari wasn’t in the room, sure, but there were other places she could be. Watching television downstairs, or getting a drink of water, or even just checking on the kids.


  Even so, he maintained silence as he dashed quietly across the room. He pushed the door open, and peeked out into the hall.


  There was nothing in the hall. Nothing and no one. At the far end of the hall, the stairway fell away, disappearing into the first floor of their home. But no lights or sounds came from below. Besides, something in him – the part that had started to scream in terror and that now clawed at him in a burgeoning panic that he had to exert himself not to give into – was telling him loud and clear that there was nothing downstairs, the problem was here, and he had only seconds to find and stop it.


  Whatever it was.


  He heard something. Or perhaps that was wrong: it was as much feeling as sound, the prickle of nerves long-sleeping but now fully awake. The primal senses that had gone dormant when humanity as a species first slipped out of the trees and built new forests of concrete and steel were now fully awake once more, and Shane knew.


  It was in Ella’s room.


  He could see the room, off to the right, and noticed that the door was ajar. That was strange. Ella had become a teenager recently – though he wasn’t quite sure how that had happened – and had started insisting on a level of privacy that bordered on obsessive paranoia. For her to go to sleep with her door ajar was about as likely as finding an honest politician in Washington.


  It’s probably just Kari, checking on her, the rapidly shrinking rational portion of his mind whispered. But he didn’t believe it. Not for a second.


  He flitted down the hall, still high on his toes, still dancing the strange dance of a sneak-thief in his own home. One hand reached out and traced the wall as he moved. He knew part of that was to augment his balance as he moved through the hall. But he sensed it was mostly to feel the wall itself. To feel something real and solid in a night that had become tenuous and strange, a night where he had woken from a dream only to find himself caught in another unreality that he sensed would be worse than any nightmare he had ever found himself trapped within.


  The wall did not move beneath his trailing fingers. But the world itself seemed to sway around him, to whirl and dance like a ballerina drunk on something far stronger and more deadly than any spirits he had ever heard of.


  Shane moved toward the crack between door and jamb, the line between this reality and the next. He looked at the door opposite the open one, the door to Matthew’s room. It was closed, completely closed. He felt a sudden urge to go in there first, to check on his son. But even as he felt it he knew that the urge was not so much driving him to find out what was going on as it was pushing him into his son’s room to hide.


  He ignored the feeling, though it was harder than he would have believed. Ella’s room was where the problem was. Where the danger was.


  Shane reached for his daughter’s door. His fingers acted like they belonged to someone else, someone braver than him. They reached for Ella’s door. Pushed it open.


  The door whispered away from the frame.


  Something prickled his toes and Shane looked down in time to see something that looked like a piece of shadow run over his foot. In the next instant he realized it was a roach, but much larger than any roach he could remember seeing. Shane had to gag back a scream, the animal part of him clenching his teeth and keeping him silent. Silence was survival sometimes. Times like now.


  He looked up in the next instant. For a moment he relaxed as he saw Kari leaning over Ella’s bed. Ella was invisible, a mound of covers in a pink-frilled bed that was both childishly playful and surprisingly mature. Then his eyes were drawn back to Kari and he tensed again, though he couldn’t be sure why. It was his wife, and he had seen her check on the kids before. But there was something about her that put him completely on edge and into an even more pronounced state of alert and alarm. Perhaps it was the way she was standing. No, that was wrong, she wasn’t standing. She was looming, leaning over Ella’s still form in a way that was less concerned parent and more wild beast.


  “My children,” Kari whispered, and where before his skin had felt tight against his muscles and bones, now Shane felt like it was about to crawl right off his frame. A thousand creeping feet of terror left microscopic imprints on his nerves, and his skin stippled with gooseflesh as Kari’s voice writhed through the bedroom.


  Ella groaned as though something heavy was pressing against her in her sleep.


  Kari raised one hand high over her head. Something caught the moonlight that was streaming in through cracks in Ella’s drapes. It flashed.


  A knife.


  “My…. chiiiilllldrennnnnn….”


  For a moment, Shane was frozen. His mind locked up at the complete unreality of what he was seeing. The idea of Kari holding a knife was so utterly alien to what his brain would accept as valid that it paralyzed him, stole his ability to move, to think.


  It seemed like he was transfixed for a long time. Years. But it couldn’t even have been a second before he found himself again, before he was able to override the part of him that sought to retreat not just from what he was seeing, but from the universe in which he had suddenly found himself. He moved. Stepped into the room. Spoke.


  “Kari?” he said. His voice sounded higher than usual, terror crushing at his guts and making his testicles draw into a tight ball.


  Kari turned around with a sudden snarl, the knife still raised. Shane took a step back, the frightful rage on her visage pushing him away. Her features twisted in a way that he had never seen before. Wrath was there, yes, but it was more than that. There was something completely wrong about her, as though his wife had been replaced by a duplicate that was perfect in every detail but one: it was missing a soul. Predatory lust lit her eyes, and an animal rage curled her mouth into unnaturally twisted lines.


  “Kari,” he said. “What are you doing?”


  At the same time, the lump on the bed that was Ella moved. The new teenager sat up and said, “Mom?” Her voice was thick with sleep. Shane saw her head rise up a bit above the covers as she craned her neck to see why her mother was there.


  Kari moved.


  “No!” Shane screamed, and it was probably the scream that saved Ella’s life. His daughter shrank back from the sound, drawing closer to the wall just as Kari’s knife slammed downward like a piston. Shane’s voice dissolved into a wordless shriek as he saw the knife slash through Ella’s pillow. He saw a flash of panic in his daughter’s eyes, sleep now fled from them – perhaps forever. Then she disappeared in a cloud of feathers as Kari yanked the knife free and held it high once more.


  Shane pitched himself forward. He felt for an instant like he was hurtling toward his wife and daughter not just with the force of his own muscles but with the movement of the earth itself. Faces and bodies dissolved as he crashed into Kari.


  Ella was screaming, screaming. He could hear the sound of terror, of innocence ripped from a child. Then he heard the meaty thud of bodies hitting the ground. His and Kari’s. She landed mostly under him, and he heard the breath explode from crushed lungs in a whoosh.


  Then she pushed him up with one hand –


  (and she was strong so strong oh God so strong she’s never been this strong what’s happening)


  – and he saw the flash of light on steel again as the knife streaked out, Kari slashing at him this time.


  Time and space converged, all the dimensions of reality meeting along a single line, a bright razor’s edge.


  Shane threw himself backward, and pain bunched his back muscles into a tight knot. Then pain in front as the knife in Kari’s hand razored through his t-shirt and carved a deep furrow in his chest. The knife slashed through flesh and muscle, then skipped along his breastbone. It emerged with another flash, but now the brightness along the blade was muted by crimson tones.


  Shane felt almost nothing at first, nothing but a strange sense of separation, and then pain hacked into him. He gasped. Fell back. His hands went automatically to his chest, and blood washed over them. The warmth drowned out his pain for a moment, as though his mind was seeking to take itself away from the reality of what was happening, focusing on the least essential things about this moment in which sanity had fled his life.


  A whine invaded his senses, which gradually resolved itself into a scream. Ella. She was shrieking on her bed, mouth open so wide it looked like her entire head was going to come unhinged like the jaw of a snake.


  Shane’s fingers clutched spastically at the gash in his chest, as though they might pull the wound shut and all would return to normal again. That was impossible, though. Nothing would ever be normal again. Not after this.


  With that thought, time seemed to snap back to full speed, abandoning the slow motion pace it had taken for the last second or two – seconds that had seemed to last an eternity, as only moments where life completely changes can do.


  He looked into his wife’s eyes. The snarl still hovered on her face, still curled her mouth into a grimace of anger. She held the knife high, clearly planning to bring it down on him before turning once again to Ella.


  “My children,” Kari said, and her voice rasped like a viper across a desert sand dune.


  Shane held up one bloody hand, as though that might save him; might save Ella. But it wouldn’t, he knew. It couldn’t.


  Shane knew he was going to die, but contrary to movies and stories, his entire life failed to flash before him. Instead, his mind went to and stayed at a single moment: the moment of Ella’s birth. The sweet feeling of her oh-so-soft body in his hands, one hand cradling her head and neck and one hand holding her back and bottom. She was so soft then. So soft.


  And now his hands were not big enough to hold her. Not big enough to protect her from the thing that had somehow invaded their lives, from the insanity that was drawing them all into itself.


  Kari shrieked.


  The knife slashed downward. A trajectory that could only end with the knife hacking through his upraised hand and then into his neck or face. His entire body went rigid, muscles clenched with fear, with terror.


  With regret.


  He had held his daughter in his hands.


  The moment drew out into another. Ella was still screaming, but the scream had gone from a drawn-out shriek to strange, panting wheezes.


  That was wrong. How could it be that she had time to scream like that? Why wasn’t he dead, or at least laying wounded on the floor?


  He forced his eyes to focus, to take in what was happening.


  Kari was still standing there. Still holding the knife. But no longer plunging it down at him. The knife hovered perhaps three or four inches above his upraised hand. It shook, as though Kari had suddenly been gripped by an exhaustion so complete that merely holding the knife had become a herculean feat.


  He looked further, pushed his gaze past the hypnotic edge of the knife and into Kari’s eyes. He saw what was there, and knew why the knife shook. There was no fatigue in her gaze, no exhaustion that would cause her to shiver as she held the blade. Rather, he saw a struggle there, a conflict so great that it defied adequate description or understanding, as though everything good and right with the world had stood up before everything that was dark and evil. The universe was in her eyes, a universe at war. But whether light would triumph or darkness come to reign, he could not say.


  Kari blinked rapidly. Her eyes seemed to be looking at something far away, something beyond the straight walls of the bedroom. She was whispering, wheezing.


  “My children my children my children my children….”


  She rocked back and forth, and the hand that held the knife beat against her breast as though she were a woman in deepest mourning. The words poured out of her, the same syllables repeating over and over and over until they bled into a single word.


  “My children the children my childrenthechildrenmy childrenmychildrenmychildrenmychildrenmychildren….”


  Ella quieted further, even the panting cries that sounded like a beaten puppy had petered out to almost nothing. It was as though the litany of her mother’s deranged mumblings had caught her in a spell and silenced her.


  Kari blinked, tears welling up in her eyes. She looked at the knife in her hand, the blood-streaked blade, the trails of red that dripped onto the floor below. She looked at Shane, curled in a bloody ball at her feet, a useless hand upraised to stop a strike that would easily end his life.


  A shadow flitted across Kari’s face, and Shane thought for some reason of the roach that had run across his toes when he came into the room. In the same moment, Kari’s eyes grew cold, almost reptilian: the gaze of a snake about to strike.


  Then the shadow passed beyond her face and Kari’s visage was, for the first time since this madness had begun, her own once more.


  “Kari –” Shane began, but before he could say anything else, Kari lurched forward. She stepped half-over him and ran to the door that had swung shut behind Shane. Shane had a moment in which he wanted to relax, a short instant where he almost succumbed to the invitation his body was extending to him to just pass out and wake up when all this was over.


  The feeling of respite ended as quickly as it had come. Kari threw the door open, and there, framed in his own doorway directly across the hall, was Matthew.


  Physically, Matthew took after Shane more than his mother. Like his father had been, he was tall for his age, with thick brown hair that persistently resisted the control of comb or brush. Now, that same brown hair was flipped half-over his eyes. He flicked his head back and said, “Mom, what’s go –”


  Shane guessed at that moment Matthew looked into his mother’s eyes, for at that moment the boy completely froze, and terror burst into full bloom across his face. His forehead and chin went chalk-white, while two fever highlights exploded onto his cheeks.


  “Momma?” he said.


  Shane wanted to scream at Matthew to get out, to go, to run and never stop running. But he didn’t. Couldn’t. Something had utterly stopped his tongue. As though someone unseen but no less real for its invisibility was clutching Shane’s throat, forcing it shut, choking him with vile hands from another world.


  He could see Kari shaking in the doorway. And once again he felt as though she was fighting something, something within herself that would make the difference between life and death for the children – perhaps for all of them and more if she let it escape while in this insanely murderous state.


  “I… I have… I have to kill you,” she finally said, and each word sounded like it was being forced out of her mouth, as though she were a ventriloquist’s dummy that had suddenly decided to cut all ties with the master but wasn’t finding it as easy as anticipated.


  “Kill me?” said Matthew in a high voice, the voice of pure innocence meeting unyielding terror for the first time. The boy stepped back.


  Kari screamed at that moment, and Shane knew she was going to do it, she was going to kill their son. He lurched to his feet. Slipped in the pool of his own blood that had accumulated beneath him. Almost went down. Righted himself.


  Then he was up. Running. Reaching for Kari even as she reached for Matthew. But he knew he wasn’t going to get there in time. Wasn’t going to be able to stop her from murdering their youngest child.


  Kari screamed again. She grabbed a handful of Matthew’s thick black hair and yanked it back, exposing his neck.


  Shane knew what was coming next. Knew in that instant what was worse than death: it was seeing the death of your child, and being helpless to stop it.


  Matthew screamed.


  The knife slashed down.


  And he was still screaming.


  Shane almost faltered, wondering how that could be possible, how could a dead boy scream? Then he saw that Kari had not cut his throat, but had instead swung the knife into her own arm.


  She shrieked, her head rocking back and forth in agony, then threw Matthew away from her. The boy flew through the air and hit the hallway wall hard enough that Shane actually heard the explosive “whoosh!” of his son getting the wind knocked out of him.


  Then Kari was gone. Disappeared around the corner, going the other way down the hall.


  Shane glanced back at Ella. The thirteen-year-old had a double handful of her blankets pressed up against her cheeks as though she had regressed to a baby whose only comfort in darkest night was the knowledge that monsters would not attack a child hidden under a blanket. She wasn’t looking at him. Wasn’t look at anything. She wore a stare so blank he worried she had fallen catatonic.


  “Ella, you okay?” he said. Merely talking pulled the edges of his wound farther apart, and he could feel fresh blood spilling down his front, soaking his slashed shirt and seeping into the elastic waistband of his sweat pants.


  Ella didn’t answer. Her eyes remained fixed on eternity.


  “Ella!” he shouted, and put a bit more strength – even a bit of anger – into his voice. “Are you hurt?”


  Ella pulled her gaze away from whatever horizon at the edge of the universe she’d been staring at long enough to nod and say, “Uh-uh.” Then her gaze lengthened back to look at forever.


  Shane wanted to spend more time checking his daughter out, but he couldn’t. No time for unnecessary first aid or even for necessary therapy sessions. Not now. Not with the danger still in their home.


  Shane lurched out of the bedroom, and saw Matthew slowly getting to his feet. The boy looked terrified – certainly reasonable under the circumstances – but his face lost a trace of its fear when he saw his father.


  “Dad!” he said. Then he apparently noticed the blood all over Shane. New panic started to appear on Matthew’s face.


  “It’s okay,” Shane said quickly, and held out a hand as though to ward off Matthew’s fear. Even that simple motion sent waves of pain crashing through him. He felt like he had to puke, but forced himself to stand as tall and calm as possible. “You all right?”


  He limped over to his son and quickly ran his hands over him. He didn’t know what he was looking for – it wasn’t like he was a doctor and could identify broken bones by feel. But he did it anyway, as though his mind and body both needed to touch Matthew, to assure Shane that his son was still alive, that neither of his children had been hurt. “You all right?” he said again, when Matthew didn’t answer.


  The boy choked back a sob and at the same time the words, “What’s going on?” lurched out of him.


  Hearing Matthew’s voice, even as upset and terrified as it was, was enough to reassure Shane that his boy was all right. He hugged Matthew briefly but intensely, crushing his boy against his chest. That brought new pain, and he had to release his son almost immediately, but he felt better for having done it.


  He turned. Things were hardly back to normal. His wife – his wife, his lover, the mother of his children and his best friend – was still in the house somewhere.


  With a knife.


  At first he thought about just grabbing the kids and retreating to his bedroom with them, barricading them in there and calling the cops. But he didn’t do that. He tried to convince himself it was because who knew how fast the overworked cops would show up, or if they would even believe his story, so he was on his own.


  But that was a lie.


  The truth was that he just had to know. Had to find his wife. To look in her eyes and ask her what had happened to change her from the woman he knew and loved to a killer of her own children.


  But where could she be?


  The answer presented itself almost the instant he looked down the hall. The one door between the kids’ rooms and the stairs led to the bathroom that Ella and Matthew shared.


  The bathroom door was closed. But light gleamed around its edges, like a strangely squared solar eclipse.


  Shane nudged Matthew toward the wall, a gesture he hoped his son understood meant he should stay put, and then crept toward the closed door. He wasn’t as light of foot as he had been earlier, but that was no surprise. Adrenaline had supercharged him, and shock and trauma had mixed with it to form a heady cocktail that had him shaking and breaking out in sudden sweats.


  He was at the bathroom door. Reached out for the doorknob.


  Locked.


  He knocked on the door. It was almost ridiculous. Knocking in this situation. What was he expecting his wife to do, say, “Hold on, I’ve just got to wash the blood off my hands and I’ll be right out?”


  But he stood there. Waited. And knocked again.


  “Kari?” he heard someone say, and almost scolded Matthew for making noise before he realized that he was the one who had said it. And the only reason he did realize it was because he heard the same voice speak again, and felt his mouth moving at the same time. “Kari, what’s going on?”


  There was no answer. And how could there be? What possible answer would explain how fifteen years of a perfect marriage had disintegrated in mere seconds?


  But he asked it anyway. He had to ask. Had to know.


  Silence drew a dark curtain across the hall. It was itself almost a living thing, another beast that had somehow invaded these previously safe halls that had been hallowed by love and sanctified by happiness. He hit the door again.


  “Kari!”


  This time there was a response. Not words, but the heavy crash of thick glass breaking. For a moment that made absolutely no sense to Shane. The only window in the bathroom was perhaps six inches to a side, and was made of thick acrylic. The sound that should have come out was if anything a dry crack, not the violent shearing he had just heard.


  What are you do –


  Then the thought stopped half-formed in his mind as he realized what was happening in the room beyond the door. Knew, though he did not know how he could know. Indeed, on a night where reason had ceased to exist, where insanity had been crowned king of this world, could anyone know anything?


  But he did know. And didn’t hesitate to act.


  A gasp came from inside the bathroom, even as Shane drew up his foot and kicked straight out, slamming his heel into the door just below the knob.


  He vaguely heard movement nearby, and knew that the kids were there. Ella had her arms wrapped around Matthew, who stood beside her, both of them forcing back sobs.


  “Kari,” he screamed, and kicked again. “Kari!” Another kick. The door started to splinter, sounds of wood disintegrating. “Kari Kari Kari Kari!” he screamed, with another kick each time. He twisted his ankle on the fifth kick. Heat exploded through the outside of his foot and he knew without a doubt that he had just broken a bone.


  He didn’t care. Kept kicking.


  Slam, crackle, crunch.


  The door came down.


  He had a glimpse, just the barest flash of what was in the bathroom.


  The broken glass of the medicine cabinet, half of it still hanging to the edges of the casing, half of it on the floor around Kari’s legs.


  Swatches of red, still hot and spurting forth from severed veins.


  The kids, screaming behind him. Screaming and screaming and screaming forever.


  And a voice. Under it all. Barely more than a whisper.


  “The… chiillllldrennnnn….”


  Chapter 3:

  

  House


  



  A girl named Tracy Latimer lived in Canada.


  Today she lives nowhere.


  Her father killed her.


  Fathers are not okay


  Chapter 4:

  

  Blasphemy


  



  Dena Schlosser. 3 kids. Loving mother. She cut off her baby girl’s arms with a knife and watched her bleed to death in the crib.


  It made me sick to read that. I opened my Bible. It didn’t help.


  Has anyone else realized that the entire Bible is just a long history of a god’s machinations to kill his favorite son?


  Is that why we do it? Because we, too, want to be gods?


  Dena was singing church songs when the police found her covered in her baby girl’s blood.


  



  Ella had known it was bad when she saw her dad’s face. Knew it was bad because his smile was so wide. The width of a grown-up’s smile was inversely proportional to the amount of shit they were about to rain on you. Always.


  “We’re moving!” he said brightly. He even threw his arms in the air, threw his arms right damn up in the damn air, like he was pitching confetti at her or showering them in Chuck E. Cheese tickets or something.


  Ella didn’t say anything. Matthew did. He always said stuff. If you put him in a vacuum sealed room with a limited oxygen supply and told him his only hope at survival was to use as little air as possible and speak not at all, the first thing he would do would probably be to say, “Cool, how did you make this place?” and go on from there. Silence was not an option. Dad once said that Matthew had been vaccinated with a phonograph needle. And once he explained to Ella what a phonograph even was, and what the needle did, she thought that was pretty funny. And totally true. Matthew had two settings: asleep and talking.


  Still, he was cool enough. For a kid.


  “Well, what do you think?” Dad asked, and Ella just shrugged. She put her earbuds in. There was no music playing on her iPod, but Dad didn’t know that, so maybe he’d get the clue.


  He looked like he was going to start a fight with her for a second. Then his shoulders slumped a little and he pinched the top of his nose between thumb and forefinger. He looked tired.


  He always looked tired now. Like that one particular night of interrupted sleep had not merely wakened them all to the harsh realities of life, but also stolen Dad’s ability to ever feel well-rested again.


  Then he straightened his shoulders. He blinked twice, and with the second blink came the smile he had been using since Mom… since Mom did what she did. The smile that he pasted on like a mask over his real face, but which never quite made its way to his eyes.


  His eyes still looked tired.


  And they continued to look tired all the rest of the day. They looked tired during the following weeks as they boxed up their things and moved out of the rental they’d been staying in for the last year.


  They looked tired now, as he flicked his eyes up and caught hers staring at him in the rearview mirror.


  She averted her gaze quickly. Her earbuds were in again – indeed, she rarely took them off anymore. She couldn’t remember the name of the guy who was singing, or the name of the song. It was a loud song. That was all that mattered.


  Not that it was loud enough. Nothing was. No noise could cover up the sound she heard every minute of every day: the recurrent sound of arterial blood splashing against white tile, white porcelain, white walls.


  Music all sounded the same. But if it was loud enough, it almost muffled the sound of the nightmare night.


  Matthew snorted and shifted next to her. The kid had been asleep since their last gas stop. He must have crashed hard, too, because a half-finished Snickers bar still sat in his lap, melting into a puddle of nougat and peanuts and smearing chocolate that was slowly soaking into his cargo shorts. Not like Matthew to let a candy bar die such an ignominious death. Instantaneous inhalation was his usual way of ensuring that sweets met a rapid and fairly painless end.


  The car jounced again, and this time Matthew tilted completely over, his head coming to rest on her shoulder.


  “Ew.” She twitched her shoulder like a horse trying to convince a persistent fly to move on. “Get off.”


  Matthew sat up immediately, blinking and looking around confusedly. “I’m in Wonderland,” he said.


  Ella heard a quick chuff from the front seat: the closest Dad came to laughing anymore. She had to hold back a laugh of her own. Matthew usually awoke with a less than clear head, and often blurted out streams of nonsense until he got himself together. She had heard such gems of wisdom as “Clowns got no hair,” “I like pee-wees,” and (her current favorite), “Don’t shower the Jell-o.”


  Matthew looked out the window on his side of the car. “We there yet?”


  “Almost, bud,” Dad said.


  She caught him looking at her in the rearview mirror again. He wanted her to talk, to say something, she could tell.


  She dropped her gaze to the iPod and turned the volume control to max.


  Blood was in the room.


  She shook her head. Didn’t want to think about that. The music wasn’t helping drown it out, either. Sometimes that happened. Sometimes all she could see was red, all she could hear was the wet splat of spurting blood.


  She yanked the cord of her earbuds and they fell free from her ears. Matthew was in the middle of saying something about “the cool trees and look at that is that a stream or a river or something can I swim in it but no maybe I shouldn’t ‘cause I don’t want to get drowned and I don’t know how to swim yet so could you teach me Daddy and then I won’t get drowned and –”


  “Easy, easy!” said Dad. Ella smiled a little. Dad actually sounded like he was happy. Or at least sort of happy. “We’re just about here.”


  “How close is just about? Like a minute?” said Matthew.


  “Closer,” said Dad. He twisted the wheel to the left, and the car jounced around a sharp curve on the dirt road….


  And there it was.


  The house didn’t just rise up before them, it seemed to appear out of nothing, an act of creatio ex nihilo (which she remembered from social studies class because it sounded like a cool name for a rock band) in the forest. One moment there was nothing but trees anywhere, and the next moment… the house. There was a moving truck in front of it, but her eyes almost slid away from the truck. Like the house itself was drawing her attention.


  The place was nice enough to look at, she supposed. White wood, light blue trim. It looked like a country house, but not the kind where hillbillies were likely to come in one night and eat you in your bed. More like the kind some old woman who was a mystery sleuth by night (and probably a library volunteer by day or something like that) would live in. Tea cozies undoubtedly came as basic furnishings for the house.


  The image brought a trace of a smile to her face, but it fled as soon as she thought of why they were here in the first place. Of what had happened, and what was still happening.


  Matthew was jabbering away again. She wasn’t concentrating on any of it, but it must have been a request to get out of the car and explore, because Dad said, “Sure. But don’t go into the forest.”


  “What’s a forest?”


  Ella rolled her eyes. The kid was six and didn’t know what a forest was? No one was that stupid.


  Apparently Matthew’s mind was just short-circuiting under the pressure of the current excitement, because before anyone could answer, he hit his own forehead with the palm of his hand and said, “Du-uh! The trees.”


  Then he was out of his car seat and then out of the car and then running toward the house. “I get first picks on rooms!” he screamed.


  Dad watched Matthew for a second, then turned to Ella. He tried to smile, but it was that forced-smile thing again and she didn’t feel like trying to return it. She looked down at her hands, which were folded around the iPod and sat in her lap.


  Her jeans were black. So was her shirt. And shoes. She’d even dyed her hair jet black a few weeks before the move.


  “You wanna check the place out, Elvira?” he said.


  Ella kept her gaze low, but couldn’t help rolling her eyes. Did he really think he was going to jolly her into a series of skips and cartwheels?


  She shrugged. Teen-speak that even the slowest and dullest adult would correctly interpret as the universal symbol for “Whatever.”


  Dad sighed, but apparently today was going to be one of his “I’m not giving up on you” days because he didn’t just get out of the car and leave her alone.


  “You know,” he finally said, “I’m always here. To talk. If you want to.”


  Ella repeated her “Whatever” shrug.


  Dad got out of the car, and walked away. He muttered something under his breath, and Ella thought it was something like, “Why do you hate me?” though she couldn’t be sure.


  She almost got out. Almost went after him. He didn’t understand. She didn’t hate him. She loved him. Loved Matthew, too.


  But everything was still wrong. Contrary to what most music – even loud rock music – said, love wasn’t enough to fix things sometimes. Almost never.


  And she couldn’t talk about it, even if she wanted to. How did you talk about what had happened? How could you chat up your dad about the fact that your mom tried to cut your head off? She just couldn’t picture that conversation. Her mind rebelled from it, like it wasn’t merely difficult, but somehow blasphemous. As though she had gone to church one Sunday and found the pastor peeing on the cross. You couldn’t talk about something like that. Someone could come take the pastor away, someone else would probably clean up the mess – which was stupid, but people always held on to things too long, even after they’d been ruined. The next Sunday everyone would know what had happened.


  But no one would talk about it.


  You just didn’t talk about some things.


  She waited a while. Thought about Matthew’s comment about picking his room. She got out of the car then. She knew why she was here, knew why Dad had chosen this location, and nothing was going to make her happy about the situation.


  But miserable or not, she didn’t intend to let Matthew get the best bedroom.


  Chapter 5:

  

  Mirror


  



  A woman covered her baby boy’s mouth and body in duct tape and then threw him in the trash.


  It happened toward the end of the millennium. People talked about the horrible murder for a little while, but then quickly turned to the (to them) much more serious problem of the Y2K bug.


  To the world, the idea of computers failing to start is a far greater nightmare than the pervasive fact of filicide as a foundational underpinning of human reality.


  



  Shane headed into the kitchen, trying not to groan under the weight of the single box he was holding.


  The movers – three of them, though all looked so similar he had trouble telling them apart – were moving around the house, placing the larger items where he told them to and freeing paintings and portraits from their straitjackets of bubble tape. All three of the men looked about his age, but none of them looked as tired as he suspected he did.


  Why? he thought. I’m not old, I’m not out of shape. So why am I so damn tired?


  He knew the answer to that, of course. But knowing something doesn’t always make us stop asking about it.


  Shane glanced again at the box he held. “TOOLS – BASEM.” was written on it. But he had no idea what tools he had in there, or why he had decided they belonged in the basement, rather than the garage or even the small shed that sat behind the house. He stood still in the kitchen for a moment, trying to remember what he was holding, but drew a blank. Not too surprising. The last year had been a blur, start to finish. Going from their old home to the rental to here seemed almost like a dream. And not even his dream. Rather, it seemed like a dream he was hearing about from someone else, a story of a dream that he would never understand, even though the dream was about him.


  He shook himself free of his thoughts. Work to be done.


  He walked through the kitchen. The pantry was at the far end of the kitchen, a pleasant space with enough room to keep as many half-consumed boxes of cereal and slightly stale potato and corn chips on hand as any family could possibly wish for. Next to the pantry was another door. This one was closed. It led down to the basement.


  Shane had seen the basement before, on his visit with Cole the realtor/grizzly bear. But he hadn’t been in it long, just a few moments to verify that it didn’t look rotten or unsafe. Still, that few moments had been enough.


  He didn’t like the basement.


  He wasn’t sure what it was about the space that bothered him. During the tour of the house, he convinced himself it was what Cole had told him about the place’s history. But that was malarkey. What had happened here years ago had nothing to do with anything now. Past was past.


  But even as he thought it, an image of red-stained walls, a picture of his wife’s lifeblood pumping out of her rose up in his mind and he knew that he was telling himself a lie. The past is never past. It reaches forward to color our future, to stain our present. It’s always here as much as it is there.


  So maybe it was what Cole had told him about the house that was giving him the willies now. Or maybe it was just some perverse part of his mind that was trying to convince him he didn’t deserve any of this. Didn’t deserve the nice house, didn’t deserve the wonderful kids.


  Just like, apparently, God had determined that he didn’t deserve to have his wife any longer.


  Shane’s jaw clenched as that thought came to him. He forced his mind away from its dead-end avenue of hopelessness. He was here. His children were here.


  As for Kari… he could think about that to his heart’s content. But not now. Later. After the move.


  He hefted the box a little higher in his hands, then balanced it in the crook of his left arm long enough for his right hand to dart out and push the basement door open.


  It was dark down there.


  He again balanced the box, this time using his left hand to stab quickly at the light switch that stood just inside the open basement door.


  The basement light turned on. And though Shane never would have admitted it to anyone, he was extremely grateful when the basement light illuminated. He would have reached farther into the blank darkness of the basement if he had to, he knew. Would have reached into an inky void and felt blindly for the switch. But he still felt a strange sense of relief when he only had to feel in the quasi-darkness that marked the shared frontier of kitchen and basement.


  He supposed it was foolish for an adult to harbor a sense of unease about reaching into a dark basement, but he’d felt that way his entire life. As a child he had been absolutely sure that there was a monster in his parents’ basement, one that was just waiting for the right little boy to reach in, searching with a blindly crawling hand for a light switch that would never be found.


  The monster never did take him. But that didn’t mean it had left him unscathed. It didn’t kill him, but came to visit him instead, came into his house in the dead of night to steal away the life he had had, and leave it dead on a blood-spattered bathroom floor.


  He stepped into the basement stairwell. The box was big enough that it obscured most of what lay below from view, so he stepped slowly and carefully. The stairs were solid and must have been well-built, for not the slightest squeaking accompanied him on his descent.


  Halfway down, the light snapped off.


  Whether it was a fuse blowing or the light bulb just choosing an inopportune time to stop working Shane couldn’t say. Either way he was suddenly standing in the dark, with no way to turn on the light.


  The box was rapidly growing heavier in his arms, and he knew that if he didn’t put it down fairly soon, fatigue would drive the thing from his grasp. He thought about going back to the kitchen, but found the stairwell too narrow to let him turn around while maintaining his hold on the box.


  Okay, he thought. Down we go.


  The door to the kitchen was still open above him, and enough light filtered through there to allow him to operate in mere darkness, as opposed to the impenetrable black that probably settled in the basement whenever the door was closed. He couldn’t make out much detail, but it was enough illumination to get him to the bottom of the stairs without breaking his neck.


  At the bottom of the stairs he turned right. He could make out the dim outline of some shelving along the wall on that side. Nothing fancy, just plywood planks nailed to vertical two-by-two boards, but he remembered it as feeling sturdy when he had been down here before.


  He levered the box up onto one of the shelves. Something ground against the wood as he did it. Sounded like metal. Maybe a screwdriver or some other errant tool that had been left behind by the previous owner. Bits of detritus not deemed worth the time to either discard or take along.


  Shane felt a sudden pang at that thought. He understood what that must feel like. Not so much destroyed as disregarded. Left behind. Just a husk that served to remind people of what had once been, rather than what now was.


  Something moved in the darkness. Shane froze automatically. He didn’t know what he had glimpsed: it was moving so furtively that he couldn’t see it anymore, and had no idea what it had been. Then a sound came from under the lowest shelf Shane was standing beside. He backed slowly away from the shelves, then heard something new: a loud bzZZzzzzZZZzzz.


  The noise got close and closer, and something struck Shane’s face. He instantly reached up to bat it away, his body not needing to wait for instructions before it acted.


  Whatever the thing was, it was too fast for Shane. He slapped air.


  The buzzing suddenly increased in volume. And, Shane thought, it sounded angry.


  Whatever it was hit his cheek again. This time it didn’t flee instantly, but instead scuttled across Shane’s face, toward his mouth and nose. He screamed wordlessly, a garbled noise that nevertheless communicated the feelings of fear and disgust he was experiencing in this moment.


  As before, his body was reacting to the threat even before Shane had had a chance to process the information. His hand rose of its own accord. It brushed against his cheek. Then, a surprise: rather than simply batting away the attacker, his hand curled around it.


  He could feel it. Could feel it running and skittering around in the closely confined cage of Shane’s hand. The feel was almost enough to force his hand open, though he knew eventually he was going to have to let the thing go – either to throw it out of the house or to squash it right here; he could hardly consign himself to permanently holding onto a very large bug.


  He looked around the nearby shelves, trying to spot something in the near-darkness – something with which to kill the thing.


  Nothing. Nothing that looked useful, anyway. Some things might have done the job, but not well – not without leaving a large mess in his hand.


  Finally, Shane sighed and decided to let the thing go. What was it going to do? Besides, where there was one large ugly bug, there would probably be others, so he might as well just get used to its presence until he could determine whether or not to hire an exterminator – not that he even had the money for such a thing.


  Shane suddenly became aware that the insect in his hand was no longer moving. Had he suffocated it?


  He cracked open his loose fist. Not far. Just a bit.


  And saw nothing.


  No movement, no dark reflections on a chitinous carapace held fast between his fingers and his palm.


  Shane relaxed his grip a shade more, then flung open his hand, laying it out flat in front of him, and turning it over to make sure the bug hadn’t climbed up somewhere to hide.


  Damn roach, he thought.


  The thought startled him. He hadn’t ever experienced flying roaches before, and the idea of such a nasty creature taking to the air for regular bombing runs on people’s faces was not one he wanted to think about. But more than that, Shane realized at the point when he heard himself curse the insect, he had not yet seen it.


  So how did he know it was a roach at all?


  But he did know. Some kind of giant flying roach, a hugely sized and horrifically aggressive monster from the carboniferous era some three-hundred and fifty million years ago.


  The thought of a roach in this house worried him. He had a memory of opening Ella’s door in the old house they had lived in before everything fell apart –


  (no don’t do that don’t think of the bathroom don’t think of that nigh there’s nothing to be earned by doing that)


  – and a roach – a huge roach, maybe just as big as this one had seemed – had scuttled across his feet. He shivered as he watched the memory in his mind. But even as grotesque as the image was, he was more than a little glad to think of it. Because as long as he was thinking thoughts of scary insects, he could maintain the illusion that he wasn’t really thinking about Kari. About what had happened to her.


  About her absence, and the terrible gap it had left in his life.


  “Move, dammit,” Shane finally said. He meant to sound like a drill sergeant, meant to push himself out of his funk and get back to work. He turned around, intending to go back up the stairs and grab another box, or maybe see what Matthew was up to. But before he completed the turn he saw something that made him freeze in place.


  Something was staring at him. Eyes glittering dully in the dim of the basement. Shane thought for a moment that it must be a stray cat or some other animal that had stolen into the basement and made itself at home. But the idea fled as fast as it had come. He didn’t remember there being anything in that corner that a cat – or any other animal – could stand on, but the eyes that stared at him were still high up. High enough that they could only belong to a man.


  He didn’t know whether to move or to stay still, so instead of doing either he spoke. “Who’s there?” he said.


  There was no answer.


  The eyes continued staring at him.


  Then, without warning or apparent reason, the basement light came back on with an audible snap and Shane could clearly see the owner of the staring eyes.


  He started to laugh.


  It was a free-standing mirror. He had been looking at his own reflection in the paranoia-inducing darkness of the basement. He shook his head and muttered, “Get a grip, Wills.”


  He turned back to the stairs, then spun around suddenly. He wasn’t sure why, but he had to look at that mirror again. Had it been there when he came through the basement with Cole? He didn’t remember if it had been or not. Either way, something about the mirror suddenly caused the small hairs at the base of his neck to rise to attention. A breeze seemed to tickle his temples, though where such a breeze could come from he had no idea.


  He stared at the mirror for what felt like a full minute. A long time to be standing silent and alone in a basement. Finally, he turned away again.


  And was able to convince himself that it was just a case of nerves when he saw out of the corner of his eye that when his reflection turned away as well, it didn’t seem to turn quite as quickly as he did.


  As though it had lingered a bit too long. Watched a bit harder than he himself had done.


  Shane fairly ran up the steps. Running not from a reflection that refused to match reality – that was crazy – but just because there was still a lot of unpacking to do.


  Even so, he decided he’d let the movers put away anything else that needed to go down here.


  Chapter 6:

  

  Dog


  



  I wonder if Cain didn’t really kill Abel. Maybe Eve did it. Or Adam. Probably Adam, since he was in charge of the family history and so his version would be the one most likely passed on.


  But whether Adam killed Abel, or whether it was later that the first parent killed a child, it’s clear to me now that there is something not just wrong about such murder, but inherently anathematic to human existence.


  So how does it work? We cringe away from child-murder stories on the news. But at the same time, they’re everywhere. WHAT DRIVES THEM? WHAT DRIVES ME?


  



  He knew it was irrational, but when he came out of the basement, Shane not only closed the door behind him, he locked it and then hustled through the kitchen and dining room and into the living room. He didn’t want to be any closer to the basement than necessary. So he walked through the archway between kitchen and dining area, then circled the table that the movers had already set up, and walked into the living room.


  As he did so, he cast a quick glance behind him, almost surprised when he saw no monster bashing through the basement door and coming for him. He was sweating, thick rivers of salt-water coursing down his forehead, prickling at the corners of his eyes. His shirt was soaked.


  Still looking back in the direction of the basement door – though he could no longer see it – he mopped at his sopping forehead with the back of an equally soaked forearm, then turned around.


  A dog was standing before him.


  It was a black dog; for the most part so darkly colored that it took a moment for Shane to make out discern any identifying details on the pooch. Eventually he was able to make out that it was a black Labrador, probably middle-aged since there was a light frosting of gray around its nose, but it looked healthy and alert.


  It wasn’t moving.


  The Lab’s silence and utter lack of motion made Shane a bit nervous. Here he was, tromping into the living room, walking quickly and sweating of work and fear… and the dog just stood there. It didn’t whine with concern, or bark with fear or rage. No chuffing or puffing on this hot day.


  Shane looked around quickly, as though he might see some obvious way the culprit had gained entrance, but saw nothing. The movers and kids had been moving in and out of the house with boxes and personal belongings, but had been pretty good about closing doors behind them. He certainly didn’t see any open doors from where he stood.


  Shane swiveled back to face the Lab. It still hadn’t moved.


  But no, that wasn’t right. It had moved. When Shane had looked away from it, it had gotten closer, hadn’t it? And its head was held higher than before, he was sure. The dog was challenging him.


  Shane struggled against a sudden urge to laugh. He was imagining things now, for sure! The trip to the basement really must have put him on edge. Indeed, the only reason he didn’t laugh was that the Lab cocked its head and the glare that Shane had thought of as challenging was suddenly gone.


  In its place, something even stranger: derision. Shane felt like he was being judged. And found seriously wanting.


  The dog started to growl. A low, deep rumbling that barely made it forward from the back of its throat. A growl that the dog was apparently working to keep in check.


  Fear bolted through Shane. He considered turning around and leaving, but he was loath to turn his back on the strange dog. Plus, that would mean moving back toward the kitchen – and the basement beyond – and he had no intention of doing either of those things.


  He had read somewhere that if you ever come upon a mountain lion or cougar in the wild, you should hold your hands over your head so you look larger to them. He didn’t know if that sort of thing was effective with Labs, but he figured it couldn’t hurt.


  Shane raised his hands high overhead, with the fingers half-pointed down like talons. If he had been wearing a dark cape, the words “I vant to suck your blood” in a cheesy Transylvanian accent would have been a must. But since he had no coat, he had to settle for, “Get out of here!”


  The dog’s growl dropped a tonal notch, and rose a bit in volume. It didn’t move.


  Shane, still feeling like a poorly dressed vampire, took a half-jump at the dog. It was the kind of move that would have earned you “two for flinching” privileges in high school. But the dog was a cool character. It didn’t so much as twitch when Shane lurched at him. Just kept growling that deep, utterly humorous growl.


  The prickles of fear he had been experiencing to this moment now threatened to become full-blown needles – needles that would inject not vaccine or antibody, but a full dosage of distilled panic.


  The dog looked huger by the second. Shane knew that black Labs could weigh around a hundred points; certainly this dog weighed slightly more. He himself was a respectable one-eighty-five, but he knew that even at almost twice the dog’s weight, he would be no match for its raw strength, the rending power of its jaws and teeth, or the sharp tips of its black claws.


  “Go!” he finally said again. “Get out of here! Get out of here now!” With every sentence, he threw forth a hand, as though about to break loose and just beat the dog to a pulp barehanded. There was no way that was going to happen, of course, but he had to try. Had to try something before anyone else –


  “Dad, where –”


  Shane whipped around to see Matthew entering the room behind him. Somehow he must have found where the snacks were packed away, because he was trying to open a shiny package of Cheetos while simultaneously clutching a moving box that was too big for him in his small hands.


  “Don’t move!” Shane shouted. He had instant visions of the strange canine jumping at Matthew. At around fort-five pounds himself, the boy would be no match whatsoever for the dog if the thickly muscled Lab decided to attack. The visions that threw themselves into Shane’s mind all featured Matthew, all featured the dog, all featured death. It was only the details – the how – of the death that changed in his imagination.


  To his credit, Matthew froze completely. Well, almost completely. One hand kept quietly fumbling with the sealed end of the Cheetos bag. Apparently there were some things that were more important than survival to six-year-old kids.


  They stood in that semi-frozen tableau for an eternity. Shane knew he had to turn back to the dog – what good would it do to warn off his son and then have the back of his own neck chewed to pieces? And he had no doubt that was going to happen. Violence. It had followed them here. Followed them from what happened before.


  He knew he could easily fall into the despair that always fought its way into his heart when his thoughts went in such a direction, but this time he managed to convert it from crippling depression to empowering anger. Rage that something would come into his own home and threaten his own children.


  He whipped around, his hands outstretched as though to catch the black dog in order to do it some great harm.


  There was nothing there.


  The living room was empty.


  No dog.


  For a moment, he utterly rejected what his mind was telling him. There were no open windows in here, and though the way to the kitchen was open, there was no way that a dog – especially one of that size – could have gotten away without a sound. At very least, Shane would have heard the click-clack of the dog’s claws on the hardwood floor.


  He turned back to Matthew, who (aside from his continuing Cheetos probe) was still standing as motionless as a stone.


  They stood like that, only the light crackling of a snack bag being gently forced open, until Ella walked in. She was holding a single box that looked lighter than the one Matthew was wrestling with. And wearing her earbuds, of course. Shane hadn’t wanted to give them to her; he viewed personal music players as the first major brick in the inevitable wall between children and parents. But Kari had insisted. Had said she was ready. That Ella was good and mature, and would never cut off her family like that.


  Shane had believed her.


  He had believed a lot of things about his family then.


  Ella looked from her brother to her father with an expression that managed to convey both her conviction that everything bad always happened to her; and her question regarding why she had to do all the work around here.


  “Why’s everyone acting like statues?” she said.


  Matthew looked at Shane. His son’s eyebrows raised, as if to say, “Well, you’re the one in charge here; you explain.”


  Shane looked around the room again, though he knew he would not find what he was looking for. The dog was gone. Even if he had been a blind man, he thought that he would know that. Something had changed, the house felt subtly different. More empty. Less one soul that had just been here but now… simply was not.


  Ella must have met her daily patience quota, because she rolled her eyes and continued through the room, no doubt off to paint one of the rooms a cheerful shade of black.


  Shane went to the nearest window and looked out. There was the moving truck, a few of the movers catching a quick cigarette in the shade the vehicle afforded. No dog, and none of the movers looked like they had seen one lately, either: they all looked relaxed, settled-in in the way you get when you’ve been chatting a few minutes with no interruptions.


  “Uh, Dad?” said Matthew behind him.


  “Yeah?” said Shane. He swung back to face his son, but his head turned last, as though regardless of whether his body had decided to move on, his head was determined to cram every last second of watchfulness into the day.


  Finally, though, he was face to face with his boy. The Cheetos had apparently been magically ingested, for the empty bag was on the floor, and Matthew’s lips and the tips of his fingers were bright orange.


  How long was I looking out that window? Shane thought. He believed it had just been a moment, but even Matthew the human snack shack couldn’t eat a bag of Cheetos that fast. Could he?


  Could he?


  Matthew cleared his throat, and Shane realized he had drifted away from the present. From what was going on right now.


  Screw it, he thought. Dog or no dog, we’re home now.


  For a moment, he thought of what Cole had told him about this place. About the house.


  Screw that, too.


  He forced a smile at his son. “Sorry,” he said. “Daddy’s got a lot on his mind.”


  “Like pickles!” shouted Matthew with a gap-toothed grin.


  Shane smiled back, though he had no idea what he was laughing at. Why do we ever grow up? he thought. Why can’t we stay at an age where everything can be funny and it doesn’t have to make sense?


  But he knew the answer. We grow up because if we don’t grow up we’ll never die. And that is something that the universe would never allow.


  Shane again forced his thoughts to the present, laughing loud at a joke he didn’t understand in order to bond with a son he loved. “Like pickles,” he agreed. Then, “What can I do you for?”


  “Well….” Matthew started to lick his fingers, but couldn’t balance the box in his hands. He gave up, clearly deciding that the cheesy dust (or whatever it was really made of – Shane highly doubted there was any real cheese in it) would be there later. His gaze went back to Shane. “Can I move now?”


  Shane was confused for a moment. Then realized that he had told Matthew not to move. And how long ago had that been? He had no idea.


  For a moment he was overwhelmed. Overwhelmed by his love for this good, good boy. This boy who would follow his rules, even if he didn’t understand them. This boy who would trust his daddy to do what was right, and help him do the same.


  But more than that, more than the love, Shane was almost dropped to his knees by a sense of loss. Because Matthew was already lost to him, he knew. Not in the present, perhaps, but in the future. Everyone would be lost to everyone.


  Kari had taught him that.


  He took the box out of Matthew’s hands and set it on the floor. Then he hugged him. Hugged his boy so long and hard that he heard Matthew’s breath wheeze.


  “Can’t… breathe….”


  Shane just hugged him harder. And laughed. Laughed until he cried.


  Chapter 7:

  

  Outside


  



  I watched a movie called The Mist last night. I had to get out of my room, just for a little while, even though it’s dangerous.


  As a movie it was all right.


  But the ending was all wrong. I told them. I screamed at the fuckers until my throat bled


  Chapter 8:

  

  Footsteps


  



  I can’t stop reading the Bible story about Abraham. How he waited so long for a son. Then finally got one in his old age, and named him Isaac.


  Then God tells him to kill his son. And Abraham gets ready to do it, because he loves God and if you love God you do what he says even if he tells you to murder your baby.


  Maybe especially if he tells you to murder your baby.


  So Abraham ties up his boy and raises his knife to kill his son and then at the last second an angel comes and stops him.


  That’s what gets me. That’s what keeps me reading it over and over in wonder.


  Whoever wrote the Bible has no idea how to write a good story that reads true. Angels never stop parents from killing their kids, so when that happens so early on in the story how am I supposed to enjoy the rest of it?


  



  Bundles of wire lay everywhere, strewn about the room like coils of discarded bowels in a slaughterhouse. Only instead of food and feces, these coils carried information and electricity. They were the lifeblood of the computer hardware that Shane had brought with him, of the business he hoped to make here.


  He unpacked what seemed like the thousandth coil of wire, and like the previous nine-hundred-ninety-nine, it had somehow managed to slip free of the careful packing and taping in which Shane had secured it in order to bond at a molecular level with one of the other cords. It boggled him how a group of cords could go into a box separately marked and twisted in tight loops, then come out of the same box as an orgiastic mass of gnarled knots.


  Bunnies have got nothing on computer cords, he thought. Horniest things ever created.


  He started untwisting the coital knots.


  Screw actually surviving here, he thought. Forget making money, I might not even make it to a point where I can turn my computers on at all.


  But he knew that was just fatigue talking. He would keep at it until everything was in its proper place. Not only because he had to. Not only because his clients – the ones who had agreed to let him keep doing their books for them remotely when he moved – expected him to start working for them again on Monday. Not only because he needed to keep living. No, in reality he was doing this because it gave him something to do. Something that required just enough attention that he could focus on it, instead of focusing on the many other problems that dogged him every day.


  Ella. What was he going to do about her? What was with the funeral outfits and the hateful music? Actually, those were the wrong questions. He knew the answers to them. The better question – the one he hadn’t figured out yet – was how to make her stop? How to bring back the wonderful girl he used to know? The girl who dressed in frilly skirts and whose favorite color was pink?


  That was a mystery.


  How about Matthew? He seemed to have adjusted well enough to everything that had gone on in the last year. But that worried Shane as well. Because shouldn’t the kid have had more of a reaction? Started wetting the bed, or getting in fights, or something? But he seemed as sweet and funny and well-adjusted as ever.


  Shane finally separated the two amorous LAN cords he had been working on and threw them in separate corners of the room. Picked up another group of cords – this one no mere one-night stand between hardware peripheries, but appearing to be a truly frenzied orgy involving no fewer than ten discrete units – and started working on them.


  Hell, he thought. No wonder so many parents go crazy. If your kids turn out wrong, you wonder how to fix it and what you did to screw them up. If they turn out right, you wonder why they aren’t acting like everyone else and what you must be doing wrong that’s going to bite you in the ass later. Lose-lose.


  Muffled thuds came from overhead as small feet tore down the hall. Shane smiled. Some things were constants in the universe, like the laws of thermodynamics. And the fact that his son would try to go to the bathroom after being put to bed in order to cheat a few extra moments of wakefulness into his day.


  “Matthew!” shouted Shane.


  The footsteps stopped. Then a voice, muffled through the intervening ceiling/floor but still clear enough to be understood, responded, “I gotta go to the bathroom!”


  “You already went!” shouted Shane.


  There was a moment of silence, and Shane could almost hear his son thinking if there was any loophole he could exploit, any precedent that might permit him to get around his father’s implicit instruction to return to bed.


  Apparently he came up with zilch, because a moment later the footsteps reversed and ran back down the hall. The muffled thud of a door shutting shook the house ever-so-slightly.


  Shane smiled. Matthew seemed to run everywhere. Whether it was urgent or not, a trip to the bathroom or to the library, if the kid was moving he was really moving.


  He laughed to himself as he remembered the first few years of Matthew’s potty training. The potty training itself came fairly easily: Matthew actually walked in one day and said, “Wanna potty in big potty.” They showed him how, and three days later he was completely potty trained. Or at least, he never had any “accidents” after that. But there were countless times that Matthew would be so involved in one project or another that he would wait until the last possible moment to head to the bathroom. So last second would it be that he would start pulling his pants and underwear down as he ran. It became a not-uncommon sight: Matthew running down the hall, his legs queerly hobbled by the underwear and shorts that banded tightly around his ankles, his cute little bottom bouncing as he ran/skipped/hopped to the bathroom. It always made Shane laugh. It made Ella laugh.


  It made Kari laugh.


  How long has it been since I was like that? Shane wondered. How long since I ran, not because I had to, but because I was so in love with existence that I needed to run from thing to thing, so I wouldn’t miss anything?


  He had no answer to that.


  He returned to his work, trying to drive all thought from his mind with the numbing power of repetitive activity. He thought he heard someone walking around upstairs again at one point, but he was deeply engrossed in setting up his computer systems by then, and paid it no mind, even though a small part of him pointed out that the footsteps didn’t sound like Matthew’s or Ella’s.


  Too light to be Ella’s. To slow to be Matthew’s.


  Shane managed to glance up at the ceiling, but by then the sounds had stopped and he was easily able to convince himself he hadn’t heard anything at all.


  Chapter 9:

  

  Eyes


  



  I went to the market today. The checkers know me. They usually chat. No one chatted with me today.


  Finally got one of them to say something. Wilhelmina. Wilhelmina said that one of employees’ children had been hit by a car and died.


  I asked if the child’s parent was the one driving the car.


  Wilhelmina looked horrified. Even though I simply asked what seemed like the most logical question given what I know. If a child dies, the first people the cops look at are the parents.


  Police get it. Or at least, they get that PART of it.


  



  Matthew was dreaming.


  He knew it was a dream, because it had to be a dream. Some things shouldn’t be real, so because they shouldn’t be real they must not be real, and that left… it had to be a dream.


  In his dream, Matthew was asleep. Which was weird, because he’d never been asleep in a dream before. But he was asleep in this one, so it must happen sometimes.


  Even though his eyes were closed, he knew where he was. He was in his new room. His new room reminded him a lot of his old room. Not the room he’d been living in for the last few months, ever since… ever since the night when everything changed. Daddy had sold that house fast and they moved away quickly. Daddy and Ella seemed happy to get away, but Matthew wasn’t. Even with what had happened, he missed his room from that house.


  When he mentioned that once to Ella she pushed him and said of course he missed his room; no one had tried to cut his face off in his room. Matthew started to cry and Ella gave him a hug and he knew she didn’t mean to make him sad or scared. She was a good big sister. Just “dealing with stuff,” as she put it.


  He never again mentioned to her how much he missed his room. Nor did he tell her how much this new place reminded him of home – their real home, their home when Mom had been with them. When Mom had been… Mom.


  Something made a screeeek, scrrrrak sound, and because it was a dream and Daddy always said nothing could hurt you in your dreams Matthew opened his eyes even though the sound was scary.


  He opened his dream-eyes and looked around. He didn’t sit up or get out from under the warm blankets, just rolled his eyes around, trying to figure out what was making the noise.


  Sccccrik-crak.


  He saw it then. Tree branches silhouetted against the glass of his bedroom window. They waved in the darkness outside. With no leaves on the branches, they looked like the fingers of a cursed witch. Even though it was just a dream and even though he knew Ella would call him a weenie if he ever told her about this (which he never would because he didn’t like being called a weenie), he pulled his dream-covers up higher, so they were just under his eyes.


  After a second, though, the branches hadn’t changed into anything freaky like bats or the girl in his last school who had more earrings than Matthew thought a person could have without dying of ear-bleeding.


  Plus, it was getting hot and stuffy with his nose under the blanket.


  He lowered the blanket a bit.


  The branches were just branches.


  Then, slowly, something appeared at the window.


  Or rather, not at the window. Not like it was something behind the glass. Instead, it almost seemed like something was happening in the glass.


  Matthew’s fingers curled around his blanket, ready to yank it over his head if need be. Ella told him once that real monsters wouldn’t stop just because you pulled a blanket over your head. But Matthew figured she wasn’t really talking about real monsters – she was talking about Mom. But Ella probably didn’t know the first thing about real monsters. Matthew figured that if crosses could stop Dracula, and silver bullets could stop werewolves, then a good solid blanket had as much chance against a dream monster as anything.


  And it is just a dream.


  The window grew opaque. Like it was the bathroom mirror after Ella had taken one of her “short” two hour showers. The branches of the trees disappeared behind a cloud of solid gray.


  Then, slowly, the gray moved. Not like the window opened or something, but more like when a car passes through fog and the mist curls behind it. That was happening in the window.


  Matthew pulled his covers back up to his nose. He could handle stuffiness for a bit.


  The gray mist swirled around and around like a whirlpool. It was almost hypnotic. Matthew’s grip on his blankets loosened a bit and he forced himself to clamp down hard again.


  Then the gray stopped moving. The smoke held itself perfectly still, like a photograph suspended in the middle of the glass.


  Two yellow dots appeared.


  Matthew knew what they were. Even before they got bigger, even before they became fully formed. Even before they looked at him.


  They were eyes.


  Matthew yanked the blanket up over his head.


  “Please, God, please send a message to Grampa and Gramma that if they could help me out here I’d appreciate it,” he whispered. Mom had told him once that we didn’t pray to dead people, only to God, but Matthew figured that God probably was pretty busy, and Gramma and Grampa Wills might have more time to come into his dream and help him out with the monster in the window.


  He waited. It got hot under his blanket. He also heard something: a subtle thudding and thumping. He wondered what it could be; what new Bad Thing was coming. Then he realized it was just Daddy, getting his office set up downstairs.


  And that was when Matthew got really, truly, awfully scared. Because what kind of dream had both a monster and Daddy doing boring office stuff in it?


  Something creaked. A floorboard in his room, he was sure of it.


  He felt something nearby. Felt it looking at him. Looming over him.


  He heard a dry scrape that reminded him of something but he couldn’t remember what. His mouth felt like he had stuffed it with a whole box of saltines covered in glue.


  A teeny bit of light filtered in through his blankets. Not much. But enough to see something move beyond them, just as the floorboards squeaked. And Matthew knew this was IT, this was the moment where the monster was going to reach out and grab him and eat him or make him attend math class for the rest of his life or whatever it was that monsters did.


  But then the shadow leaned away from his blanket. He couldn’t see where it went.


  He stayed that way a long time. Unmoving in his dream.


  It had to be a dream.


  And at last, in his dream, he fell asleep.


  Chapter 10:

  

  Pillowcase


  



  TITUS ANDRONICUS


  A reason mighty, strong, and effectual;


  A pattern, precedent, and lively warrant,


  For me, most wretched, to perform the like.


  Die, die, Lavinia, and thy shame with thee;


  (Kills LAVINIA)


  And, with thy shame, thy father’s sorrow die!


  -    Titus Andronicus, Act V


  



  Shakespeare wrote that, the moment where Titus kills his daughter. The play is often thought of as Shakespeare’s worst. I wonder, though, if it is the language or structure that the critics question… or just the simple fact of what happens in the story? 


  There’s something in us that rebels from the reality that is happening just out of sight, but all around us. Shakespeare saw it, and for at least this play partially embraced it. But no one wanted to see. No one wanted to hear.


  Writers are always talking about art as Truth. Bullshit bullshit bullshit.


  People don’t want Truth. They want lies that will let them sleep at night and never make them ask themselves, “What about me? What if I do that same thing some day?”


  



  Ella looked up from her nails long enough to verify – again – her first impression of this room.


  It sucked.


  She knew what Dad would say – that it would feel like home soon enough, that they’d settle in and she’d love it here, that she’d make new friends, that blah blah blah blah. But he was wrong. The only thing that would make her feel at home would be to feel like she was safe. And that, she knew, was never going to happen again. So why bother hanging up posters of the newest stupid boy band, why bother buying frilly bedspreads and comforters? It was all just window dressing, just a stupid illusion that stupid people chose to believe in so they could sleep better.


  She looked back down at her toes. Black polish glinted like volcanic glass in the light of the small lamp on her nightstand. Her toes matched the music she was listening to on her iPod. She couldn’t remember the name of the band. Didn’t matter; she wasn’t going to start a fan club in the Podunk little town that Dad had decided to cart them off to.


  She watched her nails a long time. Waiting for them to dry, she told herself. But after twenty minutes of watching them, she had to admit even to herself that she was stalling. Avoiding what came next. Avoiding sleep.


  She yanked the earbuds from her ears and turned off the iPod, tossing it all on her nightstand, then stood up so that she could throw back her covers and get in bed. She moved quickly – having decided to do this she was damn well going to do it fast.


  She grabbed the upper edge of her blankets. Threw them downward.


  Screamed.


  And screamed again.


  There was a muffled thud downstairs, then less-muffled sounds as someone pounded up the stairs, and then Dad was there, shouting “What is it?” even as he ran in.


  Ella felt ridiculous, but she couldn’t stop shaking. She pointed.


  Dad’s gaze followed what she was pointing at.


  It was a roach. Huge and round and dark and right on her pillow. Ella stopped screaming, and wanted to puke. She’d been sitting there. Right next to it. Practically on top of it!


  Her stomach lurched as she wondered if she had sat on it. Certainly it wasn’t moving, and it was so large and wide it could have been squished by her.


  Then her stomach lurched again as the roach’s legs moved. She yipped.


  Beside her, Dad let out an explosive gasp of air.


  “Good Lord, El. You almost gave me a heart attack.”


  “Yeah? How do you think I feel?” she said. Her eyes didn’t leave the roach. At least, she thought it was a roach. But did that kind of bug even get this big? Maybe it was something else.


  “What is it, Dad?” she asked.


  “You know what it is. Just a good old-fashioned cockroach.”


  “Nothing good about it. And that thing is the size of a Ding-Dong.”


  “I think that’s a bit of an exaggeration.”


  “I don’t.”


  Her dad stared at the insect. Ella watched it, walking slowly around the pillow in a way that was hard to describe. It didn’t seem like it was crippled or hurt, but it was definitely not acting like a normal roach suddenly exposed to the light. Rather than streaking to a hiding place, it was walking in a way that she could only describe as deliberate. Like it was the thing that belonged here, and she was the nasty pest.


  “It is big,” said her dad. She was confused for a second, having already forgotten their short thread of conversation while watching the roach march around on her bed. Then she remembered.


  “Dad, an SUV is big. Texas is big. This thing….” She shivered. “There are no words for it.”


  “Well,” said Dad. “It’s just a bug.”


  He walked out of the room without a word, and Ella had a weird moment of terror where she thought he expected her to deal with this. And it was terror. She didn’t feel grossed out by the roach anymore, she felt scared. Roaches didn’t belong on pillows. And they shouldn’t walk around like they owned the room.


  (and mommies shouldn’t try to kill their daughters)


  She almost cried out for her dad, but just as she was inhaling he reappeared, his right hand swaddled in enough toilet paper to deal with an army of roaches.


  Or at least, it was enough to deal with an army of normal roaches. Ella wasn’t sure if it would be sufficient for this one. Bugs were nasty and gross, she knew that instinctively. But this bug… there was something more than mere “yuck factor” going on here.


  It scared her.


  “You wanna do it?” asked Dad, and held the toilet paper out to her. She glared at him, and he chuckled. “Just kidding, my Queen.” He reached out to grab the roach.


  Ella expected something weird to happen. Maybe the roach would dodge her dad’s t.p. trap. Maybe it would leap into the air and land on her and start biting her. Maybe something worse.


  But all that happened was Dad put his toilet paper mitt over the roach. Ella saw the muscles in his forearm move, and she heard a horrible snap that sounded like a cap gun going off on her pillow. She felt like puking again.


  Dad saw her, and he apparently thought she looked quite amusing, because he chuckled as he disappeared with his quilted care package. She heard the toilet flush down the hall a moment later, and then Dad came back in the room.


  “You okay now, my Princess?”


  “I thought I was your Queen.”


  “It’s a recession. Everyone’s getting demoted. You’re lucky you’ve still got a job.”


  “Har har.”


  Dad then turned to go.


  “Whoa!”


  He turned around at the door, grinning like he was the funniest guy in the world.


  “Yes, Duchess?”


  “You can’t just leave! You have to change the bedding!”


  Dad’s head lowered and he looked at her sternly, though his eyes were still dancing a bit.


  Maybe this place was the right place to move, she thought. She couldn‘t remember seeing Dad joke like this for a long time.


  At the same time, Dad said, “I have to change the bedding?”


  Ella nodded quickly. “You don’t expect me to sleep on those blankets, sheets, that… that… pillow!”


  Dad’s expression still didn’t change. “I have to change the bedding?” he repeated, this time putting so much emphasis on the first word that she thought he might give himself a hernia.


  She sighed. “Fine. We. We have to change the bedding.”


  Dad chuckled and left again. It took him a few minutes to return; probably had to hunt through more than a few unopened boxes before he found the right one. By the time he returned Ella had already stripped her bed down to the mattress. The sheets and blankets were in one corner of the room. The pillow was on top of the pile.


  As for the pillowcase, it was wadded up in a small mesh wire wastebasket next to the door.


  Dad spotted the pillowcase immediately. He opened his mouth like he was going to say something dad-ish about responsibilities and value and money not growing on trees. But he didn’t. He closed his mouth and just started re-making her bed.


  Ella loved for her dad in that moment. Things had been weird for them, weird as hell since that night. But he was a good guy. He loved her, she knew. And she hoped he knew she loved him, too.


  She almost said it then. Almost looked him in the eye and said, “I love you.”


  He must have sensed something, because he stopped tucking in her top sheet and looked at her. “Yeah?” he said after a moment.


  “Nothing,” she said.  “Just thinking.”


  He nodded gravely. “Thinking is good,” he said. Again, Ella sensed he wanted to say more, but he didn’t. Just finished helping her with the bed.


  He moved to the piled-up linens that had been on her bed until the roach attack, and picked them up. He groaned a little as he did. Nothing melodramatic, just a little grunt, but it struck Ella. He’d been working hard. Not just the move, but everything. Working, taking care of things around the house.


  And he was getting older. Not like hair-growing-out-of-his-ears old, but she could see that the last year had worn him down a lot. He didn’t smile very often, compared to before. And though he still chuckled occasionally, he laughed hardly ever.


  “Good night, Dad,” she said.


  “Good night, Ella,” he responded. He glanced at the light switch by the door. “On or off?”


  “Off,” she said, and climbed into bed. She checked if there were any bugs first. Stupid, she knew, but she couldn’t help but look before sliding her legs down between the cool sheets.


  She pulled the blankets up, and realized Dad was still watching her.


  “You know,” he said, “I think it’s going to work here. I think things will be okay.”


  She didn’t know what to say to that, so she said nothing.


  Dad left, swinging the door shut behind him. She heard him moving down the hall, then downstairs. Probably heading straight to the washing machine to make sure she had an extra set of clean bedding just in case it was needed.


  He was a cool dad.


  He just wasn’t Mom.


  That thought caught Ella off guard. Her vision wavered and she realized tears were pressing to come out. She blinked. Wouldn’t let that happen.


  Bzzzzzz.


  Ella jerked in her bed as the sound snapped her out of her state of pensive rest.


  Bzzzzzz.


  It was her cell phone. She had put it on her nightstand. Now it was vibrating, and the vibration was carrying it swiftly toward the edge of the furniture. The cell phone was black, and as it moved in the dark it reminded her a little too much of the roach, walking like a king across her pillowcase.


  She snatched it up before that thought could come to rest fully in her mind. She flipped it open and saw that she’d gotten a text message. At least her best friend hadn’t abandoned her when she moved to this godawful house in the middle of nowhere.


  Ella pressed the message icon and words appeared:


  Jamie: Hows the place?


  Ella didn’t have to think much before typing her reply:


  Ella: Sux


  A moment later Jamie’s reply appeared.


  Jamie: Sry. Will get better. Promis. Sleep tite.


  Ella closed her phone. She hoped Jamie was right. She hoped things would be better here.


  But she didn’t believe it.


  She fell asleep, and dreamed of roaches. They were all huge, but one of them in particular was enormous. Easily the size of a cougar. It chased her through a house that she didn’t recognize even though she knew that it was her own place, the house she had just moved into. The roach kept laughing. “You can’t get away from me by moving,” it said.


  Ella ran faster, but the roach was gaining on her. She looked over her shoulder, and tripped on something. As she fell she realized she had tripped over Matthew. Her little brother’s body was blue, his small throat ripped wide open by dull teeth or claws.


  The roach cackled, and Ella looked up and saw it was wearing her mother’s face. “You can’t get away from me,” it said, and Ella wanted to scream.


  Then the roach’s face changed and now it looked like Dad. “I’m always going to find you, El,” it said.


  And this time, Ella did scream. Screamed and screamed and screamed until the roach with her father’s face looped something around her neck and then pulled tight and it wasn’t until she started to lose consciousness that she realized the roach was choking her with the pillowcase she had thrown away.


  Chapter 11:

  

  Door


  



  People claim we are the most advanced civilization in the world. I don’t know how they can justify this claim. In many ancient civilizations they killed their children, too. But at least then they had reasons: to ensure that only the strongest survived, to keep birthrates manageable, even to sacrifice to their gods (which may not be nice, but at least there’s a rationale).


  Now, though? Now we put kids in dumpsters. We throw babies in rivers and watch them drown. We leave them behind on mountain hikes.


  At least the dead of the past died with some dignity. Today, the dead have no dignity. They are just food for the beast.


  



  Matthew knew one thing with complete clarity when he woke up: if he didn’t get to the bathroom fast, he might very well explode. The image of his daddy coming in to wake him up the next morning and just finding bits and pieces of Matthew all soaked in pee-pee was funny. “Son?” he’d say. “Son?” And then he’d pick up the closest piece of Matthew – like a foot or a gizzard (if people had gizzards; Matthew wasn’t sure) – and then drop it and go “Ew!” because it was covered in pee.


  Matthew almost laughed at the thought, but realized that if he laughed he definitely would explode. So he clapped his palm over his mouth and took several deep breaths before he decided he was in control enough to risk moving.


  He slid out from between the covers slowly, one leg at a time. It felt like everything inside him had turned to melting Jell-O: mostly holding its shape but threatening to go completely watery at any moment.


  Getting out of bed took an eternity. Then he held his stomach in his hands, and walked slowly to the door. Opened it.


  Darkness filled the hall. He had slept with a light on in the hall all his life, but the light had blown out earlier in the day, and Daddy couldn’t find the box that had extras, so he said Matthew would have to make do.


  At first, Matthew had actually been proud of the fact that he didn’t put up a fuss. But now, with a dark hallway before him and his body threatening to unleash a Code Ten Pee Disaster in his underwear, he wished he had whined and made Daddy find the light bulbs. He couldn’t see anything, let alone the bathroom door.


  His stomach rumbled. He had to move.


  Matthew kept one hand to his stomach, in case his guts tried to stage an escape attempt through his belly button, but the other hand reached beside him.


  Nothing there.


  He moved over a step. Still nothing. Another step.


  And there it was. His fingers found the hallway’s left wall, cool wood under his fingers, a vertical path he could follow to the bathroom.


  Matthew stepped forward, almost trembling now with the need to pee. He wished for a second that he was still a baby and could just go in his underwear. But only for a second. He didn’t even want to think about the fun Ella would have with that.


  So no going in his underwear. Failure on that level was not an option.


  Matthew was walking slowly. Partially this was because he couldn’t see where he was going, and didn’t want to risk crashing into something in the darkness. Partially it was because if he moved too fast, he was pretty sure he was going to lose the battle of wills he was currently locked in with whatever part of his body was in charge of pee scheduling.


  The wall finally changed, a bump that signaled a door frame rising up under his fingers. He found the doorknob in the darkness and swung open the door.


  There was a small window in the bathroom, one that let in enough illumination that Matthew could see where he was going. He didn’t bother turning on the light, just closed the door softly behind him and then hobble-walked over to the toilet. He lifted up the seat, dropped his pajamas bottoms and underwear, and….


  Nothing.


  He remembered a show he had seen once, an old black and white show that he didn’t find very funny. It was about these three guys who were always beating up on each other. And in fact, it was not only not funny, but actually kind of upsetting since that was the sort of thing you were supposed to grow out of before getting old. Apparently these guys hadn’t heard that.


  But there was one part that made him laugh. It was where all three guys had to get somewhere quick. They ran for the door and – whammo! All three got stuck. None of them could get through because they all wanted to go first. They finally backed off, and tried again, and – whammo!


  That was what Matthew felt like was happening right now. Like he had so much pee inside him that it was all fighting to get out at the same time. And since there was so much of it, and since it all wanted to come out right now – whammo!


  He suffered a terrible instant where he worried again that he might explode. Then an even more terrible instant where he worried he might not, but would just stay this bloated and uncomfortable forever.


  Then his body relaxed. The pee-people finally decided who would get to go first, and once the stream started it came hard and strong, an army of pee, and it felt great, better than Christmas.


  Sorry Jesus, thought Matthew at almost the same moment. Church was hard to sit through sometimes, but he did like it, and he was pretty sure that comparing a night-time potty break to the Savior’s birth was in the category of things he thought of as Not Right.


  After something like a hundred years of pee came out of him, Matthew pulled his pajamas and underwear back up. He decided not to wash his hands. Mommy would have had a fit, but….


  But Mommy wasn’t here anymore.


  He felt suddenly sad. And more than a little scared. He usually didn’t think about Mommy at times like this. In the night, in the dark.


  He shivered.


  Sometimes he did think about Mommy, and about the night that everything had changed, the night everything went so wrong. He loved Daddy, he loved Ella (though he would never admit that even if someone tortured him horribly with hot knives and made him watch baby television like Teletubbies until he talked), but he knew that they were broken. He wanted to fix them, to mend what had been broken that night, but he could never figure out a good way to do it.


  And besides, when he did think about such things, it was during the day. Thinking about Mommy was not a good thing for nighttime. Not unless he wanted to have screaming nightmares again, like he had had for the first five or six months after it all happened.


  He tried not to think about Mommy, but trying not to think of her only made him think of her even more. He remembered coming out of his room, remembered seeing her in Ella’s room. He remembered her slashing down at Daddy. He remembered the blood on Daddy’s shirt. His chest that was so cut up he had to have over a hundred stitches.


  He remembered his mommy’s eyes.


  Matthew shivered again, and decided he had better move before he got so freaked out that he couldn’t even get to his bedroom. That would be embarrassing, too, if Ella came in to spend her usual four hours doing her hair the next morning and found him curled up on the floor of the bathroom, probably sucking his thumb or something.


  He straightened up as far as he could, sticking his chest out like an army man, and stepped into the hall before he could change his mind.


  Now that he was fully awake, he could see a bit better. He could make out the doorway to his room, and across the hall the closed door to his sister’s room. He looked the other direction, and saw into Daddy’s room. His daddy in bed, sound asleep.


  Or was he asleep? For a terrifying moment, Matthew was sure that his daddy wasn’t sleeping, but dead. He almost cried out, and didn’t even care if Ella heard him because what if Daddy was dead; what would they do then with both parents gone?


  Then Matthew relaxed as his daddy snorted and rolled over. Matthew smiled a little. Daddy wasn’t dead, what had he been thinking?


  It’s happening again.


  Matthew wasn’t sure where that thought came from. But he heard it loud as one of Ella’s rock bands in his head. It’s happening again.


  He was starting to get spooked. He wished Daddy would snore or something, because he figured that as long as Daddy was snoring and snuffling like a tiger with a bad cold things were more or less normal. But Daddy didn’t snore. He just lay there motionless in his bed.


  Bed. That sounded good. Safe. Matthew wanted to get back to bed. To pull his covers up and go back to sleep and not dream or anything, just disappear until morning came and the sun rose again.


  He turned toward his room, but it was hard. Like something didn’t want him to go there and was pushing against him. He stepped forward, and it felt like he was walking through honey or syrup. The next step was even harder.


  Creeeeeaaaaak.


  The sound was super-quiet, and if it had been anything other than the quietest part of the night, Matthew probably wouldn’t even have heard it. But it was the quietest part of the night, and he did hear it.


  He turned toward the noise. Just in time to see the door to his daddy’s room click shut.


  Daddy must have shut the door, he thought. But he knew that wasn’t true. Daddy was asleep in his bed. He couldn’t have closed the door without getting out of bed, and if he had gotten out of bed, he would have seen Matthew and said something.


  Which meant that someone else had shut the door.


  Matthew didn’t know who might have done that. And in the dark, in the hallway that was suddenly cold and lonely as a moss-covered cemetery on Halloween night, he didn’t want to know.


  He turned and ran lightly to his bedroom. He closed the door behind him. He got into bed.


  He pulled his covers up to his eyes, and watched the door, waiting for it to open. Waiting for someone – or something – to come in. To come for him.


  He watched the door a long time.


  Eventually he slept, but he dreamed of doors that opened and closed for no reason at all, and of eyes like his mother had had on the night she tried to kill Ella, eyes that looked human but also looked like snake eyes, unblinking and alien. He dreamed of a knife, and of blood. He dreamed his own voice, saying three words over and over, and each time he dreamed the words he cried out in his sleep and tears tracked down his cheeks.


  It’s happening again.


  Chapter 12:

  

  Church


  



  I remember living at Mount Shade when I was younger. After what happened to the little boy they made me stay there for a while. Once a fight broke out in the common room. Two men whose names I don’t know argued over whether to watch Mary Tyler Moore or The Dick Van Dyke Show. It was foolish, because we couldn’t even change the channel of the television in the common room. And I don’t think either those shows were even on the air at the time.


  One of the men was big, and one was little. The big one punched the little one and then the little one jumped up and looked like he was crawling up the big one and when he got high enough he started chewing on the big one’s neck with his teeth and the big one died.


  The orderlies came in and took everyone out of the room and when we came to dinner later in the day the big one was there again, but he wasn’t eating anything and I realized after a little while that I was the only one who could see him.


  He smiled at me, and said he was happy to be dead because he could play with all the children.


  I went to my room after dinner and didn’t read any stories in the Bible.


  



  “Hurry up, kids!” Dad yelled from downstairs. “We don’t want to be late!”


  Ella looked at herself in the mirror and adjusted her hair one more time. She didn’t know why she bothered. There was never anyone worth trying to impress when they went to church near their old house, and she doubted it would be any different here. But at the same time, she knew that if she didn’t look good then that would be the one day that some absolute hottie would show up and she’d be so embarrassed she’d just die on the spot.


  “Good enough,” she finally said. She wasn’t a major beauty or anything – hair too limp, chest too flat, shoulders a bit too wide – but she figured she wouldn’t make anyone gag, and some days that was all a girl could hope for.


  She went into the hall and almost collided with Matthew, who was dressed in his little suit that Dad had bought him a few months ago. He actually looked really cute in it, but no way was she going to tell him that. Instead she said, “Watch out, dwarf!”


  Matthew stuck his tongue out at her and raced down the stairs. Ella sighed.


  Kids, she thought. She didn’t know where they got all that energy.


  She took her time walking downstairs, so Dad and Matthew were already halfway to the car by the time she closed the front door behind her. She locked it and jiggled the handle to be sure the latch had caught.


  “You don’t have to lock it, hon!” Dad shouted. “We’re not in the city anymore!”


  She ignored that. She knew they weren’t in the city. Her cell reception was spotty, the internet hadn’t been connected yet, and the only things around them were trees and bugs. The closest mall was forty minutes away. But just because they were in the boonies didn’t mean bad things couldn’t happen. Maybe they wouldn’t get rolled by a gangbanger, but she didn’t want to get eaten by some cannibal hillbilly, either.


  The country wasn’t safe. Nowhere was safe.


  Not even your own room.


  For a moment an image of her mother’s face punched its way through mental walls she had erected almost a year before. A red mouth, twisted and cruel. A knife in her hand.


  Her mother’s eyes.


  Ella shivered. Those eyes hadn’t been her mother’s. That was the only thing that allowed her to ever sleep again. They weren’t her mother’s eyes. They looked like her mother’s eyes, but where Kari Wills had always had eyes that smiled on her with love, the fever-bright eyes that had looked down at her that night were the dark pits of a king cobra about to strike. Reptilian, cold. And utterly alien.


  “Ellll-aaaa!” shouted Matthew. The sound of her name, turned from a simple two-syllable word into a lilting sing-song of impatience, would have annoyed her normally. Now, however, she was glad to hear it. It gave her something else to focus on. Something that wasn’t a pair of glinting eyes that only expressed a desire to kill.


  She jiggled the handle once more, then turned to Dad and Matthew.


  She got in the backseat. She usually drove in front, but her dad was looking at her with his “I’m-worried-about-you” eyes, and she didn’t want to deal with that right now.


  The drive to church was fine. Bumpier than she liked, but she survived with only mild whiplash. She tried to put her earbuds in halfway there, hoping Dad wouldn’t notice. He did, though. He didn’t say anything, just raised his eyebrows as if to say, “Even on Sunday?”


  She sighed and put the iPod down next to her. Matthew immediately reached for it. The kid was like some kind of hyperactive bird sometimes. The merest glimpse of something shiny was enough to grab his attention. She snatched the iPod off the seat before he could get to it, and glared at him.


  He was grinning at her, and she realized she had been baited. Twerp. She smiled back at him. Couldn’t help it. The kid was too lovable for her to be mad at sometimes, no matter how badly she wanted to gripe him out.


  He made a tickling motion with his fingers.


  “Touch me and die,” she whispered. His grin grew wider, but he resisted trying to tickle her ribs or pull her sleeves or any of the other things he did.


  Twerp.


  She smiled at him again and then looked out the window.


  Tree… tree… tree… tree….


  Trees everywhere.


  She sighed.


  I’m in Hell, she thought.


  Eventually, though, the trees thinned out a bit. Houses started to take their place. Individual homesteads at first, some of them with tractors – honest to God tractors – behind them. Then small knots of homes, and then they were finally in what passed for “the city” around here. On to the main street, and then they were in the church parking lot.


  Matthew sprung the seat belt and popped out of his car seat before the car had even fully stopped. “Matthew,” Dad said warningly, but Matthew probably didn’t even hear him since he was moving faster than the speed of sound, jumping out of the car and rushing to the door of the church.


  Ella took her time, so the opening hymn was playing by the time she sat down on a pew in the middle of the chapel. She was glad to hear that this congregation was a bit more traditional as far as music. She’d been to some churches where they played what she called “Jesus rock” and it always grated. It wasn’t like she listened to hymns in her spare time or anything, so she didn’t completely understand why it bothered her, but having some guy on the stand sounding like Curt Cobain’s less-talented uncle while singing about Heaven and angels just weirded her out.


  Prayers and sermon started, and she pretty much tuned out. She didn’t even know why they came. Mom had been the one who was really Methodist. Dad didn’t have any religion – he’d been Mormon when he was a kid, but didn’t talk about it much anymore – but once Mom was gone he started taking Ella and Matthew every week.


  She asked him about it once. About why he went. Why he dragged them. He didn’t answer. Not like he didn’t talk to her, but rather like his words were empty. Like he didn’t know himself. She didn’t dig too hard.


  Some things were better left buried.


  Halfway through the sermon, she glanced around. Just to get a look at the other people there. It was the usual group of moms and dads, kids and old people. Most of them looked fairly happy to be there, a few of the younger kids were getting antsy and she saw more than one parent cramming Cheerios in their children’s mouths in an attempt to maintain silence.


  Then Ella saw the old lady.


  She was a bit out of place in the predominantly WASPy chapel. Ella couldn’t be sure if she was Asian – maybe from the Philippines? – but she certainly wasn’t white. Dark eyes, and skin that looked overly yellow in the soft chapel lighting. Very wrinkled.


  She was staring at Ella.


  Ella let her gaze slip off the old woman’s face, and looked around a few more pews before allowing her eyes to wander back to the woman.


  She was still staring.


  Ella started to feel uncomfortable. The old lady looked like she probably weighed less than an anorexic Chihuahua, hardly any kind of a physical threat, but Ella’s skin started to crawl.


  She turned forward again, trying to ignore the feeling in the middle of her shoulder blades, the sensation that someone had a loaded gun pointed at her.


  “What’s wrong with you?” Dad whispered suddenly, and she almost jumped right out of her Sunday dress.


  “I….” She wasn’t sure what to say. “There’s an old lady giving me weird eyes” didn’t seem quite right, so instead she said, “I have to go to the bathroom.”


  “Now?” Dad whispered, managing to cram both surprise and irritation into his voice.


  “Yes, now,” she whispered back, more because she didn’t like him challenging her God-given right to pee when she felt like it than because she had to go badly.


  Dad sat back and stared forward, clearly trying to be a good example of listening and righteousness and such. Ella thought about sitting back herself and showing that she could be just as pious as anyone, but then she realized she really did have to pee.


  She stood up – luckily she was at the end of the pew, next to one of the aisles – and moved to the back of the chapel and out the back door that she suspected would lead to a hallway with a bathroom.


  She was right. The bathroom was just twenty or thirty feet down the hall. She went in and took care of business, then came out of her stall and washed her hands and dried them. She glanced in the mirror above the sink. Matthew said she spent too much time looking at herself in mirrors, but he wasn’t a girl so he didn’t know what he was talking about.


  Satisfied that she still looked fine – or as fine as she could hope to look – she was about to turn around and head out when there was a click and the door opened.


  In the mirror, Ella saw the old woman from church come into the bathroom. She walked in just far enough to allow the door to close behind her, but didn’t move to either of the two stalls. She just stood there. Staring.


  And more than just staring this time: the woman looked like she was intentionally blocking the way out. Ella wanted to turn around and face the woman, but couldn’t move. She realized she was grasping the edges of the sink with both hands.


  Get a grip, girl. She’s a thousand years old. Thousand-year-olds don’t go crazy and murder girls in the church bathroom.


  Yeah, and mothers don’t try to stab their own kids.


  The old woman spoke. Her voice was soft, the voice of someone who had spent most of a lifetime smoking and now carried only the smallest amount of breath in her lungs. “You’re one of the children, aren’t you?”


  An icy shiver wriggled up Ella’s spine on centipede legs. She managed not to fully shudder, but only because of her deathgrip on the sink.


  The old woman was still standing there. Still staring.


  Ella managed to turn around, and leaned on the sink in a way she hoped communicated nonchalance. But she knew it didn’t. A carrot would have been able to sense her fear. She could almost see it, coming off her in waves.


  “Ex… excuse me?” she finally said.


  The old woman moved toward her. She sniffed the air like a bloodhound, and a strange expression scrawled itself across her face. “Yes,” she whispered, and the insectile fear that had been writhing up Ella’s back now began to burrow into her heart. “The children. One of the… children.”


  The last word whistled out eerily, and Ella heard a mixture of fear and worry and… hunger in the old woman’s voice. A gnarled hand reached out, arthritic joints turning the appendage into a claw.


  Ella instinctively tried to shrink away, but the sink was still at her back. She couldn’t retreat, so she darted sideways, skittering around the old woman. She threw open the door and rushed into the hall. Then screamed as she crashed into something. A hand grasped at her hair, and she lunged sideways again in panic.


  “Easy, easy!” said a familiar voice, and she realized that it was her dad. He was looking at her with concern. Other people were in the hallway, too, and she realized that the service must have ended.


  How long was I in there?


  The other churchgoers were also looking at her with worried expressions, and the embarrassing fact that she was probably going to be branded the church cuckoo on her very first week was almost enough to chase the fear out of her mind. But not quite.


  “You okay, kiddo?” asked Dad.


  No, some crazy Asian grandma just tried to eat me.


  She didn’t say that. Wanted to, but didn’t. Instead she swallowed and said, “I’m… I’m fine.”


  Dad stared at her for a while. A hand touched her arm and she realized Matthew was standing there, too, looking at her with naked fear in his big blue eyes. She forced her face into a smile, for his sake.


  “I’m cool, Dad.”


  Dad looked at her a moment longer, then nodded quickly. “You’re sure?”


  “Dad,” Matthew butted in, and she was grateful for the interruption. “I’m starving.” The fear was gone from her brother’s eyes. She wished she had the capacity to forget fear that fast.


  Dad flicked his gaze to Matthew. “I doubt that, bud.” Matthew opened his mouth, clearly intending to expound on the massive proportions of his hunger, but Dad raised a hand and said, “But we’ll head home and see if we can’t rustle you up a snack before you expire of starvation.”


  “What’s expire?” said Matthew.


  Ella rolled her eyes. Dad grinned and turned toward a nearby exit.


  Matthew poked her. “Did you pee on yourself again?”


  “Shut up,” she said, and poked him back, knowing that if she didn’t he would keep poking her until she responded in kind.


  Matthew smiled again and, the poking ritual complete, ran to Dad and grabbed his hand. The two of them walked out the door and Ella followed. She threw a look over her shoulder at the bathroom door.


  It stayed closed.


  They stepped out the door, and ran into the pastor who had preached the sermon. He was fairly old and creaky looking, but he had a jaunty step and a twinkle in his eyes that Ella couldn’t help liking. Apparently he had been waiting for them specifically, because he immediately introduced himself as “Joshua – just call me Josh” (which Ella found almost as weird as Jesus rock) and engaged Ella’s dad in a quick conversation. Joshua-just-call-me-Josh asked if the family needed anything, said the congregation was so glad to have the Wills family with them, asked Dad to let them know if they needed anything, blah, blah, blah.


  He didn’t ask where the family’s wife and mother might be. Ella couldn’t tell if that was because he already knew somehow, or was just being polite. Either way, no one brought up the lack of a female parent.


  A draft tickled her back, and she realized that the door they had come out of had opened again. She turned around, and came face to face with the old woman.


  At least this time the old gal wasn’t staring at her. Instead, she put her head down and hurried past the family and the pastor. Ella smelled something bad as the old woman passed, an odor she hadn’t picked up on in the bathroom. She couldn’t pinpoint it. It wasn’t just the musty smell that some old people got. There was something under it. Something ugly and noxious.


  The old woman rounded the corner of the building. But before she disappeared from view, she glanced back. Ella locked eyes with her again. The old woman mouthed something, and then she was gone.


  The drive home was uneventful. Matthew and Dad kept trying to engage her in conversation, but she didn’t want to talk.


  She was pretty sure she knew what the old lady had said when she turned the corner: the same thing she had said in the bathroom. The same thing that Mom had been saying on the night they lost her.


  “The children.”


  Chapter 13:

  

  Toy


  



  Another time at Mount Shade, my food seemed to move around on my plate at lunch. Some people see Jesus in their food, but Jesus didn’t show up on my plate. The food was dancing, but no Jesus.


  A woman named Debora burned two of her kids to death in their own beds. She pleaded no-contest to murder charges. At one of the hearings she said she loved her family very much, and wanted to spare her husband and remaining child the agony of a trial.


  I think I saw Debora in my peas. She had yellow eyes.


  



  Shane “silly-tucked” Matthew into bed, pushing the blankets under his son around the entire perimeter of his little body until he resembled a chrysalid.


  Matthew giggled. He had lost a tooth a few weeks before, and the gap in the front of his mouth was incredibly cute. Before having children, Shane never would have believed he would use the word “cute” – possibly the most thoroughly unmanly word in the English language – in anything but a sarcastic way. Kids had changed that. They had changed everything. He had discovered that he wasn’t a real man until he had changed diapers, powdered baby bottoms, spent long nights rocking a colicky child, and could freely use the word “cute” in a sincere way.


  “Tighter, Dad!” said Matthew. “I can still move.”


  Shane pushed some of his son’s hair aside so he could kiss his forehead. “Any tighter and you’ll never get out.”


  Matthew giggled again. Cute.


  “You were really good today, bud.” Shane was always impressed at how grown-up Matthew could be – maybe that was why they had never called him Matty or Matt: he was fun and energetic and had a wonderfully childlike smile, but at the same time Shane could sometimes catch a glimpse of an incredibly old soul in his child’s eyes. Like Matthew was there to enjoy his life, sure, but at the same time already had enough wisdom packed away to take him through whatever storms life might bring. At church, Matthew had sat quietly and even talked a bit about the sermon afterward.


  He was so like his mother.


  Shane kissed his son again. Matthew tilted his head up at the same time and Shane felt his son plant a quick kiss of his own on his neck.


  “You go to the bathroom already?” said Shane. He knew the answer, but didn’t want to leave. Not just yet. Not with his son’s smile still so wide, not with his neck still cool from the boy’s kiss.


  Matthew nodded. “Pooped and everything.”


  “Everything come out all right?”


  Matthew rolled his eyes exaggeratedly. “You’re a goof, Dad.”


  Then something strange happened. Matthew glanced to the side, and his face changed. Shane saw a quick flash of fear in his son’s eyes. He looked over as well. The window was the only thing that Matthew could be looking at. The lights were on in the room, so Shane could hardly see through the glass; mostly he just saw a dim reflection of himself and his son, ghost-versions suspended in the dark half-life of the place in the glass. But behind them he could just make out the hazy outline of the trees beyond the house, and a few muted stars.


  Matthew shuddered.


  “You okay?” said Shane. “Cold?”


  Matthew shook his head. The fear-light was still there. “You see something?” asked Shane.


  “No.”


  “What are you looking at?”


  “The window.”


  “Something bothering you about it?”


  “I….” Matthew’s face wrinkled and Shane could tell he was searching for the right words. “I had a dream.”


  Shane waited for his son to say more. Finally he said, “Do you want to talk about it?”


  Matthew shook his head. Shane gave his son another kiss and stood. He was worried about his son – Lord knew the family had been through enough – but could tell that he wasn’t going to get anything out of him right now. Matthew could be as stubborn as he was fun and wise.


  Shane went to the door and flicked the light switch. Darkness instantly clasped the room in its soft embrace. “Good night,” said Shane. Matthew didn’t answer.


  Shane started to swing the door shut.


  “Wait,” said Matthew. Shane halted.


  “Yeah?”


  “Don’t.”


  “Don’t what? You want me to stay?”


  Shane could see that his son wanted to say yes, but at the same time had determined to be brave. Matthew shook his head. “No. But just… could you leave the door open?” Shane nodded. “And leave the hall light on?”


  Another nod. Shane reached into the hall and flipped the nearby light switch. The hall light was a low-watt bulb that sent only a subdued glow into the bedroom, but Matthew relaxed a bit.


  “Thanks.”


  Shane blew him a kiss, then walked across the hall to Ella’s room. The door was closed per usual, but there was no answer when he knocked so he opened it slowly and went in. The room was dark and Ella was already asleep in her bed.


  Shane looked at her for a long while. She had always been a pretty girl, but she was rapidly becoming a beautiful young woman. The reality of that both excited and terrified him. He was thrilled to see her growing, to see her coming into her own and developing a sense of who she was as a human being. But she was also his daughter, and a part of him wanted to lock her up forever and do everything he could to keep her a child; to keep her his little girl.


  She inhaled suddenly, and he thought she was waking up, but her eyes stayed closed. He was worried about her. She had acted strangely since church, but neither his own attempts to talk nor Matthew’s relentless stream of upbeat chit-chat had gotten her to speak more than a half dozen words at a time.


  No one had told him that being a father would entail a constant state of fear. Not just the obvious fear of child molesters or kidnappings or drugs or gangs, but the unrelenting terror of knowing in your heart that your children were going to turn out wrong in some way and it would be all your fault. The realization that no one was perfect, and that meant you were doomed to screw up your children in some way or other.


  He heard a low sound, tinny and jangling, and realized that Ella had fallen asleep with her iPod playing. He tiptoed across to her bed and removed her earbuds, wincing at how loud they were – Ella was going to end up deaf if she wasn’t careful.


  His daughter didn’t stir when he removed the headphones, but when he leaned down to kiss her she turned away, as though even in her sleep she was aware that he was a bad father, that he was no replacement for the mother she had lost, and that he was never going to be what she needed in this often terrifying world.


  Shame stung his cheeks. Ella was asleep, and he knew it was ridiculous to attribute a sleeping movement to any conscious emotion or to a real feeling of dislike toward him, but knowing something didn’t always mean believing it.


  He straightened up and left the room as quietly as he had come, the only proof he had even been there at all the fact that her iPod was on her nightstand instead of in her bed. He wondered if all fathers felt like that about their little girls, that they were at best there to clean up after them, to offer them love that they would never fully accept, but ultimately to fail to understand them in the way that only a mother could do.


  He went downstairs to his office. The main part of the hardware was set up, but he still had to hook a few things together. Printers and several other peripherals had wireless connections, and he figured he would wait until they got connected to the internet before bothering with them. He checked the connections he had already made, turned on the computer, turned it off, and realized that he wasn’t doing anything. Not really. Just killing time.


  He missed Kari. The time when the kids went to bed was always their special time, their time to shed a layer of the responsibility they bore as parents each day. The kids asleep, they could smile like teenagers, could watch television that wasn’t good for them or educational enough for the kids, could eat cookie dough that wasn’t cooked. They could make love, and talk softly in the darkness. They talked about the kids as often as not, but even then it was different. Special. Like they were the only two people alive in the world for a few minutes, and that was all right because they were the only people they needed. Just each other.


  A knot tightened in Shane’s throat, and realized he was going to cry. He bit back the feeling. He didn’t think it endangered his man-status to cry, not anymore, but he didn’t want to deal with that emotion right now. He pushed it back, like a box on a dark shelf in the attic space of his mind. A memento he would deal with at some point, but not now. Not now. Now he just wanted to forget. He thought about getting out some wine and pouring himself a glass, decided not to. As a practicing Methodist – at least since what had happened to Kari – he wasn’t even supposed to have booze in the house, but some nights he needed a drink to get to sleep. And that need had gotten worse in recent months, so many nights he sat alone with a glass of wine, staring unseeing at the television until it was time to crawl into bed.


  Still, he knew he wasn’t going to drink tonight. Not out of a desire to better follow the church’s recommendations but because he knew if he started drinking tonight, he probably wouldn’t stop. So that was out. He was a parent – an only parent, a single parent – and drinking himself into oblivion wasn’t an option.


  Something thudded above him. Footsteps.


  “Matthew!” he hollered. “Bed!” Ella was by far the more difficult of the kids for him to understand or relate to, but at least she went to bed easily – as often as not going to sleep on her own, as she had tonight. Not Matthew, who would find any excuse to remain awake, from imaginary monsters under his bed to a bladder that had to be both the size of a pea and plagued with severe incontinence to judge by the number of times he went to the bathroom each night.


  The footsteps stopped. Shane returned to his puttering, and he figured that Matthew – caught and chagrined – must have crept back into his room. But only a moment later, the footsteps started up again. Heavier this time; it almost sounded like his son was running around up there. Stomping around, in fact; the footsteps were no longer the light noise they had been but were a deep, bass thudding. Shane wondered what his son was doing up there.


  “Matthew!” he called, and tried to inject as much warning of dire things to come as he could into his voice. Death, dismemberment, and a complete moratorium on cartoons were all implied in the single word.


  The footsteps continued.


  Shane sighed and put a hand over his eyes. He was tired. The kids had both held up well, considering what they had seen, what had happened to their mother. He was often surprised how well they handled it. Indeed, if the worst things he had to deal with were a slightly surly teenage girl and a kid with a urinary obsession, he should count himself lucky. But he wasn’t feeling lucky at the moment. Dark anger boiled up in him, black and thick as tar. He had a moment where he wished he was the spanking kind of parent.


  Geez, get a grip, he thought, and pushed the anger back. That wasn’t like him. He must be more tired than he thought.


  Thud-thud-thud-thud-thud.


  The anger tried to boil up again as the footsteps continued – what was Matthew doing up there, holding a single-man sack race? – but he forced it back down and took a few deep breaths before standing up and walking with measured pace to the stairs.


  He could still hear the footsteps as he ascended, thud-stomp-crashing around.


  “Matthew,” he called, trying to pitch his voice at an impossible spot between a shout and a whisper, “if you wake up Ella, I’ll….”


  His voice drifted off as he stepped into the hall. The footsteps had stopped abruptly. The door at the other end of the hall – his bedroom door – slammed shut.


  The hall was dark. The light off. He fumbled for the switch but couldn’t find it in the blackness.


  “Matthew,” he said in a low voice. He started toward the door to his room, as much curious now as annoyed. “What are you doing in my –”


  His words stopped as abruptly as a car running into a bridge abutment. He was standing between the kids’ rooms. Ella’s on one side, Matthew’s on the other. Matthew’s door was still open.


  And Matthew was asleep in his bed.


  Shane wondered for a moment if his sometimes impish son was playing a joke on him. But he knew immediately that wasn’t happening. Matthew might be capable of playing a joke, but there was no force on heaven or earth that could get him to lay as still as he was unless he was truly and deeply asleep.


  What’s going on here?


  His nerves started jangling like a bank of telephones waiting to be answered. He stepped to the side and pushed open Ella’s door.


  She was asleep, too. He could make her out in the dim moonlight that filtered into the room. She moaned and rolled over. The moan sent shivers through his bones. She sounded like she was dying.


  Don’t be stupid.


  He went back into the hall, closing the door behind him. This time he groped around for the light switch until he found it. Flicked it up.


  Click.


  Nothing. The hall remained dark.


  Shane stood there quietly, his nerves no longer jangling but feeling like someone had flayed their ends and left them raw and screaming.


  What was going on?


  He felt himself moving toward his room. Stood in front of the closed door, and before he could think twice he threw the door open. It slammed against the wall of his bedroom, hard enough that he wondered if the knob had punched a hole in the drywall. But that didn’t concern him nearly as much as what he might find in here.


  He looked around. Bed. Bureau. Small desk.


  Boxes cluttered the space. Half-unpacked clothing lay around. But there was literally nowhere to hide. Not for anything larger than a cat.


  He glanced to the side, and saw the closet. The French style doors hung open, the closet clearly empty.


  The master bathroom hung off the back of his room like an unwanted appendage. It was the only place left to look. The door was shut.


  Moving slower now, Shane edged toward the bathroom door. A quiet voice in the back of his mind whispered that he was acting stupidly; that he was going blindly into what could be a very bad situation. A much louder voice told that part of his mind to shut up. What was he going to do, call the police to report a case of footsteps?


  He edged toward the bathroom door. The doorknob reflected dull glints of light. He reached for it.


  Slam!


  Shane jerked around and saw that his bedroom door was now shut. Something had closed it.


  Thud-thud-thud-thud….


  Footsteps again.


  Shane rushed to the bedroom door. He threw it open and ran into the hallway. Everything was still dark.


  The footsteps stopped at the same instant he set foot into the hall.


  He looked around, confused. The darkness seemed to be somehow thicker now, a pool that was expanding through the hall, pressing on him, pushing into him.


  Fear started gnawing at Shane, tearing at the back of his thoughts like a coyote worrying the carcass of a fresh kill.


  A new sound came to him. He couldn’t figure out what it was at first. The sound of his own blood pulsing through his head sounded like muted thunder in his ears, and the other noise was just barely loud enough to be heard above it.


  Shane stepped further into the hall. The noise was low and slithering, a snakelike hissing in the black void around him. He followed it, step by step through the hall. When he drew even with the kids’ rooms again he heard it grow louder and turned to enter his son’s room.


  The bedroom seemed darker than it had only moments before. No moonlight found its way into the room, and Matthew was just a slightly rounded bulge in the inky area of his bed. Fingers of darker shadow clutched at the window pane, and Shane thought for a moment that there was something out there, something dangerous and only half-seen.


  Just the trees. Just trees, city boy.


  The sound came again. Whispering. He realized it was coming not just from his son’s room, but from his boy’s bed.


  He tried to quiet his mind, to quell the growing sense of panic that threatened to overcome him. But his heart was speeding up, heading toward a fatal velocity. He felt like he had plummeted off a cliff and was free-falling into a dark chasm where the monsters of the heart were born.


  He moved to his son’s bed. The darkness, already palpable, now seemed not only to have substance, but emotion. If darkness could hate, then that was happening now. He was pushing against an unseen force. Real, but invisible. Full of rage.


  The whispering was steady now, a one-sided conversation. But with whom? Or what? Chills spiked Shane’s arms into gooseflesh.


  He was next to his son’s bed now, and the whispering was still coming in a steady flow. He couldn’t make out the words. He leaned in closer.


  Matthew’s face, he saw, was covered by blankets. The sight was somehow worse than the angry darkness, worse than the sounds he had heard. It looked almost like someone had wrapped his son’s tiny head in a cocoon of bedding. A body with no head.


  Carefully, slowly, Shane unraveled the blanket from around his son. As he did, the whispering grew louder. Finally, he pulled off the last fold, exposing his son’s face.


  Matthew was talking now, no longer just whispering. His face was strange – slack, though not as though he were merely asleep. No, it seemed almost like he was drugged. Vacant.


  “No,” the little boy said, and his high sing-song voice – the voice that usually thrilled Shane with love and happiness – was strained and warbling. “No, he’s my daddy.” Shane shuddered. Who was Matthew talking to in his dreams? “Yes,” Matthew continued. “Yes, he’s nice.” There was a pause, and the boy’s head tilted slightly, as though listening for a quiet voice. “No,” he said, and his slack face grew suddenly tight. “No, none of us are dead yet.”


  Shane had been listening quietly to this point, any sense that he should wake his boy fled in the face of a burning desire – a desire whose genesis he could not pinpoint – to know. Now, however, he didn’t want to know anything, didn’t want to hear a single word more from his sleeping son’s lips.


  He shook Matthew. Lightly at first, then harder.


  “Matthew,” he whispered urgently. His son’s face remained slack. Shane shook him even harder. “Matthew!”


  A sound shredded the sudden stillness, an electronic drone followed by a tinny siren that made Shane jump where he stood. He spun around to face the sound, his entire body tensing. Remembering another night in a child’s room, a night when a silver edge had caught the moonlight, when blood had splashed the walls of his home.


  He relaxed slightly when he saw that it was one of his son’s toys, a robot that had turned on and was cruising across the floor. Shane grabbed the gadget. At first he thought that the toy must be one of those interactive novelties that activated when someone walked across its path. Then he realized that couldn’t be the case: if it were such a toy, then it would have activated when he walked through the room, not when he was standing still beside his son’s bed.


  He flipped the shrieking toy around in his hands, trying vainly in the dark to find an off switch. He finally did, but before he touched it the robot went silent again.


  Shane put the toy down where it had been a moment ago. He watched it, more than half certain it would go on again, but it remained still. Silent. A dead thing of plastic and circuitry.


  Finally, convinced it was not going to move again, Shane turned away from the robot.


  And almost screamed as he came face to face with his son.


  Matthew was sitting up, staring directly at his father.


  “Geez, Matthew, what are you…. Matthew?”


  The boy’s eyes were open wide, the whites almost glowing in the coiled darkness of the room. In spite of this, however, Shane didn’t feel like his son was really looking at him. His gaze was somehow beyond Shane, as though Matthew were looking past the confines of the room and into a faraway world that only he could see.


  Fear ran on rodent feet up and down Shane’s spine. He had seen that look before.


  (Kari, blinking rapidly, looking beyond the bedroom, whispering “My children my children my children my children,” and rocking back and forth as though singing a lullaby…)


  “Matthew?” Shane said again.


  His son’s gaze remained the same for a moment, then the boy’s eyes closed and opened slowly. He focused on Shane, but there was still a strangely dreamy – even drugged – aspect to his son’s gaze.


  “We aren’t dead yet, are we?” said Matthew.


  Shane couldn’t tell from his son’s voice if he had asked the question fearing an affirmative response… or hoping for it. He shuddered.


  Matthew’s eyes closed. He breathed deeply. He sounded for all the world like he was sound asleep, though Shane had never heard of someone sleeping while sitting up ramrod straight in their bed.


  More to feel like he was doing something than because he thought it would help, Shane put his hands on Matthew’s shoulders, and slowly pressed his son back into a horizontal position. Matthew seemed to resist at first, as though determined for some reason to remain upright and alert though deep in a black land of strange death-dreams. Then he went limp, and Shane almost fell onto the bed himself as his son collapsed under his hands.


  Shane straightened up and looked at Matthew. Thoughts of the sounds that had brought him up here in the first place had been driven out of his mind, replaced by worry. He had never seen his son act like this. Never seen anything like it, for that matter.


  The thought struck him that his wife had gone insane. That was the only possible rationale for what had happened that night. And weren’t some forms of insanity genetic? What if Matthew was starting to exhibit strange behavior that would ultimately result in him attacking his family, then slitting his own wrists and legs so he could bleed to death in a bathroom?


  No, that’s ridiculous. He had a dream. Just a dream.


  But what about Kari? What about Matthew’s mother? She went crazy.


  And what about the sounds you heard?


  Maybe you’re the one who’s crazy.


  That last thought shook him as much as anything had this night: the thought that perhaps he was mad, that all this was imagination. Had he ever really married? Did his wife go insane one night, or was it just a story told by one side of a mind shattered by psychosis and believed by the rest of the damaged cerebrum?


  No. This isn’t a dream.


  It was too real. The feel of cool air on his skin, the slightest traces of breeze tickling the hair on his arm. The boxes and half-unpacked toys and clothing scattered about in a way that had no pattern and yet was somehow distinctly the work of his son.


  His son. Matthew was real. There was no way he wasn’t. Not even the sickest heart could mimic the love Shane had for his children.


  No, this was all real. And, being real, was just that much more confusing. Madness is, at heart, the easiest state in which to find oneself, for it absolves a person from any responsibility or sense of accountability. Reality, though… reality demands attention, demands reason and thought and heartbreak.


  Shane never could have dreamed what had happened to his family in a simple fever-dream born of madness. Only real life could have presented him with something so cruel and so achingly permanent in its effect.


  Matthew snored. Shane looked down at him and saw that his son was sleeping normally now. No whispers, no slack-faced expression hiding behind his slumber. Just deep breaths and peace.


  Shane watched him for a few minutes, losing himself in the deep breathing and relaxed posture of his son. Taking comfort from the face that was at once so much a mix of his parents and at the same time so completely his own.


  He kissed Matthew’s forehead. Matthew smiled and, still sleeping, reached up and briefly encircled Shane’s neck with his arms. A hug that was so light and quick he almost didn’t feel it.


  But he did feel it. He felt it, and felt the love that it represented.


  He left the room slowly, feet stepping carefully between the boxes and toys and heaps of junk that a little boy could accumulate and treasure in a way that no grownup would remember or comprehend. He looked back when he got to the doorway, glancing one more time at Matthew.


  Again, the darkness was so complete that he almost couldn’t see his son. Just a dark patch in a black sea. For a moment he was tempted to go back to his boy, to get in bed with him and hold him in his arms all night long.


  But he didn’t. He turned away, and closed the door partway.


  Once in the hall, he reached for the nearby light switch and flicked it again. Though it hadn’t worked just a few minutes ago, now the hall light came on instantly, suffusing the corridor with a faint yellow glow that didn’t banish the shadows so much as push them into corners where they would huddle and wait for their turn to emerge once again.


  •••


  Behind him, in Matthew’s room, the boy snored again, then twitched and rolled over as though someone had tried to wake him before he was ready to get up.


  Matthew pulled the covers up to his chin and, even in sleep, held tight to them.


  The room was silent for a time. Long enough that the moon shifted in the heavens. Long enough that all were asleep in the house.


  Then, in the room, there was a sound. A group of sounds, actually, a quick pit-tap-pat of footsteps lightly treading on the wood floor.


  Rain began to fall. Slowly at first, then with more fervor.


  Tic… tic-tic… tictictictictictacPLOPtic….


  Soon, the drops were lashing against the closed window of Matthew’s room, gathering together against the glass and then rushing in sheets to the lower sill.


  A small siren wailed. The robot on Matthew’s floor began to move. Its cry would have been loud under most circumstances, but now thunder came in booming waves, masking the noise.


  Lightning flashed. The electrical shards illuminated the room with harsh white flares. Boxes, toys, clothing were all illuminated to the point of appearing as featureless white masses on the side facing the lightning.


  On the other side of the objects, shadows as black as the lightning was white wounded the purity of the flash. Light ruled for the moment, but darkness had been strengthened with its coming.


  One of the shadows moved.


  It happened quickly – as quickly as the lightning itself – and then it was gone. An observer would have been hard pressed to spot it, let alone describe it.


  But if someone had seen the shadow, they would have agreed that it was the shadow of something small. That it resembled a child.


  And yet, any such observer would at the same time have pointed out that there was no way it could have actually been the shadow of a child. Because the only child in the room was Matthew, sound asleep under his blankets. Thus, the shadow – if there ever was one – could not be a child’s shadow. Not even if it looked like one. Not even if, from the way the shadow painted itself on the floor, it would appear that the thing that cast the shadow was playing with the toy robot on Matthew’s floor.


  The lightning dimmed. The shadows that had grown hard and separate in the glare quickly joined one another and became not merely shadow, but fathomless pools of void.


  The toy robot beeped one more time.


  Then it fell silent. A moment later, its eyes – two red bulbs that lit up from within – went as dark as the rest of the room.


  The pit-tap-pat of light feet on wood sounded again. Again Matthew stirred. Again, he did not wake. Not even when the door to his room opened wide, and then closed with a click as something unseen slipped away.


  Chapter 14:

  

  Game


  



  We rage. We scream, and cry, and beat our breasts when it happens. When a parent kills a child.


  But inside, I wonder if there is a part of us that is secretly happy. After all, don’t children ultimately represent the reality that we are doomed? And worse than doomed, because not only are we bound for death, but we have actively taken part in the creation of our replacements.


  



  “Ella?” said Matthew.


  Ella didn’t look up from her book, just grunted noncommittally. She would have ignored the kid completely, but knew that if she did that, he’d get his jockeys in a knot and end up running to Dad to complain about how mean she was. So she grunted. Grunts, she was discovering more and more, were highly useful. They allowed her a defense to the classic “She ignored me on purpose” claim, since she could claim in return that she had heard, and had said something in response, but that the pea-brain masquerading as her own flesh and blood hadn’t had the mental capacity to understand the grunt was in fact her response to his prattling.


  On the other hand, it wasn’t a solid response, so there was always the off-chance that Matthew would hear the grunt and realize that he had a better chance striking up a conversation with a slug that had just been dropped in a vat of salt.


  “Elllll-aaaa!”


  She slammed the book closed. She could already tell that Matthew was in one of his moods where he was determined to be a presence in her life. “What?” she demanded.


  She tried to add a subtle undertone of “this-better-be-important-or-I’ll-kill-you-slowly-and-painfully” into the single word, but apparently her brother just didn’t have the brain space to master that kind of adult insinuation. The second she looked up from her book – a pretty good horror book about killer robots – Matthew turned away from her and returned his gaze to the window.


  The light coming from the window was bright, but gray. A sunny day that had been obscured by a thick bank of clouds that had rolled in during the night and were still dropping rain on the area at an alarming rate.


  “Do you think it’ll flood?”


  “What?”


  Matthew leaned in closer to the window, actually pressing his nose against it and then turning his head so his cheek was squashed against the glass. “Do you think it’ll flood?” he said again. “Like Noah?”


  “What? No,” she said. “Don’t be dumb.”


  “It’s not dumb,” he insisted. His lip thrust out as though to show how tough and determined he could be, but she noticed it quivered a little, as though he was trying not to cry. “It happened to Noah, why not now?”


  He looked out the window again, and she could see enough of his profile to discern that he was scared. That was weird, because Matthew usually liked the rain.


  She sighed. He was a pain. He bugged her when she was trying to read. He never let her watch a TV show in peace.


  And he was her brother. So she had to find out what was troubling him and, if possible, fix it.


  She put the book down on a nearby box that hadn’t been unpacked yet and moved to stand with Matthew in front of the window. She even put her arm around him, which she figured not only made her eligible for Sister of the Year, but also possibly put her in the running for this year’s Nobel Peace Prize.


  Outside, the rain was coming down hard. It didn’t even seem to be falling as individual raindrops, but more like thousands upon thousands of buckets of water. The roof trembled with the sound, and she could occasionally hear a creaking that she figured was the wood frame of the house groaning under all the sudden extra weight the rain was putting on it.


  Ella loved the rain… at least, when she didn’t have to be out in it. She loved the smell, especially: the clean smell of renewal. Like the whole world was suddenly innocent as the Garden of Eden.


  “So?” said Matthew, drawing her attention to his question. “Why won’t it all flood like it did to Noah?”


  Ella rolled her eyes to show her brother what a pain he was being. She loved him to death, and actually liked it that he came to her when he was scared about something. But it wouldn’t do to let him know that. Brothers and sisters fought. They were antagonistic and undermined each other whenever possible. For her to overtly act against these natural laws would quite possibly destabilize the very fabric of reality.


  Her extravagant eye-roll finished, she finally said, “Don’t you remember the rainbow?”


  “What about it?”


  “God sent the rainbow to remind us that he promised he’d never flood the whole world again.”


  Matthew’s little face crinkled in confusion. “I thought the rainbow meant you were gay.”


  “What?” said Ella. That was the last thing she would have expected to come from Matthew. “Where did you hear that?”


  “Tommy Decker,” he said. “Tommy said that if you saw a rainbow it meant you were gonna get gay.”


  That explained it. Tommy had been in Matthew’s class when they lived at their last house. Calling him a hooligan would have been grievously offensive to hooligans everywhere. His dad was in jail, his mother worked three jobs to make ends meet, and Tommy… Tommy’s sole purpose in life was apparently to cause trouble and fill his classmates’ heads with stories that invariably taught them something horrible about sex.


  “Well, Tommy was wrong,” she said. “The rainbow won’t make you gay. It’s supposed to make you feel better, because God made that promise.”


  “Oh,” said Matthew. He didn’t seem completely convinced, though, and sure enough he turned to her again less than ten seconds later. “Ella?” he said. “What’s gay?”


  Ella opened her mouth, then forced it closed almost immediately. No way she was going down that road with her brother. “You’ll have to talk to dad about that,” she finally said.


  “Oh,” Matthew said, and nodded wisely. “It’s a sex thing.”


  Ella swallowed at the exact moment he said that, and her surprise at his choice of words made her inhale. A gob of spit went down her windpipe and she started choking and coughing.


  Great, she thought, I’m going to die on my own spit with the memory of a talk about sex and gayness with my little brother as the last thing I ever think about.


  In a second, though, she managed to regain control of her breathing. Matthew was pounding her on her back and shouting “Ella, breathe!” over and over again, which wasn’t the most helpful thing in the world.


  “Okay,” she finally managed. Matthew kept whacking her back like he was trying to break some kind of back-thumping record. “Okay!” she said again, louder this time. She pulled sideways so that Matthew’s next attack on her back missed.


  He stopped slamming on her with his open palm, and Ella got herself back under control. She glanced at Matthew, who was grinning. He probably didn’t even know exactly what he’d done; only that her choking must have something to do with what he’d said.


  “Are you allergic to sex?” he said when she was completely calm. That almost set her off again.


  “Ew, gross! No!” she said.


  “What is sex?” he said.


  An image popped in Ella’s mind: herself, dressed as a teacher, standing in front of Matthew, who sat at a desk. Behind her: a chalkboard. And on the chalkboard: diagrams that would help her answer her little brother’s question.


  She shuddered. No way was she going there, either, not even in her imagination. “You’ll have to ask Dad about that, too,” she said. Not the most imaginative answer in the world, but it generally got Matthew to quit hounding her about a particular subject.


  Her brother’s countenance fell. “I’m so bored,” he whined.


  “I know, kiddo,” said Ella.


  And she did. It seemed like the rain had been falling forever. She liked the rain, but with no TV or internet hooked up in the house yet – nothing good, at least – that meant they were confined to a house where their options were unpacking, reading, or standing in a corner and drooling.


  “Come on,” she said. She grabbed Matthew’s hand and walked with him to the downstairs room Dad was going to use as an office. The door was closed. She knocked.


  “Yeah?” came her dad’s voice from the other side of the door. Ella pushed it open and walked in.


  Dad was working at his desk, hunched over a bunch of spreadsheets that had so many tiny numbers on them Ella was fairly sure she would have been the first person to have a brain explode from pure dullness if she had been the one reading them. Dad straightened up as Ella and Matthew came in, pressing his hands to the small of his back and then leaning back so far she heard a pop as his vertebrae crackled.


  “What’s up, monsters?” Dad said.


  “We’re bored,” said Ella.


  “Yeah,” Matthew echoed.


  Dad held up his hands in mock terror. “Eek! Call the marines!”


  Ella frowned and crossed her arms. She saw Matthew glance at her and then mirror her.


  “Oops,” said Dad. “That’s your ‘We Are Not Amused’ look.” He grinned. She didn’t. If she smiled, then he wouldn’t take her seriously. Her dad was pretty cool about most things, but like a lot of grownups he seemed to think that a smiling kid was an ignorable kid. Finally, Dad sighed. “Look,” he said, and his face grew long and tired. “I’m sorry we don’t have internet yet. The rain delayed the guys from coming out. It’ll be on tomorrow, promise.”


  “That doesn’t help today,” Ella said. She tried to bite back the words the instant they came, but it was too late. Sometimes she hated herself, hated the fact that she felt so out of control so much of the time. Like she was a stranger in her own body, like someone else was running the show from a curtained room inside her mind. Everything was difficult, everything was hard.


  She missed Mom.


  Dad was silent. That wasn’t good. She could tell he was getting angry, though whether at them or at himself she couldn’t discern. She saw a shadow cross over his features, and for a second he didn’t look like himself. Didn’t look like Dad, but like a stranger who was wearing a mask crafted to look like her father. Plastic and unreal, but with danger clearly visible behind his eyes.


  Then the shadow passed, and he was Dad again.


  “Guys, I know it’s different having me at home, but even though I’m here, I still have to work. So could you please just get out a game or something and mess around on your own for a few more hours? Then we can go to a movie tonight or something. Promise. But for now, I have to pay attention to,” and he nodded toward the papers on his desk, “all this.”


  Matthew was about to say something, she could tell. A sister-sense that alerted her to oncoming stupidity was pinging loud and hard. But she didn’t want him to speak. She didn’t want to chance that shadow coming back over her father’s face. He hadn’t looked like himself. He had looked like…


  (Mom)


  … like he had been about to scream at them. So she clenched her fingers around Matthew’s shoulder and started pulling him toward the door.


  Matthew resisted her for a moment, then seemed to forget that they were even in their dad’s office. He was like a ferret with ADHD sometimes.


  “You wanna play Operation?” he said.


  “Hate it.”


  “Perfection?”


  “Dumb.”


  “Hide and seek?”


  “Worse than Perfection.”


  “Ella,” said Dad. She was still pulling Matthew toward the door when he said her name, but she froze when he spoke. She didn’t turn around. She knew what she would see if she did: that mask. That Dad-mask that was hiding something awful and terrifying, something that she didn’t want to see. His voice was full of danger. Not like normal, not like he was chiding her for being mean to her brother or for not cleaning her room. He sounded like he was counting to three in his mind, and then would just start hitting.


  The image of her father hitting them was so alien that at first she didn’t even recognize it. He had never smacked them, never spanked them. He rarely even raised his voice, for crying out loud. So she didn’t know where the idea of his actually beating them would come from. But it was there, like a vivid movie in her mind: his big hands, swinging out at them, grabbing them, then pinning them down and hitting, hitting, hitting.


  “Sorry,” she whispered. “We’ll play hide and seek.”


  “Yes!” shouted Matthew. Apparently he hadn’t heard what she did, hadn’t registered the simmering anger in Dad’s voice. The kid just jumped in the air and actually did a fist-pump, like he was in a car commercial or something. Then he darted out of the room and yelled, “You seek first!” before disappearing.


  Ella stood still. She realized she was afraid to move. Afraid to leave, afraid to stay. Her entire body was tense, every muscle hard and ready to spring into action.


  She could feel her father staring at her.


  Then she heard his chair creak. A moment later she heard the dry rustle of paper on paper and knew he was back to work. Even so, she almost tiptoed out of his office. She shut the door quietly behind her and didn’t look at him.


  What’s going on?


  The thought – the fear – only lasted as long as she was in the room. As soon as she shut the door, shut Dad into his office alone, she felt fine again. Like she had been standing in front of an open cage filled with lions but now the cage door was closed and she was safe.


  Until the door opens again.


  She pushed that thought away.


  Where’s Matthew? she thought. Then realized that he was hiding. It had been only a few seconds since she had agreed to hide and seek, but it seemed like hours had passed. She remembered her mother reading The Lion, the Witch, and the Wardrobe to her as a little girl, and how Lucy had gone to Narnia for hours and hours, only to return to her world and find that mere seconds had passed. She thought she understood what Lucy must have felt. Time suddenly seemed to be elastic and pliable, no longer the reliable thing it had been for her whole life.


  Get a grip, she told herself. Just get a grip.


  She took a deep breath, then let it out. She turned to face the office door. It was still closed. Her dad was in there. Just Dad, nothing else.


  The burgeoning terror that had gripped her in its icy fingers dissipated. In a moment she felt better. In the next, she didn’t even remember feeling scared.


  A part of her, a very small part of her in the back of her mind, worried about how fast she had gone from fine to scared and back again. But then even that part of her was quiet.


  “One!” she shouted. “Two!”


  The house seemed to swallow her voice. There was no echo. Like all the walls had been covered in foam rubber that muffled her words. But that was impossible, she knew. She kept counting, kept pretending that everything was fine, that she was just playing a game of hide and seek with her brother on a rainy day.


  “Ten! Eleven! Twelve!”


  She started moving before she reached twenty, which was technically cheating but she didn’t care. She had to move in order to shake the strange feelings clawing at her. By the time she reached twenty and stopped counting aloud she was already in the living room, looking around to see if Matthew was hiding in there. Boxes, the couch, an end table: they were all big enough for her brother to hide behind, but he wasn’t crouched behind any of them.


  Ella glanced around to make sure there was nowhere else he could have secreted himself, and as she did her gaze fell on a picture on the fireplace mantel.


  The picture was of the family. They were at Disneyland, a vacation they had taken together two years ago. One year before everything had changed. They all wore Mickey Mouse ears. They looked stupid and happy. Ella reached out and traced the outline of her mother in the photo.


  Everything was different now. Worse.


  She pulled her hand back, and shouted, “Ready or not, here I come!” Then she fairly ran from the living room. From the picture, from the past that did nothing but remind her how wrong things were in the present.


  Ella found herself in the kitchen. She tried to ignore the burning behind her eyes, the knot in her throat that was making it suddenly hard to swallow. She looked under the table, behind a large box in the corner, even opened up the cabinet under the sink to see if he was hiding there.


  No Matthew.


  She turned to the basement door and opened it. She knew she was trying to bury her thoughts in the game, in the search for her brother, and that eventually she would have to face her own thoughts and actually deal with what had happened with Mom –


  (and what’s happening now, what’s happening again)


  – but for now she pushed all that to the back of her mind. She stepped forward, and found herself instantly immersed in the darkness that hung over the basement like curtains at a funeral home. She paused. She reached for the light switch, but for some reason couldn’t find it. As though it had magically – impossibly – disappeared or moved.


  It was pitch black in the basement. And as badly as she wanted to find Matthew, as badly as she wanted to think of anything but what she was thinking of now –


  (a family, we used to be a family)


  – Ella found herself unwilling to go any farther into the basement.


  She stepped back into the kitchen. She didn’t turn around to do it, just moved backward as though afraid to take her eyes off the black hole of the basement. She was afraid of it.


  Something bad happened there.


  That’s stupid.


  Not stupid.


  Just find Matthew. Don’t be dumb.


  Don’t go down there.


  She closed the door to the basement. I’ll look there last, she thought. If I need to.


  Don’t go down there.


  She left the kitchen, and was almost able to convince herself she wasn’t scared as she walked into the hall. The downstairs bathroom was open. She glanced in but there was really nowhere for Matthew to hide so she kept going and walked up the stairs. And of course he wouldn’t be in Dad’s office, since that was where they’d just been banished from.


  At the top of the stairs everything seemed gray and washed out. The storm had converted everything to twilight. She could see well enough, but still flicked the wall switch that would turn on the hall light.


  The light stayed out.


  “Great,” she muttered. Her voice sounded tight and irritated, which was not only fine but purposeful: you can’t be irritated and afraid at the same time. She cocked her head and peered into the gloom of the hallway. “You up here, dweeb?” she called out.


  There was no answer.


  She walked slowly down the hall until she was standing between her room and Matthew’s. She went into her room, and knew the instant she stepped across the threshold that she had made the right choice: there was no way Matthew was going to hide in his own room; not when he had the game providing him a rare excuse to invade his sister’s private space.


  Sure enough, she saw his feet the instant she came in the room. The drapes that covered her window were floor-length blackout curtains she had brought from their last house. But as thick as they were, they didn’t completely mask the telltale bulge behind them. Or the feet that peeped out below their bottom hem.


  “Seriously?” she said under her breath, and had to stifle a laugh. She almost yelled “Gotcha!” but stifled the call at the last second. A sly grin crawled across her face. Why announce she had found Matthew when she could scare the ever-loving crapola out of the kid instead?


  She crept across her room, intending to leap across the last foot or two and grab Matthew while screaming bloody murder at the top of her lungs. The image of him jumping out of his skin and possibly even being the youngest heart attack victim ever recorded made her grin widely. The image was dashed, however, when she kicked something in the quasi-night of the room. Perhaps a toy, something of Matthew’s that he had brought in here. Whatever it was, it went bouncing across the room with a plastic clatter.


  Her eyes tracked the sound across the floor, and she saw that it wasn’t a toy that she had kicked, but rather one of her own hairbrushes. She must have left it there last night or something. That was irritating: not only was she not going to be able to sneak up on Matthew, she couldn’t even blame him for her failure to do so.


  “Dammit,” she said, and turned back to the curtains, expecting to see Matthew’s form writhing around behind the fabric as he tried not to laugh like he always did when she was close to finding him. But he was showing unusual self-control today. No laughing. He wasn’t even moving.


  “Fine,” she said aloud, her annoyance with her own clumsiness morphing into a general dislike of the game. “I found you. Come on out.”


  Matthew remained motionless, his outline absolutely still behind the curtains.


  “You gotta find a better spot, Matthew.” She moved forward slowly, not wanting to break anything else of hers she might have left on the floor. “Matthew?” she said. “I found you already. You can come out now.”


  She was still moving toward him, but as she said the words she slowed and then stopped. It was dark in the room, the rain clouds combining with the drawn curtains to pull a thick wall between her bedroom and any available light. Even so, she could make out the toes of the shoes that stuck out under the curtains. They were bright white, a dull gleam in the darkness.


  Hadn’t Matthew been wearing his Spider-Man shoes? The red and black ones?


  Ella didn’t remember for sure, but no sooner did the thought enter her mind than she chided herself silently. Of course he wasn’t wearing the Spider-Man shoes, she thought. He must have been wearing other shoes because why would he change his footwear in the middle of the game and waste precious hiding time?


  But in the same moment, she realized it didn’t matter if Matthew had changed his shoes or not. Her brother owned exactly three pairs of shoes: his Spider-Man shoes, a pair of church shoes, and a pair of cheap Nike knock-offs that Dad had bought at the same time as he bought the church shoes because Payless Shoes had been having a two-for-one sale.


  And none of those shoes – none of Matthew’s shoes – were white.


  Ella’s fingers and toes suddenly began to tingle. Tendrils of fear wrapped around her extremities, cinching tightly around her arms and legs and rendering them suddenly heavy. She felt as though she was walking at the bottom of the ocean, treading in a place so dark and deep that the pressure would crush her if she made a wrong move.


  She heard something nearby. A sound, soft but urgent, and she turned toward it. Her body dragged, moving slowly, leadenly, and it seemed like it took far too long to simply shift her body to the side. She took her eyes off the shoes for a moment as she spun, flicking her gaze to where the other sound had come from.


  The closet. It was open, the doors askew and allowing her to see inside the space. Half her clothing was hanging up on the wooden dowel that stretched across the closet.


  Beside them, Matthew crouched in the corner of the closet.


  Ella’s arms and legs were no longer lead. They were something heavier, something that would drag her down through the house and into the ground below, burying her alive in terror.


  Matthew grinned. “You found me!” he said, but even though his eyes were excited, he was whispering, as though subconsciously aware that something here was very wrong; that what had begun as a game had turned into something different, something dangerous.


  Ella couldn’t respond. She couldn’t make her mouth work, like she was having a stroke. She exerted herself to the utmost and turned back to the drapes. She reached for them, though she didn’t know how she managed to lift her arm high enough to do so. Her hand trembled as she pulled the drapes back.


  The gray half-light of the stormy sky outside drifted into the room as the window was revealed.


  There was no one behind the drapes.


  Ella looked down, even though she knew what she would see. And what she wouldn’t see.


  The shoes were gone. If they had ever been there.


  Something touched her back and Ella jumped. The heaviness that had infected her fled as terror adrenalized her system. She whipped around so fast the room was a blur, screaming as she did so.


  Matthew. It was Matthew. He pulled back in fear as she spun toward him, and she saw in his eyes that he had no idea what she had seen, no clue what had been in her room.


  And what was in my room?


  She had no answer for that.


  She glanced back at the floor, at the still-bare spot where she had seen the shoes.


  But had she seen them? Had she really?


  Maybe not, she thought. Maybe it was just shadows.


  She knew that was a lie. But it was a pleasant lie, a lie that she could cling to right now, a lie that would anchor her to reality and keep her from doing what she wanted to do, which was run and run and never stop until she dropped dead of exhaustion.


  A buzzing sound invaded Ella’s thoughts, a mosquito in her mind, and she gradually realized that it was Matthew talking. She used the sound as another anchor point, another stake that would help her cling to a reality that suddenly seemed far too tenuous.


  “… to hide,” he was saying.


  Ella stared at him dully for a moment, trying to sort out what he had been saying and coming up blank. “What?” she finally managed.


  “Your turn to hide,” Matthew said with an exaggerated roll of his eyes that let her know he had already said this. When she didn’t respond, his expression changed from playful irritation to concern. “Ella?” he said. “You okay?” She still didn’t respond. She couldn’t. The world had suddenly begun spinning around like a drunken Tilt-a-whirl under her feet, and it was taking all her concentration to keep from simply flying off the face of the earth. “You wanna hide?” Matthew asked, and his voice was plaintive, like he was holding out a peace offering.


  Ella wondered why he was acting as though he hadn’t heard her saying she found him, hadn’t seen her moving toward the curtain, hadn’t known what was there.


  And what was there? Was there really anything at all? Or was it just imagination? Just the fever-dreams of a girl who went crazy the night her mother tried to murder her?


  Ella found her voice. “No,” she said. “No, I don’t want to hide.” She looked at the floor below the window again. She might never be able to look away.


  “Ella,” Matthew whispered, and she could hear her brother’s concern being edged out by fear, “what are you looking at?”


  Ella said the only thing she could think to say. “Nothing.”


  She didn’t add the words, “not anymore.”


  But she wanted to. Because no matter how much her mind might wish that nothing had been there, she knew different.


  Something had been there. Someone.


  But who?


  And how?


  Chapter 15:

  

  It


  



  The first laws against killing one’s children that I’ve been able to find came in the 16th and 17th centuries. France and England passed laws that made filicide a crime punishable by death.


  Which was stupid. Because what parent, having killed their own child, wouldn’t welcome death – not as a just punishment, but as a merciful rest from the biting teeth of memory? From the madness that must follow what they had done?


  



  The music was playing, but no matter how loud Ella blasted it, it refused to chase away the fear.


  She closed her eyes but found no help in the darkness behind her eyelids. Instead she saw a white room with red swaths of blood across every surface.


  “Mom,” she whispered, and she didn’t know if she was whispering it here and now, in the house she lived in with Dad and Matthew, or if she was whispering it in the past, on the night she had seen her mother’s body, drenched in blood and laying in a deepening pool of the dark liquid.


  “Remember,” said her mother, her voice bubbling and burbling like she was speaking half-underwater. “Remember, I did it for you. I love you.”


  Ella opened her eyes again, thinking that anything – anything – would be better to think about. But when she opened her eyes all she saw was her own room, and that was no comfort at all.


  She glanced over to the window. The curtains no longer covered the window: she had gotten up on a chair and pulled the curtain rod off its supports and tossed the whole thing in the corner of the room. The storm had finally passed, and moonlight slashed through the room’s shadows, bright as the edge of a razor in the aftermath of the rain.


  Ella looked at the floor under the window. She half-expected to see them there. To see the shoes again. And this time, perhaps, to see the person who had been in them.


  She knew she had seen them. Even though they had disappeared, even though Matthew hadn’t been aware of anything strange about her room, she knew she had seen the shoes.


  Either that or she was going crazy.


  She shivered and pulled the blankets up closer to her chin. A stupid little-kid thing to do, but she couldn’t help it. She remembered thinking – knowing – that her blanket would protect her from monsters. But that had all stopped the night the monster came into her room and tried to kill her. The night she realized that monsters didn’t live under the bed or in the closet, but in the room down the hall.


  She turned away from the closet, and one of her earbuds came out. She snatched it up and plugged it back in before she could be assaulted by the sound of silence all around her. She didn’t like silence. Silence was where the memories all too often came from.


  She stared at the walls, at the closed bedroom door. She blinked, and suddenly everything was dripping with red. And it wasn’t just a memory, she wasn’t simply back in the bathroom in her mind. These were her walls, her door, her current room with bright red patches splashed across every surface like a madman with a paintbrush had danced through her room.


  She closed her eyes, closed them so tight that her entire face felt like it was collapsing in on itself, like the center of her body had shifted. Her pulse quickened in her temples, and a headache pressed at the backs of her eyes like a silent assassin attacking her.


  She opened her eyes again.


  The blood was still there. Streaking down the walls, pooling on the floorboards below.


  “God, Jesus, please save me,” she whispered, but she didn’t hear her voice. It wasn’t because of the earbuds: she couldn’t hear the music, either. She was in another place, another time, a somewhere and somewhen that had intruded into the here and now, that had punched a hole in reality and flooded through in crimson swathes.


  “It’s not real,” she whispered. She closed her eyes again, and suddenly the music was back. She opened her eyes, but before she did so she already knew that the blood would be gone.


  She stared at the door to her room. It was white, clean. Not even a poster or a sign to mar its surface. The walls around it were equally unadorned, though they were light blue – gray-seeming in the night – instead of the gleaming white of the door.


  What’s going on? she thought. What’s happening?


  She wondered briefly if she was dreaming. Wondered for a longer time if she was going insane.


  Maybe it runs in the family.


  That thought scared her, worse than the image of blood on her walls, more than shoes that were there in one instant and gone the next. What if she had… whatever it was that Mom had suffered from? Would she find herself with a knife in hand in the middle of the night, standing over Dad or even Matthew, looking down at her little brother and thinking not that he was a twerp and a dweeb or that he drove her nuts or that she loved him, but rather staring at him in search of the best place to cut, the spot to slice and slash his life from his veins.


  “Not me,” she said. Or rather, didn’t say, but mouthed, as though even to whisper it would give the thought of her own spiral into homicidal madness too much credence, too much reality.


  She turned away from the door and from the blood that was no longer there –


  (never there, it was never there, don’t be a tool, El, don’t be stupid, there was never any blood since that night, just that one night and not tonight)


  – and looked out the window again. The tree-tops of the nearby woods peeked over the lower sash of the window like peeping toms.


  She realized that her blankets had made their way down her body and were now wrapped around her torso. She pulled them up under her chin again. Tight around their throat as though to protect herself from the night, or from a knife that would catch the moonlight and cast it into her eyes in a million beautiful shards.


  Ella shivered. She didn’t wonder if she was cracking up. She suddenly knew she was.


  The moonlight was beautiful and bright. But not so bright that it masked the change in light as the door opened behind her.


  For a moment she thought this was it, thought that she was going to turn and see not just blood but her mother, standing in the doorway wearing the white night dress that had been stained scarlet.


  Then she realized that she could still hear her music through the earbuds.


  This is real. This is happening.


  Her mother wasn’t there. Something else was, something infinitely more terrifying because it didn’t just exist in the warped halls of her memory, but in reality. Like the shoes, like the strange feelings she had had since they moved here. They were real, they were here, and Ella could tell they were also dangerous.


  A shadow reached across the far wall of her room, the rough outline of a person, though whether man or woman she couldn’t tell. Ella wanted to close her eyes, to hide from the vision she was seeing, from the threat that was coming. But she couldn’t. Some part of her mind had riveted her gaze to the shadow.


  It grew. A hand reached out, the black outline of the arm stretching out impossibly long on her wall.


  Fingers touched her cheek.


  Ella shrieked and though she didn’t want to look, didn’t want to see what had come in her room, her body turned of its own accord. She spun around in her bed, her hand going up to shield her from the knife that she knew was coming, from the death she knew was going to carve her life away.


  But there was no knife. No death.


  Just Matthew.


  Ella’s terror converted instantly to anger, seething under her skin with all the strength of the fear that had occupied that space just a moment before.


  “Geez, Matthew! What are you…?”


  Her voice faded as her brother’s expression pierced the panic that had seized her. Matthew’s face was bleached white, his hair askew from – she guessed – tossing and turning against a pillow, or from repeatedly covering his head with blankets. His lower lip trembled. Not much; Ella could see her brother was doing everything he could to hold himself together. But she could see it. Could see his fear. His terror.


  She pulled the earbuds away, and the instant they were free Matthew whispered, “Can I sleep in your bed?”


  The question was surprising. Ridiculous. Something a three-year old might ask.


  But Ella nodded and threw her blankets back without a word. She was more than a little glad he had asked, because she knew that as lame as he was, Matthew was her brother, he was her blood, he was alive and real and perhaps the two of them might keep the strangeness of this place at bay.


  Matthew slid under the covers and his small body pressed as close as possible to hers. She threw the covers back across the bed, covering both of them up to their necks.


  She felt his small hand, questing under the covers until it found hers. His small fingers intertwined with hers.


  Creeeeeeeeeak….


  The bedroom door swung shut. Ella knew that some doors could do that, could just swing shut on their own for one reason or another, but hers had never done so.


  The latch clicked as the door shut all the way.


  Slick sweat burst out between Matthew’s fingers and hers and her palm grew clammy and moist. She didn’t know if Matthew was sweating or if she was. Likely both of them, because this was happening to both of them. They were both here, together, and together they would either keep each other safe or….


  She cut off the thought before it was born, cut off the thought of what would happen if they were not enough to beat back whatever had shut the door.


  But did it shut something out, or did it shut us in?


  “Did you –” Matthew began to whisper, but she cut him off almost instantly.


  “Shh!” she hissed. A charge writhed its way up her arms and the nape of her neck, as though an electrical storm were gathering in the room. Whatever was happening here wasn’t over yet.


  Thump… thump… thump….


  Footsteps. Heavy and measured, like the footsteps of an ancient mastodon treading a well-worn and well-known path. Only no, that was wrong: there was none of the peace that she would have imagined feeling if something like that was walking by. No, the sound was more like the footsteps of a hunter that knows its prey has nowhere left to hide. The heavy, mocking approach of death made flesh.


  “Is that Dad?” Matthew whispered. The whisper was so quiet she barely heard it: just a hint of breath in front of her, and words that she intuited more than heard. His voice was so low, so quiet. But it wasn’t the quiet of calm, or even the quiet before a storm.


  It was the muted sound of the moment before screaming. The instant when sleep has fled, but the knife has not yet begun its descent.


  Thump… thump… thump….


  The footsteps sounded like they were in the hall, but they were too heavy for her to pinpoint exactly where in the hall. They shook the house, made the floor tremble under her bed.


  “Is that Dad?” Matthew whispered again, loud enough this time that she could hear him plainly.


  She didn’t answer.


  She didn’t know.


  Ella had thought that her brother was as close as possible already, but he somehow managed to force a few additional molecules of air out from between them as he molded his body to hers.


  “I’m scared,” he whispered.


  She nodded. She wanted to tell him not to worry, not to be afraid, that she was here and she wouldn’t let anything happen to him.


  But she couldn’t say those words. Couldn’t lie like that. Matthew had seen their mother’s blood, too, had watched it pump from self-inflicted slashes across her wrists and legs. He had seen the knife, and the insane gleam in her eyes. Had seen the freely bleeding furrow across Dad’s chest.


  Matthew knew too much about reality. To lie to him, to say it was all going to be all right, would not merely be to lie, but would also acknowledge the fact that he might not live out the night. That somehow a monster had found them again.


  So Ella said nothing. She just held her brother as tightly as she could, and held herself tightly as well, every muscle clenched in readiness.


  Thump… thump….


  She looked at the crack below her door, intending to watch for the tell-tale shift of dark shadows that would signal someone passing by in the hall… or standing in front of the room. But she knew as soon as she looked that any such signal would not be coming. The space between floor and door was black. Absolutely dark. The hall light had been on when Matthew came in. But now it was off.


  Thump… thump….


  She couldn’t hold Matthew any tighter, not without breaking his small ribs. Still, her muscles tensed further, not pulling at her brother, but fighting against themselves. Half of her wanted to stay here, to cower under the covers, and the other half wanted desperately to flee, to run from the room. But she didn’t know if the part of her that counseled flight was pushing her to run away from whatever was happening in the hall… or to it. Into its arms, into its embrace, to succumb to it and become one with it.


  Matthew’s hand trembled in hers – or was it her own fingers that shivered so? She couldn’t tell.


  Thump… thump… thump….


  The sound became softer. It no longer sent shivering shudders through the floorboards of her room, no longer sent waves of movement up her bedframe and through her and Matthew’s bodies.


  It was leaving. Though whether the footsteps were moving toward the stairs, or in the other direction, toward Dad’s room, she couldn’t tell.


  The sound of footsteps continued for a long time, an impossibly long time. The hall was only maybe twenty feet long. But the footsteps – each one softer and farther away than the last – sounded like they went on for minutes. Hours. Long enough to pace back and forth across the length of the house a hundred times.


  Then they were gone. The night was silent. It could have been just a memory, or a dream… if it weren’t for the reality of Matthew pressed close to her, his body shivering as though he suffered from acute hypothermia.


  “Is it gone?” he whispered. And Ella knew that her brother was asking if Dad had left. Even though he had said “it” he was convinced that their father had been the one making the sounds.


  Ella was surprised at her knowledge of what Matthew was thinking. But only for a second. Of course she knew what he was thinking: she was thinking it herself.


  Was he gone? Was it gone? She remembered the anger that had surged across Dad’s face when they bothered him in his office earlier. The anger that was so unlike him, the rage that was so alien to his normally tender features. That wasn’t Dad. It hadn’t been Dad. It had been… the it that Matthew was asking about.


  Is it gone?


  “I don’t know,” she whispered.


  She watched the door. Watched it a long, long time. Watched the darkness below the door, the black line that ran along the floorboards like a streak of blood congealing on tile.


  The darkness became her world. It grew and grew and reached out and touched her and folded her in its embrace and covered her in velvet black.


  She felt Matthew relax, and knew he was asleep.


  She slept, too. And did not dream.


  But in the darkness of her not-dreams, the perfect void of her empty sleep, she heard it again.


  Thump… thump….


  And in the black unthought of sleep, she thought. In the tomb-silence of a sleep as motionless as death, she moved. In the speechless silence of undreaming, she spoke.


  “It’s happening again.”


  Chapter 16:

  

  Research


  



  The father of a little girl named Shelby was charged with first-degree murder for beating her to death. Some of the beating was to her genitals.


  I didn’t understand it at first. Then I remembered my first baby. How badly I wanted to kill her sometimes. Just so she’d stop crying.


  We see the stories of parents killing children, and we weep. But why? Because it’s so wrong? Or because we wish we had the courage to do such things ourselves?


  Oh dear God what am I saying?


  



  Daddy pulled a comb through his hair slowly, slowly. Sometimes Daddy got dressed for work when he had to meet someone about “a numbers problem.” Whenever he did, he combed his hair, because he said that you had to make a good first impression and having your hair perfectly parted was part of that.


  But even then, even when he was trying to make a good first impression, even when he got dressed up and put on a tie and checked his fly to make sure it was zipped up as he walked out the door (Matthew noticed him doing that and asked about it once, and Daddy mumbled something about an embarrassing thing that happened to him in school a long time ago), even when he was at his most carefulest, he didn’t comb his hair like this.


  He was combing it so slowly that Matthew figured new hair would probably grow in before Daddy finished with the hair he already had.


  Daddy was stalling.


  Daddy didn’t want to go where he was going.


  Matthew knew that, and he was aware that Ella knew it, too. They were both standing in the doorway of Daddy’s bathroom, watching him pull his comb through his hair like everything depended on his head looking perfect.


  Maybe everything did. Matthew didn’t understand why Daddy was going; why he always went.


  Daddy saw them watching him. He didn’t stop combing his hair, but his eyes looked at them in the mirror. “You sure you don’t want to come?” he said.


  Ella shook her head fast. Matthew knew that shaking your head meant “no,” but the way Ella did it seemed somehow like she was saying “no” and then also saying some Bad Bad Words that would get her grounded if she said them with her mouth instead of her head. Daddy never got mad at her when he was getting ready to go like this. Not even in the first days, right after what happened. Not when Ella cried, not when she screamed, not when she ignored him completely. He didn’t get mad, but his eyes got far away, and he looked so sad Matthew wanted to hug him.


  Daddy looked at Matthew. “What about you, monster?” he said.


  Matthew shook his head, too. Part of him wanted to go, if for no other reason than because he knew Daddy would like the company.


  But the other part of him – the much bigger part – didn’t care that Daddy would like someone else to go with him. That part of him just remembered everything that had happened and knew it would never ever want to go.


  Daddy got that sad look even more after Matthew shook his head. He finally stopped combing his hair. He held onto the edge of the sink like he was afraid it would fall apart or something. Then he took a deep breath. He walked out of the bathroom, through his bedroom, and down the hall.


  Matthew and Ella followed him closely. Matthew made sure he was in the middle when they walked through the hall. He felt kind of bad about that, since he knew that he was doing it so that he’d be the safest person: monsters came at you from the front or from the back, not from the side, so either Ella or Daddy would get it first if something happened.


  Unless Daddy was the monster.


  Matthew watched Daddy’s back. He had seemed fine this morning. Not angry, just working quietly until about a half an hour ago, when he got in the shower and then started his strangely precise grooming ritual. Matthew didn’t know if that meant everything was going to go back to normal – or as normal as their life could be after what happened with Mommy – of if this was just a break in the weirdness.


  He had tried to talk to Ella earlier and ask her what she thought was going on, but Ella hadn’t said a word about what happened last night. He woke up in her bed that morning and she was gone, already awake and downstairs unpacking some stuff Daddy had told them to work on.


  Matthew had breakfast by himself. Daddy had bought lots of cereal, including Fruity Pebbles which Matthew loved. But even Fruity Pebbles didn’t make him happy this morning. He kept thinking about the night before. About the way Daddy had looked when he got so mad, about the sounds in the hall.


  It finally bothered him enough that he didn’t even want to finish his cereal and dumped it down the drain in the sink. He went into the living room where Ella was working and said “Did you have bad dreams last night?”


  Ella didn’t answer him, except to tell him he was acting dorky and ask why he wasn’t helping with the boxes. She was cranky all day, though she had lightened up a bit when the internet guy showed up. Matthew wasn’t sure if that was because he connected their internet or because he was what Ella would call “way hunky.” Matthew thought probably it was both. Ella spent a lot of time on the internet, so she got cranky without it. And the guy who hooked everything together had a shirt with no sleeves and some major big-time muscles. Daddy had big muscles, too, but not like the internet guy.


  Daddy’s muscles were big enough, though. Big enough to throw Matthew in the air sometimes and always catch him when he came down. Big enough to pin him down and tickle him until he couldn’t breathe.


  Big enough to hold a knife?


  Matthew walked a little slower, falling back so that he was closer to Ella than to the suddenly strange-seeming man who led them through the hall.


  They all went down the stairs, and Daddy grabbed the car keys off a little table by the front door. He stood in front of the door for a couple seconds, facing it like he was studying it or something. Then he took a big deep breath and Matthew knew that Daddy didn’t want to go today. But he would go. Because it was something that Needed Doing. And Daddy always did those things. No matter what.


  Daddy turned to them. He had a smile on his face, but it looked like a smile you might see on one of those paper cut-out masks that came with some kids meals in restaurants: just an outline of a smile, but empty because you poked out the middle of it. A smile that was there but not real because behind it was another face and that face – the real face – might be sad or angry or anything.


  “Okay,” said Daddy. “I’ve got my cell phone.” He looked at Ella. “You’ve got yours?”


  Ella rolled her eyes and Matthew almost did too even though he hated when people rolled their eyes because asking Ella if she had her cell phone was about the same as asking if she’d remembered to bring her legs with her.


  But Ella pulled her cell phone from her back pocket and waved it and nodded and Daddy actually looked a little relieved, like he had been worried Ella might not have it.


  He was worried, Matthew knew. But he didn’t want to tell them what was worrying him, so he was acting like it was whether Ella had her cell phone. Grown-ups – even teenagers like Ella – could be so weird sometimes. They didn’t talk about what they meant, they talked about everything but that and you had to figure out what they really wanted to say on your own. It was stupid and Matthew was never going to be like that.


  Daddy looked at him. “Ella’s in charge,” he said.


  Matthew nodded and gave his sister a look. Usually when Daddy said that she got this Queen-For-A-Day expression that was totally obnoxious. Unless it was during one of Daddy’s trips like this. Then – now – she didn’t have any expression at all, and to Matthew that look of emptiness was even worse than her looking like she thought she farted pixie dust.


  Daddy kissed Matthew on top of his head, and then hugged Ella. Her arms went up a few inches like she was going to hug him back, then dropped to her sides again.


  “Love you guys,” said Daddy, and then he left. Ella locked the door after him.


  They stayed there for a little while, long enough that Matthew felt like they were waiting for something, or like Ella was hoping the internet guy would come back and visit them. He almost said something about it – even though he knew she’d bite his head off if he mentioned the internet guy or the way she looked at him every time he pulled something out of his tool belt – but Ella suddenly turned around and walked down the hall.


  “Where’re we going?” Matthew asked as she walked past, but by the time he said the last word she was already turning the doorknob to Daddy’s office.


  Matthew’s conscience twinged as he followed Ella into the room. Daddy was usually pretty cool about them going into his office, but he didn’t like them doing it when he was gone.


  Ella hated that, and complained non-stop about how it was unfair because Daddy had the only internet connection in the house and why should she have to live like she was in an Amish jail every time he went somewhere without her, but she usually didn’t break the rule. At least, not when Matthew was home, too.


  She told him she couldn’t because he would tell on her since he was such a “straight-arrow butt-kissing dweeb,” but he thought sometimes that she was glad to have an excuse not to break the rule, like it was part of being a teenager to break rules but she didn’t really like to do that, so she was happy he was there to keep her from having to be bad.


  That made no sense, of course, but that was just one more thing on a long list of things that made no sense about Ella.


  He loved her. He loved her so intensely he worried sometimes what would happen if she died and he didn’t have her around. But even though he loved her so fully, so strongly, he didn’t always understand her. She was older, and also a girl, so she was like an alien in a lot of ways.


  “You coming in or what?” said Ella, and Matthew realized he had stopped in the doorway. His sister was already sitting in Daddy’s chair and had the computer on and an internet web browser on the screen.


  Matthew hesitated the barest fraction of a second. He intuited that Ella wasn’t just going to look up some band or researching ways to spend even more time in the bathroom. This was Something Serious. He stepped the rest of the way into the room.


  Ella turned back to the computer and started typing.


  “Thank goodness we finally have the internet,” she muttered.


  “What are we looking for?” asked Matthew. He was a pretty good reader, but Ella typed way too fast for him to follow.


  “Ghosts, dummy.”


  Ghosts. The word sent a shaky feeling down his legs and made his tummy writhe. Was that what was happening here? Ghosts? Were they in a house that was haunted?


  He didn’t think so. Or at least, something in him cried out that that wasn’t all that was going on around them. It might be a small part of it, but there was more. Much more.


  Matthew wondered for a moment how he could be so certain of that fact. How he could know that ghosts weren’t the only thing they had to worry about. And in that instant, he felt as though a thick blanket had been lifted up from before his eyes. The blanket was one that he had been wearing for most of his life, though he hadn’t been aware of it until now. But now that it was gone, he could see… everything.


  The realization of what they were facing – what was really happening – slammed down on him hard, left him as breathless as if he’d been karate-kicked in the tummy. He couldn’t speak, couldn’t inhale or exhale or even live. Because life couldn’t exist next to what he was seeing, next to the monstrous evil he was looking at, the evil that had come for them.


  For a moment he saw it. For a moment he knew what it was and what it wanted.


  Then the moment passed. The blanket dropped down over his eyes again, and it was as though he had been re-born somehow. And like any newborn, he knew nothing of the place he had just come from.


  Matthew tried to remember what he had just seen, tried to recapture the fleeting knowledge he had just held. But it was gone.


  He heard something, a dry sound that made him think of an accident he saw once. He was playing in the front yard of their old house, before… before everything had changed. Playing, and then he heard something. A car screeched, then there was a dry thud and another screech.


  Matthew looked up in time to see Early Riser get hit by a car. Early was a huge dog, a Great Dane that the neighbors owned. Usually he was kept in their house, or in their backyard, but he guessed Mr. Aryanpur must have left the side gate open because Early had jumped into the street directly in the path of an oncoming car. The car was going too fast to stop, and so it smashed into and through Early. The dog hit the front grill, and the metal folded around it like a pillow, holding the dog fast.


  The screeching ended. The car was only about twenty feet away from Matthew. He could have gone to it in seconds. But he didn’t. He was rooted to the spot by the sight of Early’s head, twisted strangely against its haunches, spun around and looking at him with eyes that were already cloudy and empty.


  There was something strange about the dog’s mouth. About the slack way it hung open. At first Matthew couldn’t figure what it was.


  Then he heard the sound.


  Tic… tic-tic-tic-click….


  He looked at the source of the noise, and for a moment he thought that it was hailing. Which was crazy because it was summer in a place that rarely did more than rain even in the dead of winter. Then he realized what the white things he saw bouncing against the pavement were, and what had been wrong with Early’s dead mouth.


  The white things were the dog’s teeth. Knocked into the air by the impact with the car, and now bouncing down in ones and twos and threes. Clicking softly against the sun-scorched pavement on a perfect summer day.


  Tic… tic-tic… tic-tic-tic-ti-click….


  Matthew blinked, and the memory fled, just as had his momentary awareness of the reality that was hiding just beyond the edges of the nightmare they were living in had fled. The sound wasn’t teeth hitting the ground, gruesome in their mixture of white and red, it was just Ella. She was typing on Dad’s computer, the keys making that sound that had catapulted him back into an instant better left forgotten.


  Matthew wondered how long he had been standing here, how long he had been lost in the memory of that faraway day that was the first time he ever saw something die. Minutes, perhaps more.


  Ella’s right hand shifted off the keyboard and she clicked the mouse. Images flashed onto the monitor. Most of them were boring, just words on some obviously home-made webpages. But some were slicker, and many carried pictures.


  The pictures, like the pages themselves, ranged in quality. A lot of them just showed people in a variety of locations and activities, from bedrooms to forests to beaches to cemeteries. But the pictures all had one thing in common: all had a blur on them, a bright blob of white that sat in the background like an uninvited guest.


  Matthew read the caption under one of the pictures: “Fact or fiction? Ghost or just dust on the lens?”


  He looked at Ella and was going to ask what she was looking at – and looking for – but changed his mind when he saw how engrossed she was in her project.


  She clicked again, and a new set of pages appeared on the screen. These held more pictures. Scarier this time, the images – mostly old photos, featuring men and women glaring instead of smiling at the camera – all had something deeply wrong about them. In one, the woman staring at the camera seemed to have an extra hand coming out of her dress. In another, the man holding a rifle in the foreground had eyes that were hidden in deep black pits, as though they had been scooped out of his head before the picture was taken. In another – the most disquieting of them – a boy was screaming.


  Only no, Matthew realized he wasn’t really screaming, he just had his mouth open so wide it looked like he was screaming. When he looked closer Matthew realized the boy was opening his mouth wide not in order to let sound out, but to allow something else to escape. He squinted as he looked closer at the computer screen, and then drew back in disgust as he realized that there were fingers in the boy’s mouth. Not disembodied stumps, either, like the boy had bitten off someone else’s fingers and was now swallowing them. No, the fingers seemed to be pulling themselves toward the front of the boy’s mouth, as though there was someone else inside the boy: someone who was clawing his way up and out; someone who wanted desperately to be free.


  Matthew shuddered and drew away from the screen. His mouth twisted in disgust. Ella clicked again, and this time the images on the screen featured men and women in agony, writhing and contorted. Most of them were on beds, many of their limbs were being held tightly by others. They looks on the screamers’ faces were terrifying, as though they were staring right down into Hell.


  At the top of the webpage: “Evidences of Possession.”


  Matthew gulped. “I don’t like this,” he said.


  Ella barely glanced at him. “Relax,” she said, and she clicked another webpage into life. “It’s daytime, dummy.”


  The website now onscreen displayed dead-eyed men and women with strange cuts and slashes on their faces. The wounds had to hurt them, because most of them were severely bleeding, but all of the people had blank expressions. Like their minds had abandoned them. Something about this was even worse than the last pictures of the men and women who were clearly terrified: whatever had happened to these most recent victims had been so terrible that they had been driven mad by it.


  Matthew flashed on another face he had seen like that, another face with an expression blanker than a new piece of paper. Red on the walls, red in a pool that stained everything it touched, and above it all a white face, staring into nothing and whispering, “My children.”


  Matthew looked away from the screen. He didn’t want to see any more. Ella kept typing, and from time to time went, “Huh,” as though she had just seen something interesting or important. But he didn’t look. He didn’t want to know.


  He thought about leaving. Why stay here in the office and listen to Ella type, why stay this close to the computer when doing so pushed him into memories he would rather leave behind? But then he realized that anywhere else he went, he would have to go alone. And that was worse. He didn’t want to be alone in this place ever again.


  “Ella,” he whispered. He realized there was no real reason to whisper; it wasn’t like they were at church or something. But he couldn’t bring himself to raise his voice. Ella was researching ghosts. She was reading about the dead. So whispering now felt appropriate, just as it would be appropriate at a funeral.


  “Huh?” she said.


  “Let’s leave.”


  “Not done yet.”


  “Please.”


  “Not done yet.”


  “Please,” he said again. His voice was high and warbling, his throat tight. He wanted out of here. Now.


  An electronic chirp sounded. The sound was dry and bright and terribly out of place in this room where his sister was reading about death. He realized that it was only Ella’s phone. He thought maybe Dad was calling, like he somehow realized even when he was away that his space was being invaded, that Ella was doing something she shouldn’t. Matthew would have welcomed that, even would have welcomed the inevitable lecture about boundaries and the importance of respecting others’ property, if it got him and Ella out of here. But then he realized that the sound wasn’t the one Ella’s phone made when someone was calling. It was the alert for an incoming text message. Which ruled Dad out, since he never texted – didn’t even know how, as far as Matthew could see.


  Ella pulled her phone from her pocket and glanced at it.


  “Who is it?” asked Matthew.


  “Jamie,” said Ella. She looked back at the computer screen but didn’t put the phone away. Instead, she popped open the concealed keyboard and began punching away at it without looking at it once. She was a texting Jedi who talked more via text than she did with her mouth, and Matthew knew she wouldn’t make a single error in her message to Jamie. Jamie was Ella’s best friend in spite of the fact that they hadn’t seen each other in almost a year. Matthew didn’t understand that. Nor did he understand how Ella could spend so much time talking on the phone or IM’ing people or texting and then get so annoyed when he asked her for any kind of attention.


  “Say hi for me,” he mumbled, and kept looking at what he was looking at – which was everything and anything that wasn’t the computer monitor.


  Ella grunted again. He heard the low click of her sliding the phone keyboard back into place, and the shuffle of her clothes as she slipped the phone into her pocket.


  A moment later, the printer hummed. It was a high-end laser printer that could do anything from printing simple text to full color images to custom items like brochures or mailing labels. In only a few seconds several sheets rolled out of the printer’s mouth. Matthew reached for them but Ella snatched them away before he could touch them.


  “What did you print?” asked Matthew. He looked at the computer screen, but it was blank and empty: a colorless eye staring darkly into the office. The thought made goosebumps rise up all over his arms, made the base of his spine prickle and tighten. What if it was watching them somehow? He knew that was silly, sillier than watching Thomas the Tank Engine or even Teletubbies, the Guinness Book of World Records of silliness. Because monitors were for looking at, they never looked at you.


  But then, houses were supposed to be quiet at night.


  Things should stay where they were put when no one was touching them.


  Mothers weren’t supposed to try and kill their kids.


  So maybe – just maybe – the idea of a computer watching him wasn’t so very far out.


  He turned away from the computer screen, and saw that he was alone. A chill ran through him, traveling from his head to his toes and back again, a quick round-trip that left him almost shaky with fear.


  Where had Ella gone? Had she disappeared? Had the house (and he gulped at the thought) eaten her?


  The thought almost made him scream in terror. Then he did scream as his sister’s disembodied head came floating around the corner of the office doorway.


  Chapter 17:

  

  Birthmark


  



  Thinking about Abraham again. Rembrandt painted a picture that I love. An old man, white beard and balding head. Below the old man lies a young boy, whose skin is white and pure. The boy wears nothing but a white garment around his hips. His hands look like they’ve been tied behind his back.


  There is a knife. It hangs in midair, suspended forever in the single, eternal instant of the painting.


  In the painting, another figure holds Abraham’s arm back like he has just stopped him from killing the boy by knocking the knife from the old man’s hand. According to the Bible, this figure must be an angel. But in the painting he doesn’t look like an angel. He is shadowed. Dark. No halo circles his head, and his (its?) wings are gray.


  I wonder if the thing isn’t an angel come to stop Abraham at the last second, but something else. Something come to berate him for losing his nerve. Something hungry for the death of the child.


  



  The drive was quiet and uneventful. The tires crackled over a roughly paved road, then hummed as they rolled across a smooth freeway, and then crackled again as Shane turned off the freeway and was soon on a long road that to all appearances led to absolutely nowhere.


  Quiet. Uneventful. Like his life had been until a year ago. Like he wanted his life to be again.


  But that wouldn’t happen. He could still feel the scar on his chest, a thick line of keloided tissue that scraped against his undershirt every so often as though to remind him that some wounds could never be healed.


  A sign suddenly presented itself on the side of the road. As always, it seemed to spring up from bare earth, a darkly magical appearance that never failed to give Shane’s heart a slight flutter. Whether that was because the sign seemed to pop up out of absolutely nowhere – invisible one moment, then starkly apparent in the next – or simply because of what it represented, he couldn’t say.


  “Mount Shade – 2 mi.” the sign read.


  Shane’s eyes fluttered closed for a moment. Not long enough to risk wrecking the car, but long enough that he could think about doing so. Then his kids’ faces loomed. Matthew and Ella, smiling behind his eyes and giving him his best – and maybe last – reason to keep living.


  The two miles to Mount Shade passed quickly, and soon he could see the place in the distance. It was a squat structure, low and long. A concrete centipede that always appeared trapped by the short wall that surrounded most of it. The trees and other flora in the area had been carefully cultivated to lend an air of openness and freedom, but Shane had been coming here long enough to know the truth.


  Nothing escaped Mount Shade.


  He pulled up to the gate, and a bored-looking guard whose name was Elijah waved him through after only the most cursory look at him. That was fine by Shane. Elijah had a startlingly limited vocabulary that seemed only to extend to nasty words and nastier jokes that inevitably included a sexual punchline. After the first few months, tired and anxious about his visit to Mount Shade, Shane had snapped. He let Elijah know in the clearest terms possible that not only were his jokes not appreciated, the next time Elijah spoke to Shane about anything other than where to park, there would be blood.


  Elijah – whose mouth was by far the biggest thing about him – never spoke much again. Which didn’t do much to dull the throbbing anxiety that pumped through Shane every time he approached the place.


  Once through the gate, he pulled into a parking space that was a hundred feet or so from the main – and only – entrance to Mount Shade. There were other open parking spots closer to the place, but Shane never took the closest ones. He always told himself that was because he wanted to leave spots for people who couldn’t walk as well as him. Why steal a close parking spot from someone who needed it more?


  He always told himself that.


  He always lied like that.


  In truth, he was buying himself a few extra moments before going in. A last breath of fresh air before the doors closed behind him and the breeze was replaced by artificial ventilation that he assumed was meant to keep the place smelling clean but only managed to convey antiseptic sterility.


  “Get it over with,” he muttered to himself. That, of course, sent him into an immediate guilt-spiral. But this time instead of wallowing in it, staying in the car and gripping the steering wheel so tightly his knuckles went white and his palms ached, he got out and threw the door closed behind him.


  Maybe that was a good sign.


  Maybe it wasn’t.


  He went through the two doors that opened for him. They were automatic from this side. From the other side, you had to wait for someone to touch a button that would allow you to exit. They didn’t mind visitors here, but they were very careful about letting people leave.


  The doors swished open, then shut behind him. He felt like he was in an airlock. The reception area had no windows – there were very few windows at all here, and none on the first floor.


  “Hello, Mr. Wills.”


  The voice was bright. He knew who it belonged to, but couldn’t think of her name at the moment. Jan? Fran? He looked up, and Jan/Fran was smiling at him from behind her desk, a hand already extended to take the driver’s license that she looked at every time, even though she knew exactly who he was.


  It was protocol.


  Apparently his body didn’t need any kind of mental permission to follow protocol, either, because he realized with a start that he had already pulled out his wallet and was even now handing over the identification.


  Jan/Fran took it. Her fingers brushed against his and he remembered how Kari used to touch him like that, just a light dance of fingertips across skin, when she was interested in making love. He shivered.


  “Cold?” said the receptionist.


  “I guess so, Fran,” said Shane. The name popped out – again without conscious thought – and he must have gotten it right, because she didn’t bat an eye. She just copied his card, looked at him as though he might have changed in the days since he last came here, and then smiled.


  “If you’ll just wait for a minute, Mr. Wills, I’ve paged someone to take you in.”


  He hadn’t seen her move, so she must have paged someone before he even made it through the door. The thought that he had grown to be so predictable made unease spread through him, a dark oil slick over the usually calm waters of his mind. He didn’t want to be a part of this place.


  A low klaxon sounded, and the one door that led out of the reception area into the main portion of Mount Shade opened.


  Fran’s hand went below the desk as the door opened. Every time the door opened, whoever was manning the front desk put a hand below the desk. Shane wondered what was there; what would happen if the wrong person stepped through.


  The hand quickly returned to sight as Ben stepped through. The nurse wore a smile that split his face neatly, large white teeth that always reminded Shane of Chiclets flashing in the understated lighting of the reception area. If it weren’t for the subtle worry-lines at the corners of his eyes and the nightstick that he held casually in one hand, the nurse would have looked like he was genuinely enjoying himself.


  Ben waved at Shane, then beckoned for him to come on in. Shane glanced at Fran as though to ask final permission, but she was already working on something at her desk, head down and pen scratching as she wrote on a thick pile of paperwork.


  Shane passed through the door before it shut. It swung closed behind him, and another klaxon sounded as it did so. He heard a heavy thunk and knew the door had bolted shut.


  Ben started walking. He was a thick man, broad-chested and with arms that looked capable of doing origami with sheet metal. His legs were too short for the rest of him, but as always Shane found himself hurrying to keep up with the nurse.


  Their shoes clacked along the tile floor, echoing weirdly through the halls and making it sound like horses were moving through instead of people. The two horsemen of the apocalypse, walking through this land of the almost-living.


  “How are the wife and kids?” Shane asked, as much to cover up the echoing sound of his own gait as anything.


  Ben’s smile grew broader, a feat that Shane would have guessed impossible for anyone else. “Wife’s fat and happy, like me.”


  “And the kids?”


  Another inch of smile appeared. “They’re just glad to be on summer break.”


  “Yeah,” said Shane, as though he knew what Ben was talking about. Was it summer already?


  Of course it is. That’s how you timed the move.


  Shane nodded to himself, chiding himself silently for losing control so quickly. Mount Shade always disoriented him, always made him forget what was happening in the rest of the world.


  When you were in here, Mount Shade was the rest of the world. There was nothing and nowhere else.


  A loud rattling noise startled Shane, and he looked over at the door they had just passed. There was a small window set into the door. Shane knew that the glass was over an inch thick, with almost-invisible steel wires threading through it and making it virtually indestructible. Even so, he shrunk back from the face that was at the window. It was an old man, a long and unkempt gray beard trailing down his chest below the level of the window. A few wispy hairs clung tenaciously to an otherwise bare scalp.


  A large red birthmark ran down his cheek, a trailing port-wine stain that spread from the corner of the old man’s left eye down to his jawline. It was shaped vaguely like a serpent, crawling down his face in quest of some dark object. The illusion of movement increased as the man jerked his head about and slammed his hands against the glass.


  The man crashed his hands against the door, and the rattling noise came again.


  “She’ll get you, you know!” screamed the man. His words were muffled through the thick glass and thicker door, but still clear. Spittle flew from his lips and spattered on the glass. “You can’t escape! She’ll cut you and gut you, and you won’t remember a thing! You won’t –”


  There was a loud crack, almost like a gunshot, as Ben snapped his nightstick against the cell window.


  “Shut it, Ollie!” hollered Ben.


  The old man with the birthmark stopped speaking instantly. He stared at Shane for another moment, then slowly backed away. The cell behind him was dark, and the man was soon lost to the gloom of the small space. His birthmark was the last to disappear, the long red splash of color turning gray and then merging with the darkness as well.


  “Sorry about that, Mr. Wills,” said Ben. Then, “You okay?”


  “Fine,” said Shane. But he realized he was shaking visibly, tremors dancing along his hands as though he had suffered an instantaneous onset of palsy.


  “You sure?” said Ben. His smile didn’t completely disappear, but the brightness of it dialed down like the nurse had some kind of dental rheostat in his pocket. “Maybe we should get you some juice.”


  “No,” Shane said. He exhaled sharply, and focused on his hands. They stopped moving, hanging now limply at his sides. “I’m okay.”


  Ben stared at him for a second or two, a short time in the real world but interminably long in the different time continuum that held sway at Mount Shade. Finally he nodded and kept walking.


  They went through turn after turn, hall after hall. The corridors were all identical: white, featureless. Tile on the floor that continued part way up the walls, which were white expanses broken every fifteen feet by a single door with a single window.


  Occasionally Shane would catch a glimpse of movement in the rooms they passed. The glimpses were fleeting, mere hints he caught out of the corners of his eyes. He never looked at them directly.


  He kept seeing the old man’s face, the birthmark like a bloodstain dripping lividly down his cheek.


  “She’ll get you, you know! You can’t escape! She’ll cut you and gut you, and you won’t remember a thing!”


  Nothing about the words was comfortable or right, but for some reason the part that disconcerted him the most was the look in the man’s eyes when he said that last. “You won’t remember a thing.” His eyes had been almost pleading, lost and childlike. Shane felt like the old man had been speaking directly – specifically – to him. Like there was a message in the words that only Shane could understand.


  Like a warning that only Shane would need.


  Ben drew up suddenly and Shane realized that they had arrived. This hall was no different than the others, there were no visible features to differentiate it from any of the other places they had passed by, but Shane could tell instantly where they were. He had memorized this space completely, to the point that he suspected he could draw the individual atomic particles that joined together to make the floor, walls, ceiling.


  And the door they stood in front of.


  “You know the drill,” said Ben. He was no longer smiling.


  Shane nodded. Ben glanced through the window, was satisfied with what he saw, and pulled out an electronic card. He ran it along the wall beside the door. To Shane’s eyes this part of the wall looked no different than the rest of the blank white plane, but there was – as there always was – a subtle beep and then a dull click as the door unlocked.


  Ben pulled the door open and gestured for Shane to go through. Ben did not follow him.


  Shane stepped into the cell. The door closed behind him.


  There was a bed in one corner. A utilitarian white toilet in another. A sink. No soap.


  A desk sat at the back of the room.


  Kari – his wife, the woman he loved, the woman who had tried to murder her family – sat at the desk.


  Chapter 18:

  

  Text


  



  Most people who choose to kill others do not choose to kill themselves. Unless the person they have killed is their own child. Then a lot of parent-murderers try to die as well.


  Because they have been driven mad by what they have done? To be with the child? Or is it something else? Something darker?


  



  It wasn’t a big scream, more of a yip than anything, but it was enough to make his big sister’s lip curl and her eyes roll.


  “Get a grip,” Ella said, and Matthew realized that her head was still attached to her body. She was just leaning around the doorframe from her place in the hall. She must have left the office while he was staring at the computer screen.


  She waved a handful of paper at him – the mysterious sheets that she had printed a few seconds ago. “You coming?” she said.


  Another thrill went up and down Matthew’s small body. “No,” he almost said. Because he knew that whatever Ella had in mind was not going to help at all. What could possibly help?


  But he didn’t say no. He nodded and hurried after her as she padded down the hall and into the kitchen. She opened a few drawers, pulling out some things so quickly that he couldn’t really see what she was grabbing, then marched toward the basement door and hurled it open.


  Matthew thought she hesitated for the barest bit of a second – not long enough to even be sure, and certainly (unfortunately) not long enough for him to call her on it – but then she started down into the darkness.


  Matthew stared at her as Ella disappeared into the black pit of the basement. He wondered again whether he would be better off just not following her this one time. But he knew even as he thought it that he would follow her; that he would go down into the basement with her, even if there were ghosts and ghouls and zombies or anything else.


  She was his sister.


  His legs were already moving, pushing him toward the open door. He walked down the stairs, almost hit something, almost cried out, but realized that it was just Ella and bit back the shout before it was fully formed.


  She was stopped dead (he shivered at the word, but couldn’t help thinking it) on the steps, staring into the darkness of the basement.


  “Shouldn’t we turn on the lights?” he whispered. Even the low sound of his voice scraped at nerves that felt raw and exposed.


  “It’s better this way,” said Ella. But then she went quickly back up the steps and flicked the switch that turned on the basement light before returning to his side and then continuing down the stairs.


  The light was dim, a single low-watt bulb hanging from the ceiling. It didn’t so much illuminate the space as create a complex pattern of shadows on shadows. Matthew glanced up the stairs. The kitchen door remained open above them, a thin shaft of light pushing through the door and painting the top few steps with brightness. Matthew said a quick prayer asking God to keep the door open, and then continued after Ella.


  His feet touched the concrete slab of the basement floor. Even through his shoes he could feel how cold the floor was – like ice, a glacier that sat below their house and sent waves of chills up and down his spine with every step he took. He half expected to see his own breath plume out of his mouth like it might on a trip into snowy mountains. But no, the air was warm around him. Perspiration prickled his skin. How his feet could feel so cold when the rest of him was on fire he had no idea, but that was what was happening.


  Ella was spreading some things around on the floor in the center of the basement. Matthew was about to ask her what she was doing when he caught sight of the dark figure in the corner.


  He froze. The shape was barely visible in the dim basement, just a slightly darker patch of shadow in a pool of shadows that seemed to wax and wane in front of him. But it was there. He was sure of it. This was no vision, no waking dream. This was real.


  “El,” he whispered. Then, because she didn’t seem to hear him, he said it louder. “El-la.”


  “What?” she said sharply, flicking her gaze up to him.


  He lifted a hand slowly, pointing at the darkness-on-darkness in the corner.


  The figure, the small shape in the black, did the same.


  Matthew froze.


  “What is it?” said Ella again. Her voice sounded insistent, but he could also hear a strange undercurrent, a foundation of fear that she was trying to hide under tones of irritation. That would have made him feel better about his own fear if it weren’t for the fact that he was staring at something that he felt could signal their doom.


  His hand dropped to his side.


  The arm of the thing in the corner lowered as well.


  “What?” Ella said again, the third time that she had asked him what he wanted. And suddenly Matthew knew. He knew what he was seeing, and his fear melted away instantly beneath the hot flush of embarrassment.


  It was a mirror. He could make it out now that his eyes had adjusted to the dungeon-murk of the basement. The glass sat in the corner, framed by a long oval of dark wood, standing on a frame that kept it upright. It was taller than he was, allowing him to see his entire reflection at once.


  “Nothing,” he said. He turned away quickly, hoping that by doing so Ella wouldn’t press him about what had just happened. As he turned, he thought he saw something out of the corner of his eye. The image in the mirror – the shadow-him that stood in darkness in a wooden circle – seemed to shimmer. Like the glass had grown darker for a moment, then brightened again. He almost stopped turning away from it, almost looked closer to see if it would do it again. But then he saw what Ella was doing, and all thoughts of the mirror in the corner fled his mind.


  “What are you doing?” Matthew asked. His voice squeaked out through a throat that still felt strained and tight, and he wondered for an instant if he was ever going to feel unafraid again.


  He doubted it.


  Ella was putting down candles, lighting each one as she set it on the floor in a rough formation. The candles flickered and spat as though angry to be in use, their flames growing tall and then shrinking away to pinpricks before lengthening out again. The movement of the candlelight made everything in the sparsely outfitted basement seem to shift slightly, as though everything down here existed in two separate dimensions that almost touched in this strange space between worlds.


  In the center of the candles, Ella had put a piece of paper – one of the things she had printed. Matthew moved toward it and saw that it was covered in letters. The upper right corner boasted the word “NO” in large block letters. In the upper left, the word “YES” seemed to dance in the trembling light of the candles. Below the letters Matthew saw the words “Good Bye.”


  Matthew’s skin crawled. He knew what the page was. He had heard about these things. Once, before Mom came for Ella, before everything changed, he had gone to a birthday party for a friend named Pete. It was nothing huge, just six little boys and some cake. But it was a slumber party, meaning Matthew’s parents thought he was old enough to spend a night away from home. The night was great, full of rolling around and wrestling and giggling from six boys who had eaten too much sugar before bedding down in the sleeping bags each had brought for the occasion.


  Eventually Pete’s daddy came into the dark living room where they were “sleeping.” He had tired eyes, half-hidden behind heavy lids, and he rubbed them non-stop as he lectured them sternly about the difference between having fun and keeping everyone else in the house awake.


  Everyone quieted down after that. The giggles became hushed whispers and the whispers turned into a huddle of boys telling scary stories. None of them was remotely scary, of course… until Bobby Butler spoke. His tale was short, only a few sentences. But it had scared Matthew stiff. As the rest of the boys drifted off to sleep, he had lain awake, his eyes glancing at the window from time to time, expecting to see the scarred face that Bobby had spoken of, the demon summoned by a few children who hadn’t known better than to avoid using the Ouija board they found in the trash.


  And that’s what was laying on the floor of the basement: a paper version of a Ouija board. A way of talking to spirits; of summoning the dead.


  Matthew had to resist shivering; he suspected that if he let his body do that he wouldn’t be able to stop.


  “You sure this is a good idea?” he said. His voice sounded even higher, if that were possible. He was surprised that the dark mirror behind him didn’t crack and then shatter into a million pieces under the sharp edge of his voice.


  Ella lit the last candle. She produced a glass and turned it upside down on the makeshift Ouija board. “You want to know if the house is haunted?” she asked.


  “I know it is,” Matthew responded without thinking. But as soon as he said the words, he knew they were true. He thought of the gleaming yellow eyes he had seen in the darkness outside their house, the dreams he had been having, the overwhelming sense of not-rightness that had pushed its way into almost everything that was happening. It had to be a haunted house, that was the only way to explain it.


  “Well, fine,” Ella said. “But you want to know if it’s haunted with something bad?”


  Matthew shook his head. He already knew that, too.


  Or did he? As bad as things felt, there was also an occasional hint of something else, something that had no part of the evil that was plaguing them here. So was the house all bad? Were the ghosts here nothing but rotten, worse than a trip to the dentist and a dinner of nothing but asparagus and broccoli all rolled into one?


  Could there be something else?


  Ella mistook his silence for fear. “Don’t be such a wuss.”


  “Daddy says not to use that word,” he said automatically, then almost clamped his hand over his mouth. What a terrible, stupid, kiddie thing to say.


  Ella’s expression clearly showed she was thinking along the same lines. “Fine,” she sighed. “Don’t be such a wimp.”


  Ella sat down on crossed legs between several of the candles. They flickered as she did so, and the dim basement grew somehow dimmer.


  “Turn out the light,” she said.


  Matthew shook his head. There was another light switch at the bottom of the stairs, only a few steps away, but the idea of voluntarily making it even darker down here struck him as a very bad one. Bad things happened more often in the dark, everyone knew that.


  “Come on,” insisted Ella. Matthew relented and moved across the floor, toward the light switch at the bottom of the stairs. It wasn’t just the fact that she would hound him relentlessly about being a wimp (or a wuss). That wasn’t enough to push him to the light switch, and it certainly wasn’t enough to convince him to turn off the light.


  No, it was the fact that he needed to know. He didn’t want to know, but he was old enough to understand that wanting and needing were two different things. So while he had no desire to understand what was going on around them, something deep inside him was whispering that if he didn’t find out, his ignorance might lead to people getting hurt.


  Or worse.


  Snick.


  Darkness dropped around him when he flicked the light switch, falling as quietly as snow. Now the only illumination in the basement was the flickering candles on the floor. He looked up the stairs, saw the bright rectangle of the open door to the kitchen, but somehow none of the light made it down the steps. As though even the summer sun was afraid to make its presence known down here.


  The prickling sensation that had been surging non-stop up and down his body started moving faster. It didn’t feel like ants were crawling up and down his spine; they were jogging and then running, a million tiny footsteps that made him want to run away screaming.


  He didn’t run, though. Not only because he had to know what was happening, but because to run away would be to leave Ella behind. And that was one thing he could never do. Even though she was older, he was her brother and he knew that meant he was always supposed to be there for her, was always supposed to protect her.


  So he turned back to her and walked slowly toward the rough circle of candles in the center of the basement.


  “Sit down across from me,” she said.


  Matthew did. He glanced at the corner where he had seen the mirror, expecting to see his reflection mimicking his actions. But the corner was dark, a deep pool of black that permitted nothing to escape, not even a reflection. In fact, the darkness there seemed even thicker than the rest of the basement. It moved slightly in the flickering candlelight, like a dark pit containing thousands of black vipers that crawled and writhed over and around each other as they sought blindly for food.


  Ella reached out and put a single finger on the upside-down glass that sat on the paper Ouija board. She looked at Matthew and he knew she was waiting for him to follow suit. Again he almost got up and left. Again he quelled the urge. He wouldn’t leave Ella alone.


  His finger went out and he touched the bottom of the glass. His entire arm grew rigid and tight, like he expected to be bitten or burnt at any moment.


  Nothing happened. The candles flickered, shifting the shadows minutely around them, but no other motion caught his eye. He remained alert, but could not help but wonder if this was all just a big joke that Ella was playing on him.


  “What’s this supposed to do?” he asked, as much to break the silence as anything else.


  “We ask questions, and if there’s a ghost, it answers us by making the glass move over letters to spell something out.”


  Matthew nodded, but at the same time he said, “Can’t we do this upstairs?”


  Ella shook her head impatiently. “All the websites say it works better in the dark.” She took a deep breath and her eyelids dropped. “Close your eyes,” she said.


  Matthew did not want to do that. Bad enough they were summoning ghosts or demons or whatever. Worse that they were doing it in a dark and thoroughly creepy basement. Adding closed eyes that would just allow any nearby monsters to get to them that much easier seemed like the dictionary definition of “bad idea.”


  Still, the alternative to certain death at the fangs of slobbering hordes of demons would be for Ella to call him a wimp again. He closed his eyes.


  He waited.


  Nothing happened.


  He peeked a bit. Not enough to warrant a “wuss” label, but enough to see that Ella was still sitting quietly, one finger on the glass that still sat – unmoving – on the Ouija page. Nothing else.


  He closed his eye again.


  Nothing continued to happen.


  After what felt like a full year of waiting, he said, “Are you going to talk, or am I supposed to?”


  “Shut up,” Ella barked. But he guessed she was getting bored, too, because only a second later she said, “Are there any spirits in the room?”


  Matthew expected the air to get heavy, like it was going to rain in the basement. But everything stayed the same as it was. The cold concrete floor bit through the thin cloth of his shorts and he could feel his butt falling asleep. He was still touching the glass on the Ouija board, but he didn’t feel it so much as tremble.


  All in all, it was pretty anticlimactic.


  He waited another year or two, then opened one eye again. He looked at the glass they were both touching. Candlelight flickered off the glass, throwing tiny shards of yellow light on the paper below it. The letters on the printed page seemed to dance a bit, but other than that there was no movement, no hint of anything at all.


  “When’s something supposed to happen?” he asked.


  Ella cracked an eye open. He wondered how they both looked, sitting here on the floor in a circle of candles and staring at each other through a single open eye each. The image almost made him giggle, but a sound cut off the impulse. It was a low thrumming, like a bumble bee caught in a padded box. Ella let out a little scream, and that made Matthew scream, which made Ella scream louder.


  She glared at him and reached into her pocket, pulling out her cell phone. Matthew sighed. “Geez,” he said. “How many times a day do you need to text Jamie?”


  Ella turned up her nose like she had just found out she was next in line to be High Queen of Snotville. “She’s my best friend. And you’re just jealous ‘cause Dad said you’re too young for a cell phone.”


  She looked at the phone. Matthew was sitting close enough to see the word “Jamie” on the screen. No surprise. What was a surprise was that there was no accompanying text. He was pretty sure Jamie suffered from some weird kind of text-diarrhea, so to see her name without a text message attached was beyond weird.


  Matthew looked away then as something caught his eye. He shifted to look straight at it. For a moment he thought he was going crazy as a tiny fragment of shadow pulled away from the rest of the darkness. It skittered across the floor like water dancing on a hot pan, and as it did Matthew realized what it was and relaxed. The shadows weren’t moving.


  It was just a roach.


  That was gross, because he didn’t like the idea of living in a roach-infested house. Then again, it allowed for some interesting possibilities – like catching one or two and putting them in Ella’s shoes.


  He looked back at her and saw her looking down at the phone screen, her fingers moving. The electronic glare of the phone lit her face weirdly, casting long shadows across her cheekbones, boring dark pits where her eyes should have been.


  And the glass moved under his finger.


  He stared at it in shock. He hadn’t done it, hadn’t moved his finger at all, he was sure.


  But the glass had shifted. Not far, not to anything in particular. Just a quick lurch, maybe a quarter-inch.


  “Um, El,” he said.


  “Hold on,” she muttered. She stared at her phone, clearly waiting for a return message.


  The glass trembled under his finger again. This time he pulled away, yanking his finger back and then looking at the tip as though he expected to find it burnt to a cinder. The flesh was smooth and unbroken.


  Matthew looked back at the glass. It moved again. There could be no mistaking it: it pushed slowly across the paper on the concrete basement floor.


  Matthew shifted to sit closer to his sister. “Ella,” he said again. His voice came out small and frightened, a trembling animal in a world that was far too big for it.


  “Hold on,” she repeated. Her phone buzzed. He could see the exchange on the screen from where he was sitting.


  Jamie:


  Ella: What’s up?


  Jamie: Nothing. Why did U call me?


  Ella: I didn’t.


  The phone buzzed again.


  Jamie: U DID call me.


  Matthew wanted to speak, to grab Ella by the shoulders and shake her until she listened, until she looked at the glass that was still moving ever-so-slowly across the paper. But instead he watched the text interchange, as though watching something so normal and mundane might cast out the unreality of what was happening right in front of him, might banish it to whatever strange dimension it had come from.


  Ella entered another line.


  Ella: when did I call u?


  The phone was silent for a moment. Silent but Ella didn’t look up; didn’t see the glass crawling along in front of her. The phone vibrated again.


  Jamie: Just now.


  Before Ella could punch in her reply, the candle flames leapt sideways as one, and then went out. The only light in the basement was suddenly the blue-white screen of Ella’s cell phone. Matthew’s skin felt like it turned inside out, and the small hairs on the back of his neck stood stiffly at attention.


  There was no breeze. No way that the candles could have blown out.


  He heard a tiny sound, a light scrabbling. The roach? He cast his eyes around, but saw nothing in the darkness.


  The phone droned again. Another message appeared.


  Jamie: U called the spirits.


  Gorge rose in the back of Matthew’s throat and it was all he could do to keep from gagging on it… and on the fear that he could feel writhing through his stomach. He peeked at Ella. Her face looked deathly pale in the light of the LED screen. She swallowed, and typed something out. Matthew read the words as they appeared, and though he was old enough to read silently he read them aloud, as though by doing so he could control what was happening.


  “Is… this… Jamie?” he read. He looked at Ella. “Who else would it be?” he said, though he didn’t expect her to have an answer for him.


  The return message came back. And it came fast. Faster than normal, too fast for the cruddy coverage they had here.


  Jamie: No.


  Ella typed again. Again Matthew read the words aloud. He knew the world had gone crazy. Not only because of what was happening, but because in any other conceivable circumstance Ella would have griped him out thoroughly for reading her texts at all, let alone reading them aloud.


  Now, however, she said nothing. Just sat silently as Matthew read, “Who… are… you?”


  Ella pressed “send,” and Matthew grabbed Ella’s arm. Something was coming. He could feel it like a flash flood coursing toward them.


  “Ella, I’m scared.”


  Her chin bobbed up and then down, the motion so quick and jerky it was more a twitch than a full nod. But it was enough to tell him clearly that she was scared, too.


  The phone:


  Jamie: Not Jamie. Someone else. Someone not Jamie.


  The need to vomit was beyond urgent now. Matthew held his hand halfway between his lap and his mouth, ready to clap it over his mouth if he spewed. The thought went through his mind that Ella would never forgive him if he chucked his breakfast all over her clothes.


  Ella was typing again.


  Ella: Where are u?


  She pressed “send” again. The phone buzzed instantly.


  Jamie: Behind u.


  Chapter 19:

  

  Album


  



  A lot of the people who kill their children seem to do it by drowning them. At first I didn’t know why, but now I think I understand.


  When you drown them, there is nothing between them and you. You can see their eyes when it happens. And the thing inside you finds their despair delicious.


  



  Shane sat down on the bed and watched Kari for a few minutes. She gave no sign she was interested in his presence or even aware of him at all. Just kept working at whatever she had on the desk.


  Shane thought about going to her, perhaps laying a hand on her shoulder. But he resisted. He had tried that a few times early on, when she had first come here. She either acted like he was trying to hurt her, which was bad, or just flat out ignored him, which was worse.


  “The kids are doing great,” he said. The words came dry out of his mouth, chalky and false. He felt like he was on autopilot, flying blindly toward a destination that he didn’t know and with no thought of the future beyond just trying not to crash and burn and die.


  “They miss you.” He looked at his hands, which were clenched tightly in his lap. He tried to make them relax but failed. They remained twisted up in each other, a knot of flesh and blood and bone. “Ella,” he said, and his fingers grew dark as the blood pooled in them, “Ella’s struggling. I told her that she could come see you when she’s ready but –”


  The last word was barely out of his throat when it was drowned by a shriek that ripped through the small cell, bouncing off the partially sound-proofed walls and shredding his eardrums. He didn’t have time to notice the pain of the sound itself, though, because in the same instant something pushed him off the bed.


  Kari. It was Kari. She had never done something like this before, but she was doing it now. She was screaming non-stop, her hands around his neck as she choked him. Her eyes roamed wildly, spittle spraying across his face.


  “Keep them away from me! You hear that? Keep them away!”


  The choking was ineffectual but painful. He managed to tear her fingers away from his throat, gasping both to get more air and at the pain of her nails tearing his skin. The cell door slammed open and Ben ran in. He fell on Kari and for a moment Shane bore the combined weight of his wife and the heavyset nurse. Then the weight lessened as Ben yanked Kari away. She resisted, shrieking and screaming, her nails raking the air inches in front of Shane’s face.


  Shane couldn’t believe this was happening. Kari had been… if not better, at least not violent… since the day after the attempts on him and Ella and then her failed effort to commit suicide. She had withdrawn instantly into herself, barely seeming to notice the whirlwind trips from home to prison and from prison to Mount Shade. She had come out of it a bit of late, and had even been given reading materials, limited computer access, and paper and pens to write with.


  But this… her face looked mad, horrifying, expressions of rage and fear he had never seen on her before. Not even the night she tried to kill him, not even then. Then, her face had been different, like she was wearing someone else’s expressions. This, though, was undeniably Kari. He saw terror and rage in her eyes, but they were her eyes.


  “Keep them away!” she screamed over and over. Ben was screaming, too, a muddled mix of instructions to Kari and to Shane. A few moments later another pair of nurse/orderlies – both of them just as big as Ben but utterly lacking the warmth and humanity that characterized the personable nurse – stampeded into the room. They helped Ben pin Kari down. One of them pulled out a small syringe and stabbed it into Kari’s neck, the plunger slamming home the instant the needle broke her skin.


  Shane watched it all in stunned horror. He felt like the world was ending. And not for the first time. This was almost worse, because the hope he had been nursing over the last year, the optimistic expectation that if he just hung in long enough everything could return to normal, shattered into a million pieces as his insane wife’s hands clawed at the air. It looked for a moment like she was fighting someone, an actual being who was as real as Shane though utterly unseen.


  His vision doubled, then tripled as tears sprung unbidden to his eyes. He wiped them away with the back of his hand, unsure whether they were tears for Kari or for himself. He was suddenly tired, so tired. The entire reason he had uprooted the family was to be here, to be close enough that his weekly trips didn’t break the bank with travel costs, to be close enough that maybe the kids would come with him, to be close enough that he could start to repair the family.


  But how was he going to repair something that was so broken? Something that was so constantly close to the edge of madness?


  For a moment a thought leapt into his mind: Just end it. He suddenly saw himself holding a knife to his own throat, pulling it across his neck. Blood flowed like a warm bib across his chest before soaking into his shirt and pants in a widening cone of crimson.


  Shane gasped with the strength of the thought. No, more than a thought: it was a vision, a revelation. Certainty filled his mind, an assurance so complete that the moment suddenly ceased being a product of his imagination and for a moment became reality, intimate and inevitable.


  Then he snapped out of the dream. He wondered how long he had been gripped by the grisly image of his own suicide. Kari was back on the bed, her head lolling bonelessly to the side as Ben maneuvered her onto the crisp linen covers.


  The nurse glanced at Shane. “You okay, Mr. Wills?”


  Am I? Am I even here? Or is this Hell? Have I already killed myself?


  He shook his head, clearing it of the cobwebs that had set in during his mental absence. “I’m fine.” He wasn’t. His stomach twisted in horror. And the worst thing was that it wasn’t horror at the image he had seen, it was horror brought by the fact that he missed it. Like he had seen a future that was to be earnestly desired and sought for. A future that was not grim, but joyful.


  Everything ends. Even you. Even the children.


  The thought made him tremble. Not with trepidation, but with anticipation. The vision came to him again, the sight of his own hand drawing a shining knife across his throat. Only this time he realized that there was more to what he was seeing. He didn’t exist in a vacuum of imagination, he was not alone.


  There were two others there. Two people behind him. Not standing, but laying on a white floor that ran thick with blood like red rivers across a perfect snowy field.


  Ella, her chest still oozing from the cuts that had flayed her skin back in thick sheets. Her face glistening with sweat, one cheek peeled back so it hung loosely from the skull beneath. Her mouth was moving, but no sound came out. None would: her throat had been cleanly slit, and blood from the wound bubbled around the air that pushed through her windpipe on its way to her larynx, only to find itself rerouted uselessly through the gash. Shane could see that the blood was dripping into the wound as much as spraying out of it: Ella was drowning in her own gore.


  Beside her, Matthew. He was utterly motionless, a cool breeze that had been stilled by hot death. His throat was a mangled mess of blood and skin, his shirt pulled up around his chest. His stomach was a gaping maw of flesh, intestines spilled in dark coils around him.


  His eyes were gone.


  Shane gasped. He closed his own eyes. It was a useless gesture, but he had to do something, had to try to banish the vision somehow.


  It worked. When he opened his eyes he was back in Mount Shade. Ben was still getting Kari into bed, but the quick glances he threw Shane’s way spoke loud and clear about his concern for more than just the official patient.


  Shane shook his head again and pushed himself to his hands and knees. He stood slowly, blood pounding tympani in his head. Black swirls curled at the edges of his vision, and he concentrated on fighting them back. He would have welcomed oblivion right now, but what if unconsciousness brought a return of the vision? A return of the image of his children, dead at his own hand?


  Worse, what if he found himself locked into a return of the sudden thrill he had experienced when seeing them so defiled? The sated sensation, as though he had just finished the most perfect meal ever prepared?


  He exhaled, forcing the air out of his lungs, then pulled in a heavy draught of new air. Shane repeated the action several times before he felt control return.


  The image of the dead children faded.


  The feeling – that damnable, hopeful, aroused feeling – did not.


  Kari was in her bed. Her jaw hung slack, ropy strands of drool making their way down her cheek. Ben pulled a handkerchief out from his pocket and dabbed at her. He was still looking at Shane with concern.


  Shane turned away from Ben’s (to him) accusing stare. He moved to the desk Kari had been sitting at before this particular episode of My Shitty Life had started.


  An album sat on the desk. It had a simple, unadorned cover of brown leather. He had never seen it before.


  He opened it.


  And immediately wished he hadn’t.


  It was mostly drawings. Page after page of hand-drawn sketches and collages made of pictures that must have been raggedly torn from whatever magazines Kari could get her hands on.


  The book assaulted his eyes, colors and pictures and drawings placed seemingly at random on every page. The only thing every page seemed to have in common was its subject: children. And not just children, but dead children. Hand-drawn pictures of small bodies floating in blood, images from magazines that showed the cadavers of infants being lain out side by side, others that showed dead children being pushed into mass graves in what was surely some war-torn nation that most people in the United States hadn’t even heard of.


  Shane’s stomach twisted nauseatingly. What was this? How had she gotten these images, and why hadn’t her doctors put a stop to this strange passion project? The idea of things returning to normal receded still further from the realm of possibility as he turned page after page.


  A new baby, strangled by its own umbilicus.


  A young boy sitting at a Christmas tree, his head hanging loose and limp above a slit neck.


  A teenage girl on the couch with her boyfriend, holding hands with him, arms around shoulders, eyes stabbed out.


  He turned another page. This one was almost a relief, as there were no images on it. Only a few words, scrawled in thick black writing:


  Once mine, mine forever.


  Once mine, mine forever.


  ONCE MINE, MINE FOREVER.


  And though at first it was a welcome change, to see words instead of images of death come too early, Shane’s relief quickly faded. There was something wrong about the words. Something disturbing.


  And familiar.


  He frowned and suddenly wanted to call his children. He pulled his cell phone out and was halfway to dialing when he realized that the screen said “Emergency Service Only.” No bars.


  He put the phone back, and a strange sense of understanding swept through him. He suddenly realized that, in the back of his mind, he hadn’t been calling to hear his children’s voices. Hadn’t been calling to make sure they were okay.


  He had been calling to see if they were dead.


  And he had been hoping that they were.


  Chapter 20:

  

  Hands


  



  It cuts across socio-economic lines. Race does not seem to be the issue. There are no easy explanations that the scientists have been able to find, though I did find one pattern: more mothers kill children under five than fathers do.


  Why? Are mothers are more desperate? More malleable? Do they hate their children more, just like they also (so people believe) love them more?


  I don’t think so. I think it’s because the urge that drives them to kill is a uniquely feminine one. Unlike schizophrenia, or a brain tumor, this thing that drives us to kill our children has a gender. It does not merely appeal to women, it is WOMAN.


  



  At first Ella just wanted to throw up. Now the nausea was gone, but she felt like someone had rammed an icicle between her shoulders, destroying her spine and piercing her heart.


  She turned her head. Slowly. Like she was moving to face a wild and unstable animal. Matthew was doing the same, and for a moment their gazes met. His eyes glimmered in the light of the cell phone, twin stars that shone in the night sky of his face. She wondered if she looked as scared as he did. Probably. Maybe more so.


  Their heads kept turning, rotating on their necks in unison as though controlled by a single remote. Soon Matthew was looking over his shoulder. Ella was doing the same. Both looking behind them.


  There was nothing there. Only black. Only darkness so thick she couldn’t pierce it.


  Nothing’s there. Nothing’s there nothing can be there nothing’s there because this isn’t real it isn’t real and nothing’s there.


  Ella held her cell phone high. The display light shimmied back and forth as her hand shook so hard she was surprised she didn’t drop it. She turned the phone around so the glowing screen faced behind them, and swung it in a slow half-circle.


  The screen only illuminated a few feet behind them, a cotton ball of light trying to absorb an ocean of inky blackness. There was nothing there. Nothing visible, anyway.


  Ella moved the phone back and forth a few times in a tight arc.


  Nothing.


  Nothing.


  Nothing.


  And then the last time. She swung the light to the side, and something was there and it was a face and it was small and pale like the blood had been drained from it and it had black eyes so black they seemed to pull the light into them and not let go and then she was screaming and the cell phone light turned off and she was still screaming and clutching at Matthew and he was grabbing her too and they were screaming each other’s names.


  “Ella!”


  “Matthew!”


  “Ella, help!”


  “I’m here, I’m here, I’m here!”


  His hands grabbed her arms.


  Something thudded behind them. Something heavy. Solid. She heard something creak, then thought she heard the dry whisper of something moving across the concrete floor.


  “Hold my hand!” she screamed.


  Matthew fumbled along her arm until he managed to get a grip on her hand. His hand was warm and sweaty and normally she wouldn’t have been caught dead holding it like this but now she held it so tight it must have hurt him.


  Ella touched the side of her phone with her other hand, and the phone light blinked on again. She held it in front of her, and though the screen was only bright enough to illuminate a small patch around them, it was enough. Enough to chase away the darkness for a moment. Enough to see Matthew’s hand, holding tight to hers.


  Enough to see another hand, pale and small, reaching for them. A child’s hand, fingers smaller than Matthew’s reaching out, nail beds that were blue and dead at the end of them.


  Ella screamed and dropped the phone. It clattered across the floor, the light from the screen spinning shadows like spider webs.


  And the shadows were moving. They crawled over one another, in and through themselves, shifting and changing constantly in a dark kaleidoscope of terror.


  Ella jumped to her feet, yanking Matthew along with her. He was screaming wordlessly –


  (or is that me is that me screaming or is it Matthew oh please God let it be one of us and not whatever else is down here whatever thing has come)


  – the sound joining the writhing darkness like another thread in a tapestry that was weaving itself around them, slowing them down, trying to stop them from leaving.


  Something hit her shins, ripping the skin apart. Blood trickled down her legs. Ella screamed, sure that it was part of whatever was happening, that it was something that would destroy them. Then she realized it was the edge of the lowest step.


  Ella jumped forward, stumbling and almost falling as she pulled Matthew with her up the first steps. She went down on hands and knees but didn’t stop moving, crawling up the stairs, lurching upward. Her lungs couldn’t get enough air, straining at the confines of her ribcage but still not managing to get the oxygen they needed.


  Matthew screamed, and she pulled him faster. Faster, faster. But fast enough?


  Then they were in the light, the bright light of the kitchen. Ella stumbled on the tile floor, trying to regain her balance. She still had Matthew’s hand in her own, fingers tangled tightly together. Matthew was crying. Snot ran out of his nose. She didn’t care. She just wanted to get away from the basement and from whatever it held.


  “Come on, come on, come on!” she screamed, and yanked Matthew hard enough he cried out and his free hand flew to his shoulder. She worried for a second that she might have separated or even dislocated the kid’s shoulder, but then her mind refocused on what they were running from and she pulled him along even harder.


  Then she stopped, letting go of Matthew’s hand long enough to dart back toward the basement. She saw a quick flash of her brother’s face, tears streaming down his cheeks and his eyes perfectly round and bright with terror.


  “Ella, no!” he shrieked as she passed him. She ignored him, even though she wanted nothing more than to keep running. She reached into the stairwell, and knew that she was going to lose her arm, would draw back only a stump that spurted blood after being ripped off by whatever monster was down there.


  She tried to throw the thought out. Focused on Matthew. Had to save Matthew. Had to protect her brother.


  Ella fumbled until she found what she was looking for, her fingers brushing against and then closing around the spherical shape of a doorknob. She pulled the basement door shut convulsively, then locked it. She didn’t know if doing so would help, but it was all she could think to do to protect them.


  “Come on,” she said, turning to Matthew and grabbing his arm again. He winced in pain or maybe fear, but came with her as she pulled him out of the kitchen, through the hall and into Dad’s office. She didn’t realize she was heading there at first, but as soon as they were in the room she realized that she had automatically gone to the closest place with both a lockable door and a phone.


  She slammed the door shut and locked it. Matthew stood behind her, his breath coming in quick gasps that sounded far too shallow. His face looked haggard and his gaze was far away. He reminded her of a soldier just returned from some terrible war.


  Ella turned from him. He didn’t seem hurt physically, and there was nothing she could do about his mental state right now.


  She picked up the phone on their dad’s desk and dialed his cell number. The phone rang once, a single electronic beep that ended in mid-tone. A click, and her father’s voice came on.


  “Hi –” he began.


  “Dad!” she yelled. “Daddy, help us, we’re at home and we –”


  “– you’ve reached Shane Wills. I’m away from the phone right now so –”


  Ella didn’t hear the rest of the phone message. “Shit,” she spat, and slammed the receiver to the cradle.


  “Ella,” said Matthew. His voice was strangely expressionless, like a computer rendering of his voice instead of the real thing. “Dad says not to say words like –”


  His voice cut off as a sound penetrated the door. A scratching sound. Like a cat or a small dog that wanted to be let out to pee. But Ella knew that it was no such thing. The sound was not claws but nails, small and black, scraping along the thick wood of the door. A child’s hand, dead but somehow moving, pawing at the door and trying to get through to the other side.


  Something touched her and she twitched, her panic-tightened muscles ready for flight, but it was only Matthew grabbing her hand.


  “What do we do?” he whispered.


  Ella moved away from the door. She ran to the window. She pulled her hand out of Matthew’s grasp – she had to practically break his fingers to do so – and grabbed at the smooth wood of the sash. Her fingers pressed against it the window, friction holding them to the wood as she pulled up.


  For an awful moment she thought the window wouldn’t open. It was going to stick, it was going to trap them in here with only a thin sheet of wood between them and whatever thing had come for them.


  Then the moment ended and the window slid upward. She didn’t throw it all the way open, just far enough that she could slide through the gap.


  Matthew pawed at her leg. “Wait for me!” he said, and now the emotion was back in his voice, raw panic strangling the words as they emerged.


  She pulled him with her, the two of them tumbling out of the window and falling together. The ground below was thankfully soft, but Matthew landed on top of her and that was enough to send the breath whooshing out of her.


  Ella pushed her brother off, then stood and helped him up. He started running immediately, pulling her along. She didn’t resist. She wanted to get away, too. But in the back of her mind she wondered where they could go. The house was remote – purposefully so, their dad had wanted to get them away from city hubbub when they moved closer to Mom – so there weren’t any neighbors for miles. Just forest and backwoods roads.


  But that didn’t matter. All that mattered for now was getting away from the house. From the thing inside it.


  She looked over her shoulder a moment later, just a quick look at the house. The office window was open. She could see inside it.


  Something was in there.


  She turned away quickly, eyes forward so she didn’t slip and fall like any of the silly bimbos in so many B-grade horror movies. But she couldn’t erase the sight of the office from her mind. Couldn’t erase the vision of the open window, the curtains fluttering like frightened butterflies… and the small shape that stood behind them. She ran.


  She just hoped they would be able to run far enough.


  Chapter 21:

  

  Change


  



  In prison interviews, many women who have killed their children still call themselves “good mothers.” People scratch their heads at that. They don’t understand.


  Is it because the women are insane? Maybe.


  Of course, there’s another possibility: they’re right. Maybe they still are good mothers. Because what happened wasn’t their fault.


  But if not their fault, then whose?


  Or what’s?


  



  Shane barely noticed anything about the drive back from Mount Shade. He had been lost for the entire drive. Not lost physically – his body knew the route and drove it automatically, almost without any conscious thought on his part – but adrift in a sea of thought so deep and fast-moving it was almost a physical presence. Questions pounded at him. What was he going to do about Kari’s apparent backsliding? What should he tell the kids? What did the album mean, if anything? What about those words, “Once mine, mine forever”?


  And through it all, under and above and around the thoughts, images of his children kept flashing through his mind. He didn’t want them there, he rejected them as soon as they came, the mental pictures of Ella dying, of Matthew with his eyes and stomach ripped apart. But as fast as he tossed them out, they came again.


  Ella, her mouth moving but no sound coming out.


  No, don’t think about it.


  Matthew, coils of intestine piled around him.


  No. It hasn’t happened.


  The two children, their blood mingling in a dark flood around them.


  No, goddammit, no!


  The blood reaching out for him like a living creature.


  No, please, no.


  Yes.


  Yes.


  Shane could feel himself becoming aroused, and felt at once excited and nauseous.


  He loved his children. He wanted only the best for them. Only the best for all of them.


  Sometimes dying is the best thing.


  He shook his head, so upset at the thought that he had to physically demonstrate that he didn’t agree with it, even if the only person to see was himself.


  But that couldn’t be true, could it? He couldn’t disagree with the idea. Not completely. Because the thought had come from him – had sounded like his own voice in his mind. So he had to agree with it, didn’t he? At least a little.


  Dying is the best thing.


  No.


  New images came unbidden: children living without love in orphanages, abused in foster homes. Babies born with defects so severe they were barely alive. Children of addiction, crack addicts and meth-heads from the womb. Kids who lived in cramped mobile homes, children whose parents packed them into the family car each night because that was all they could afford for shelter.


  Wouldn’t they be better off?


  The sick feeling in his stomach spread out, battling with the excitement that heated his groin and sent sweat pouring from his skin.


  This isn’t me.


  Then who is it?


  Something appeared in his headlights. Shane was so deep in thought he almost didn’t realize what it was, but when he did he was glad for it, because it pulled his mind away from the alien thoughts that seemed to be taking over.


  His foot came off the accelerator and jammed down on the brake and the car lurched almost instantly to a halt. He hadn’t been going very fast so he barely felt the seatbelt bite into his neck as the car shuddered to a stop. Even if he had been going a hundred miles an hour, though, and had slammed into the side of the Empire State Building, he doubted he would have felt it.


  He got out of the car and hurried to what he had seen. To the twin figures holding each other on the side of the road.


  “Ella?” he said. “Matthew?”


  The kids didn’t answer. They just shivered and then let go of each other and ran to him and grabbed him around his legs and waist. For a horrible second Shane was worried that they would feel the physical evidence of the excitement that had been throbbing through him only a moment before. But then that worry fled, replaced by a more welcome concern for the kids.


  “What’s going on?” he said.


  Matthew started talking first, but Shane couldn’t make much sense of it. The words were English, but disjointed and spoken in a hitching voice that seemed to be constantly on the edge of tears. He heard the words “ghost” and “dead boy” and “cell phone.” That was when he turned to Ella – when he heard about the cell phone. Cell phones were her territory.


  “What’s he talking about?” Shane demanded. He knelt down and hugged Matthew tightly to him. The images of his children dead and dying were gone now, banished by the urgency of the moment. He was glad. Even though something bad had clearly happened, whatever it had been was worth it if it meant he would stop thinking about… about….


  Ella. Bloody throat. Mouth moving.


  Stop it!


  He forced his thoughts back into the present and realized that Ella was speaking. How long had she been talking? he wondered, and realized it could have been a long time. Minutes, perhaps. He felt strange. Disconnected, like he was drunk or high on something, a wall of opaque plastic between him and his children.


  Focus. Focus.


  Their bodies, the blood –


  “… and that’s when we climbed out of the window.” Ella paused, looking almost breathless, as though she hadn’t been telling what happened but running wind-sprints.


  Shane tried to think backwards, to coax her story out of whatever part of him had not been fantasizing about his children’s deaths. Some of it came to the surface of his thoughts, but it still made no sense. The kids had looked for ghosts? Had gone into the basement and seen a specter of some kind? With the cell phone?


  Cell phone. There were those words again.


  Shane’s jaw clenched as he rocked Matthew back and forth in his arms. He glared at Ella. “Were you playing some kind of a joke on your brother? Because if you were it wasn’t a very funny one.”


  “No, I wasn’t, I –”


  “I mean… Geez, Ella, I know you don’t like it here, but do you have to scare the life out of your brother to make your point?” Anger welled up in him, bubbling through confusion and creating a thick mélange of emotions that pulled him in too many different directions to count.


  Ella blinked and Shane realized she was trying not to cry. He wanted to reach out and hold her, too. He wanted to grab her and pull her to him and to Matthew and hold them tight and never let them go, just keep them there forever, frozen in a moment where they were all safe.


  But he didn’t. Partly because he had his hands full with Matthew. And partly because he wanted to watch Ella crying. The thought was almost…


  Delicious.


  He shook his head again, then stood. He held Matthew tight to him as he rose, his little boy’s face buried in his chest. The scar on his chest twinged as it grew warm from tears that quickly saturated his shirt.


  What’s happening to me?


  But he knew nothing was happening to him. Nothing could be happening to him, because if it was, then what would Matthew and Ella have left? Their grandparents were all dead, they had no other family but him. So he was fine. He had to be. This was all something he could fix. He just had to figure out how to do it.


  Ella, drowning in her blood. Matthew, eyes gouged out.


  Shane did his best to throw the thoughts away, to cast them out of his mind, but they wouldn’t go. Desperate, he focused on what he knew about what was happening. The kids were standing in the middle of the road miles away from the house. Matthew was terrified. Ella –


  It’s her fault.


  “Dammit, Ella,” he said. It was all he could muster as the fear and confusion that bubbled through him now combined to form a new element: anger. He stalked away from her and went back to the car, Matthew dangling from his arms like a newborn.


  Ella didn’t say anything, but he heard her tennis shoes crunching over pebbles and dirt behind him. He got in the car, still holding Matthew in his arms. His back spasmed as he maneuvered himself into the front seat. His son was getting too heavy for something like this. Too big to hold. Too big to shield from the dangerous world outside.


  Shane sat in the car for a moment, just holding his quietly crying son in his arms. He suddenly felt like a new father again, holding his second child in his arms, loving him and hating him and hoping for the future and worried that the baby would never grow up and learn how to sleep through the night. His fingers curled his son’s downy hair in the memory of then, and in the reality of now he did the same, running fingers through Matthew’s wavy locks.


  Only gradually did he return to himself again, and realized that Matthew was asleep in his arms. He wondered what time it was. The dashboard clock said it was after eight, but could that be right? Could it be so late, could he have lost so much time today?


  The car was still running. He shifted Matthew into the crook of his arm and put the car in gear with his free hand. He drove the last miles home like that, his sleeping son in his arm and his silent daughter in the back of the car.


  When they got to the house, Shane pulled up directly in front of the door and got out. Matthew stirred in his arms but didn’t wake. He went into the house and was dimly aware that Ella followed him after standing alone on the porch for a long time, as though deciding whether or not to return to where he had found her and Matthew on the side of the road.


  He carried Matthew up the steps and into his room. He put his son in bed still-clothed and then pulled the covers up to his neck. Matthew didn’t stir. He looked almost unreal, just a small face in a bed that suddenly seemed too large for him. Shane put a hand on his son’s head. He didn’t tousle his hair this time, just touched him, as though to remind himself that his son was still real, was still there.


  Eventually he turned away and left the room. He hadn’t turned on the lights in the bedroom, so all he had to do was swing the door shut before turning to see Ella’s door open a crack and the light on inside. He felt calmer now. Putting his son into bed had been a balm to his troubled mind. The thoughts of Matthew and Ella, dead and dying, had retreated to a faraway part of him and no longer seemed so vivid or real.


  He wondered for a moment if he was going crazy. But only a moment, and then that thought, too, fled to the deep shadows in the darkest corner of his thoughts.


  Shane knocked lightly on Ella’s door. He heard no reply, but the knock itself pushed the door open enough that he could see his daughter sitting on the bed. She was staring at nothing, plugged into her iPod as usual, twitching every so often as though passing through a waking dream.


  A flutter of anger returned to his chest. She was always listening to that damn music player, ever since her mother left them, ever since Kari disappeared into madness and their family broke to pieces. For a moment he wanted to rip the earbuds out of her ears and throw the iPod against the wall or stomp on it or take a hammer to it. Anything to get rid of the music, to get rid of the sonic wall she seemed to be building around himself.


  He forced the feeling away, pushed it down and ground it into his stomach until he couldn’t feel it any more. He stepped into Ella’s room. She didn’t say anything, didn’t even look at him. Shane just waited.


  Eventually she turned her head slightly and her eyes met his. Shane crossed his arms against his chest as a frown crept over his features. The anger was back. He pushed it down again, but this time only managed to force it into a dull ache that hunched at the pit of his stomach.


  He waited until Ella finally sighed and pulled the earbuds out.


  “I’m really disappointed in you,” he said. As soon as he said it he knew it was the wrong thing and wished he could catch the words and put them in his pocket and walk away before Ella heard them. He wanted to start this differently, to hug her and ask her what was going on and why she was acting like this, but those words stayed put in the base of his throat.


  Ella’s eyes widened. “What? Disappointed in me? Why?” Genuine-seeming surprise cartwheeled across her visage. Shane felt like saying sorry. But he also felt the anger in his stomach push up into his throat and choke out any kindness. He couldn’t remember ever feeling so conflicted, so at odds with himself.


  I’m sorry, honey. What’s wrong? What am I missing? God knows I’m trying, but I guess He also knows I’m failing. So what can I do better?


  He heard the words, but again they only sounded in his mind. Out loud he said, “I know you don’t like it here. You’ve made that very clear. But scaring your bother….”


  The surprise on Ella’s face was replaced by shock and outrage. “You think I did that? You think I made the glass move around on its own? You think that I made the phone say all that creepy stuff? That I had someone else down in the basement with me to scare Matthew?”


  Shane didn’t know what Ella was talking about. And again he heard the right words in his mind, asking her what she was talking about, asking her to please explain, to please help him to understand. But again he didn’t say those words, didn’t say the right thing. Indeed, the right thing didn’t seem to be as strong, seemed to be pulling away and growing faint, like a whale under a boat, mammoth and important but seen only dimly and then gone as it went deep.


  “No, I don’t think you did those things,” he said, still wondering vaguely what “those things” had been. “But I do think you got him into a situation where his imagination was likely to run away with him.”


  “Dad, I didn’t do it.”


  Shane frowned. What didn’t she do? What was he missing?


  Everything. You’re missing everything.


  Almost, he started over. Almost, he asked her to back up and just tell him what she was feeling, what she wanted. But in that instant he saw her again, choking on blood, wheezing for breath as she bled to death. He swallowed as though it were him who was drowning on dry land.


  He didn’t ask what happened. He couldn’t speak.


  Ella apparently mistook his silence for an invitation to explain. She told him about making a Ouija board, about going into the basement and getting messages from a ghost, about seeing a child reaching for them. The words glanced off him like he was surrounded by some kind of psychic barrier that kept him apart from… from… what?


  From reality. You’re losing yourself.


  He shook his head. Grabbed onto the only words he could suddenly remember, the only concept that could still be focused on behind the all-too-real image of Ella dying.


  “Where’s your cell phone?” he managed.


  Ella looked surprised. He felt better, suddenly and strangely glad he wasn’t the only one who didn’t seem to know what was going on here. He clung to the knowledge of her confusion like a drowning man holding to a life preserver.


  Only no, that was wrong wasn’t it? He wasn’t holding to a life preserver, he was holding to another drowning person, bringing them both down faster as they both fought to stay afloat.


  “I dropped it,” said Ella. “I dropped the phone in the basement.”


  Shane nodded and walked out of the room. He heard Ella following him a moment later, her light footsteps echoing his heavier ones as he walked through the hall and then descended the steps. He went to the kitchen. There was a mirror in the hall, and as he passed it Shane thought he saw something out of the corner of his eye. It was just the quickest glimpse, a hint more than a solid vision, but when he looked straight at the mirror he saw only himself.


  Was I holding a knife just a second ago? Was my reflection holding a knife?


  Then his feet carried him past the mirror and the moment was gone. He looked over his shoulder and Ella was right there and looking like she didn’t know what was happening but wanting to find out. He turned forward again and went through the kitchen to the basement door. Shane opened it.


  A breath of air touched his nose, stale and warm. That seemed strange for a moment: weren’t most basements cooler than the rest of the house? He almost asked Ella if she felt the air, felt the strangeness – wrongness – of it. But when he looked around he saw that she was paused at edge of the kitchen, not looking at him but staring into the dark hole of the basement, and the moment passed.


  “Come on,” he said, and started down. As he descended he tried to order his thoughts, which kept wanting to tumble to his feet like a bunch of Pick-Up-Sticks, brightly colored and almost impossible to untangle. Ella had seen something down here? Had seen things move without anyone touching them?


  She had seen a ghost?


  He was almost to the bottom before he heard Ella take the first step into the darkness with him. Then she moved quickly, her feet rapping a quick tattoo on the stairs as she flitted after him. He stopped at the bottom and turned on the light. It came on, but seemed dim, like it had somehow lost half its wattage.


  Shane looked at the scene. Candles on the floor, a glass sitting beside a piece of paper in the middle of the basement. He walked to them and looked down for a moment, waiting until Ella drew near. Then he pointed at the mirror that still hunkered in the semi-darkness of the far corner.


  “There’s your ‘ghost,’” he said. “You probably just saw your reflection – maybe Matthew’s – in the mirror. It happened to me, too,” he added, remembering the start he had suffered when he came down here carrying boxes on their first day.


  Ella’s face crinkled, an unreadable expression settling across her features. “Dad, it wasn’t the mirror.” She almost glared at him. “Besides,” she said challengingly, “what about the messages?”


  Shane looked around for a moment until he spotted Ella’s phone sitting on the basement floor. It looked like an alien insect, a strange beetle with a shiny black carapace that sat legless and waiting for the unsuspecting to pass by before striking. Shane bent over and picked it up. His fingers tingled in the instant before he touched the phone, as though he more than half expected it to bite him.


  The phone was warm. Like it had been sitting on a radiator or near a heating vent. But there was no such thing nearby, and the floor itself had been cool when his fingers touched it as he picked up the cell.


  He handed the phone to Ella, and told himself it was just because he wanted to understand. It was just because he wanted answers that he nearly threw the phone into her hands, just because he needed to hear her tell him what had happened and nothing to do with the strange crawling sensation that holding the phone had induced in him.


  “Show me,” he said.


  Ella didn’t look much happier to be holding the phone than he had felt, but she dutifully activated the screen and maneuvered through several menus. She frowned. “They’re….”


  “Yes?”


  Ella’s free hand fluttered in the air like a moth in a net. Confusion and frustration and something else – despair? – fought for control of her expression. “They’re not there. They’re gone.”


  Again the anger welled up in Shane. He had a sudden desire to grab the phone away, to tell her she was forbidden from using it and then to lock her up in the basement for long enough that she wouldn’t bother him with nonsense like this. The impulse quickly faded, only to be replaced by a new urge to grab not the phone but Ella herself. He abruptly wanted to yank her across the basement, to push her face at the mirror, and scream at her to look at herself, to look at the “ghost” that had scared her.


  Then he didn’t want to do that, either. He wanted to push her, yes, but not at the mirror. Rather, he wanted to push her right through it. He wanted to slam her face through the glass, grind it against shards until it bled. Until –


  (until it cut her throat out and ripped the cheekflesh off her skull)


  – until she apologized for wasting his time like this.


  He turned away and walked back up the stairs. His muscles were tight, his teeth gritted as he walked up and forced the insanity down, down, down.


  Again, Shane heard footsteps behind him as Ella followed closely. He had barely stepped all the way into the kitchen before she was there as well, pulling the basement door closed.


  As soon as the door shut with a heavy thud and a click, he felt the urge to –


  (to hurt to rend to tear to kill to FEED)


  – discipline Ella dissipate. He gestured to her to sit down at the table. A moment later he had heated some milk in the microwave and was stirring chocolate powder into a pair of mugs. He handed one to Ella and then sat down across from her. He sipped the hot chocolate slowly. The warm liquid pried the anger loose from his muscles, relaxing him.


  “Look,” he finally said, “I know that this isn’t a perfect setup.”


  Ella’s own mug halted halfway to her mouth. “’Not perfect’?” she said. “Dad, this is way beyond ‘not perfect.’”


  Anger boiled up inside Shane again. It wasn’t fair, he thought. Not fair that I have to take care of everything, have to make money that all goes into that dump of an asylum where Kari isn’t even getting any better but getting worse. Not fair that I have to be a dad and a mom and a nurse and now a child therapist. Not fair that I have to be here at all.


  That I have these children who just make everything worse.


  “What do you want me to do?” he snarled. Ella sat back as though his anger were a physical force pushing her away from him. “I’m trying to work from home, trying to take care of you guys, trying to take care of… of Mom.” He passed a hand over his eyes. His fingers trembled. He took a deep breath. “I’m stretched to the breaking point, El.”


  Ella looked at her hot chocolate. She didn’t drink it, just stared like she was hoping to find answers in the dark liquid. “Can’t we just move back?”


  The exhaustion he felt now settled around his shoulders like a lead weight. “You know we can’t. This is the only place close enough to Mom –”


  “Mom?” Ella interrupted, incredulity drawing the lines of her face tight against the bone. “Mom tried to kill me!”


  “Your mother’s sick. But she still loves you. Always.” The words sounded like a lie when he said them. But what was he supposed to say? “Sorry, Ella, you’re right, your mother tried to kill you and apparently she isn’t getting better she’s getting worse because she’s got a weird little research project going on that apparently consists of fantasizing about kids dying”? No. Not that. He pushed on. “She loves you,” he repeated. “And this....” He gestured around them, taking in the whole house – their whole lives – with a wave of his hand. “This is the only place that we could afford. The hospital bills take damn near everything else, and I won’t have you freaking your brother out and putting just one more strain on the family!” The last words came in a rush, tumbling over each other like ruffians spilling out of a bar in the middle of a fight.


  Ella’s eyes narrowed. The surprise and disbelief that had marked her expression disappeared, replaced by barely-contained rage. She looked like she was going to say something, but instead she just stood up from the table and walked away. Shane heard her stomp down the hall, then up the stairs. Her footsteps pounded through the ceiling as she marched to her room.


  The door slammed and Shane’s heart sank. Not because he was sad at the way the conversation had gone. Not because he was worried about her and Matthew.


  It was because he had been hoping she would trip. Hoping she would fall, tumble end over end down the stairs like a rag doll and never get up.


  What’s happening to me?


  Chapter 22:

  

  Boy


  



  Parents weren’t always so alone. It used to be normal to call on grandparents and in-laws or even extended family to help with child-rearing responsibilities. But now we seem to have entered a period of culturally mandated independence. Having a mother-in-law over is a drag, a socially unconscionable move that signals failure. Forget about having someone move in to help. You can get away with hiring a live-in nanny, but a relative? As the kids say: Puh-lease.


  I wonder why this is. Have we as a society become so focused on the appearance of prosperity that we are willing to sabotage the reality? Or is there something else at work?


  



  Another dream. So many dreams since they had come to this place.


  In the dream, Matthew saw Mommy laying on her bed. And she was Mommy. Not Mom or Mother or even the thing she had become on the night she tried to murder El. Just Mommy, just the lady who gave him cookies on rainy days and once spent three hours building a wicked cool pillow fort that covered nearly the entire living room.


  Mommy was sleeping. She smiled in her sleep, and reached out her arms as though to hug something. Then her arms fell to her sides. She lay limp and lifeless-seeming for a moment, then her eyes snapped open and Matthew – the dream-observer standing in an unseen corner in this room in his mind – knew that Mommy was gone. Her eyes weren’t warm and kind. No cookies, no pillow forts. They were featureless black orbs like the eyes of a shark. Only no, that wasn’t right. They were even crueler than that. They were the eyes of a bug: dark, jeweled spheres that held no human emotion or warmth, only a coldly insectile disdain. There was no love or hate in those eyes, only hunger; only a ravenous need to feed.


  Mommy stood up, and she wasn’t in her room. She wasn’t in Ella’s room, either, or even in the house where it had all happened. No, she was in Matthew’s room, his new room, his now room. She was here, in the place where everything was supposed to be different and where Daddy had brought them so they could fix each other and be a family again.


  Mommy walked to the window and stared out. It was darker outside than it was in the room, and Matthew could see her reflection in the glass. Only in the dark mirror-window it looked even less like Mommy. The cold, hungry eyes were still visible, but the rest of her was subtly different. It was longer, almost serpentine. Mommy was still Mommy in the reflection, but she was also something more. Her arms writhed in the reflection, the implication of something tentacular and ancient. Something that had perhaps wandered along the edges of the Garden of Eden, waiting for something to come out, waiting for its time to feed.


  The glass fogged, and the dream-Matthew knew that it was not his un-Mommy breathing on the window, but the thing inside it, the reflection of eldritch evil that masked a reality just beyond what he could see.


  Mommy – or the thing that Mommy had become – disappeared. The room was silent and still.


  Then there was an electronic roar. A Transformers toy moved across the floor of the bedroom, its eyes lighting up and lights that represented guns on its arms flickering on and off. Shhhh-katakatakatakatakata. The toy rolled across the floor, and Matthew knew that there was something else in the dream with him. Something that could not be seen, but was nonetheless real.


  Sometimes when Ella was feeling especially cranky she griped and complained about church and then challenged Daddy about whether there was a God. “Why can’t we see Him if He’s real?” she would ask. Daddy always answered about faith and hope and things like that, but Matthew knew the real answer: you could see God, just like you could see love on someone’s face or in the cookies they gave you when it rained. He had always been able to see God, and didn’t understand why Ella apparently hadn’t.


  This thing in the room, though, this hidden being that was playing with his toys, was different. Unseen, but also present in a way that perhaps God didn’t choose to be. Matthew couldn’t remember any stories, not even in the Bible, about God showing up to play with a toy.


  Still, even though the thing in his dream was not God, he didn’t feel afraid of it in the way he had been afraid of the un-Mommy, of the thing that turned Mommy’s eyes black and hungry and cold. Whatever was playing with the toy was something good.


  And beyond the first invisible something, Matthew felt another. For a moment he saw the outline of the something, a furry image with a coat as black as a starless sky, a sprinkle of gray on its mouth the thing’s only color. Then it was gone, but the feeling it had brought remained. Matthew thought that whatever it had been – it felt like a dog, a friendly dog, a happy dog, but he could be wrong – it was also good.


  Shhhh-katakatakatakatakata.


  The Transformer’s guns sparkled again. The electronic gunfire pierced the silence of the room as the unseen presence pushed it across the floor. The sound hit Matthew, punching him and pushing him up, out, through.


  His eyes fluttered and the dream was gone, it was all gone his Mommy was gone the thing that had become her was gone….


  But not all gone, he realized. The sound. The sound from his dream was still there. His eyes were open.


  Shhhh-katakatakatakatakata.


  At first he thought the noise was in his mind, just a strange leftover from a bad dream. Then he realized he was awake. Awake and aware and the sound was still going on.


  Shhhh-katakatakatakatakata.


  He turned his head. There was a clock on his bedside table that read 1:12 a.m. The green letters flickered. 1:13.


  He kept turning his head.


  Shhhh-katakatakatakatakata.


  The Transformer was still marching across the floor, its miniature gun-lights flashing on and off as it made its way through his room. At first Matthew wasn’t worried. He thought it must have just had a short-circuit or something. Then he realized that even if it had somehow turned itself on, there was no way the toy could be making its way across the floor. It didn’t do that. It made noises, it turned from airplane to robot and back again, but it did not move on its own.


  As though to reinforce his realization, the Transformer neared an unpacked box. Matthew watched as the toy jerked to the side at the last moment as an unseen hand moved it around the obstacle.


  Matthew felt paralyzed. He dimly remembered the feeling of his dream, the feeling that whatever was holding the toy meant him no harm, but the reality of what was happening quickly swallowed up that sense of calm.


  His breath started coming in shallow gasps. He knew he should do something, but what? What could he do, where could he go to escape whatever was happening in front of him?


  Shhhh-katakata –


  The sound cut off suddenly, as though it had been switched off in the middle of a play-attack on imaginary enemies. Matthew stared at it. Beyond the toy, he could see that his door was slightly ajar. The hall beyond was dark, shadows oozing around the doorframe and invading his room like advance troops in a secret attack.


  He heard a sound. A heavy thump. Another followed. Another.


  Footsteps.


  No sooner had he realized what the sound was than the Transformer – dark and inert only a moment ago – skittered across the floor. But it wasn’t moving like it had before, like someone was pushing it along as he/she/it played. Rather, it flew across the room with a dry click-clack, spinning on three axes as it bounced and jounced. Matthew wondered why it had done that, and then suddenly he knew.


  Whatever had been moving it had kicked the toy. Not in a fit of fury or passion, but in fear. The invisible toy-lover was running away from the maker of those heavy footsteps.


  The footsteps came closer. Closer.


  Acidic fear bubbled in Matthew’s belly, prickled his nose. He didn’t think but just acted, pushing himself over the edge of the bed and onto the floor, then slithering underneath it in the same motion.


  Something was coming.


  Something bad.


  He had to hide.


  The space under the bed was cramped, almost too tight even for his small body. He felt like the mattress and box were pressing down on his back and was keenly aware that if the bed collapsed he would be crushed under its weight. It might as well have been a mountain above him.


  But he knew that it was preferable to facing whatever was coming. Whatever was in the hall.


  Thud.


  Thud.


  Thud.


  Thud.


  The footsteps stopped. There was a long silence, pregnant with expectation and fear, and then the door to Matthew’s room slowly opened. He could see the crack widening in the darkness, the hall’s inky blackness spilling into the room. No longer an advance unit, this was a complete army of night, pushing back the meager moonlight that shone in Matthew’s room until the entire place wore a dark shroud.


  Something tickled his hand. He looked at it and saw a bug there. And not just any bug, but a roach, huge and ugly like his un-Mommy’s eyes had been, cold and hungry as it stared at him.


  Matthew bit back a scream. The roach was here to flush him out, he knew. To get him to give away his location, to send the footsteps in here where they would find him. He couldn’t scream, couldn’t make any noise at all.


  The roach stayed on his hand so long that Matthew wondered if it was dead. Then it suddenly crawled off his hand and disappeared into the darkness. His hand still felt it, though, felt the phantom touch of its many legs as they quick-stepped across his flesh.


  He looked back at the door, at the darkness of the hall. Two feet stood in the doorway, a dark gray against the black. The feet wore shoes, but Matthew could not tell what kind they were.


  Something lowered into his field of vision. It flashed in the darkness: a single glint of light on steel. A knife. Matthew couldn’t see the whole thing, but enough of it to know it was big. As big as –


  (the one Mommy used on Ella)


  – the butcher’s knife in the wooden block on the kitchen counter. Maybe bigger.


  The feet remained in the doorway. Something heavy weighed on his back and for a moment thought that the bed had fallen on him. Then he realized it wasn’t the weight of a mattress and box spring, but rather the leaden feel that came from a lack of oxygen. He had been holding his breath without knowing it. He had no idea how long he had been without air, but now that he was aware of it his lungs started to burn, his throat started convulsing as his body fought to breathe.


  Matthew clamped his jaw tightly shut and swallowed. He couldn’t let himself breathe. The low sound of a single breath might not bring whatever was out there to him. The holder of the blade might not hear it.


  But then again, it might.


  The fire in his lungs spread to his arms, which felt at once prickly with the heat and strangely numb. He knew he was going to have to breathe soon. Whether he wanted to or not the air would escape his lips and the thing at the door would hear him. Would come for him. Would kill him.


  He kept holding his breath. His arms were far away, not even attached any more but just floating off in an airless vacuum he had created. His legs grew wooden and stiff, and his chest bounced spastically. He had to breathe. Had to breathe. Had to –


  The feet disappeared from the doorway. They walked into the hall and were lost. Still Matthew held his breath, unwilling to make any noise until he absolutely had to. He tried counting to keep his mind off his need to breathe.


  One.


  Two.


  He didn’t even get to three. The stagnant air rushed out of his lungs, followed by a great gasp as he sucked oxygen into his starved body. The air he inhaled was stuffy and tainted by the dust that somehow collects under every bed, but to him it tasted better than an ice cream cone on a hot summer day.


  He breathed in again. Again.


  Something tickled his finger.


  Matthew jerked his head to the side, expecting to see the roach again. But the insect was gone. No chitinous body could be seen, no black carapace in the blackness. Instead, what he saw was gray. Not the dark gray of the feet that had been in his doorway, but the ashy white-gray of charcoal that has been burning too long.


  It was a hand.


  The bloodless fingers were small, smaller even than Matthew’s. That was all that kept him from screaming as they curled around his own: the fact that they were so small.


  The hand clasped his and it was cold, so cold. It leached the warmth out of his own hand and arm. Matthew shivered as his gaze traveled up the dead hand to the pale arm, bare in the night. A shirt covered the upper arm, a white neck barely visible around the collar.


  Matthew looked at the face.


  It was bloodless as the rest of the body. Dark eyes stared at him fearfully from eye sockets so deep they seemed like shadowed pools. Small lips that were darker than the rest of the face moved, and words came out.


  “It’s coming back,” said the dead boy, the corpse-child hiding under the bed beside him. “It’s coming back soon.”


  Chapter 23:

  

  Motel


  



  The dead speak to us. They speak in our memories, and in journals and diaries they leave behind. They speak to us through the words of their tombstones. Beloved father. Loving wife. Husband, brother, sister, grandmother, friend.


  But the children so rarely speak. A child, once gone, is silent. And perhaps that’s why we kill them: so we won’t have to hear them talking to us, reproaching us for our constant ineptitude as we struggle to leave a better place for them and inevitably fail.


  Dead children don’t speak.


  It’s better that way.


  



  Shane jerked straight up in bed as the scream wrenched him out of a dreamless sleep.


  He looked automatically to his side, looking for Kari even though he knew as soon as he did it that she would not be there, that she was gone and probably would never come back. It had been a year and he still looked there every time he woke up, as though his body refused to accept what his mind now knew all too well.


  He blinked, lost for a moment in a memory of what would never be, before the second scream knifed through the night and sent him leaping out of his bed. The scream was high and airy, the panic-gasp-scream of a child too terrified to breathe.


  “Matthew!” he shouted. He ran to the door of his bedroom, but even as he did so he looked over his shoulder one last time, stealing a final look at the bed and a part of him wondering why Kari hadn’t gotten up when she heard the scream.


  Kari’s gone. She tried to kill you and Ella and then herself and they took her away but she was gone before that she was gone before they put her in a white room and white clothes and cleaned off the blood that had gushed down her arms.


  He threw the door open and ran into the hall. Ella came out of her bedroom as he did so, looking first at the closed door to Matthew’s room before she saw Shane barreling down the corridor. She looked pale in the night, like she had lost blood.


  A third scream came, this one even longer than the others.


  “What’s –” began Ella. She closed her mouth as Shane ran by, as though perhaps afraid to finish the sentence. As though afraid that to ask what was wrong would insure that something was.


  Shane pushed open Matthew’s door. He barely remembered to turn the knob and he narrowly avoided breaking down the door in his hurry to get in.


  The third scream was still continuing. Matthew’s terrified voice seemed to come from everywhere at once. Shane’s gaze swept quickly over his son’s bed. No Matthew. He continued looking, and quickly found the curled ball that was his son. Matthew had his arms clasped around his legs as though he was riding out the world’s worst earthquake. He lay on his side, still screaming in the corner of his room, staring wide-eyed at the bed.


  Shane ran to him, two large steps that took him to his son. He looked for wounds but couldn’t see any. Still, he was worried that Matthew had been injured. Certainly the screams sounded like someone suffering from some mortal injury. For a moment he was cast back into the night Kari had come unhinged, into the moment when he had seen his wife and the love of his life trying to kill one of their children.


  For months after the attack Shane had slept fitfully, if at all. He woke at every sound, convinced that something was coming for his children. Occasionally no sounds would come, and that was even worse. He would jerk awake and realize that he had not heard anything in the house. He would rush to his children’s rooms, unable to breathe until he confirmed that they were in their beds and sleeping safe. Occasionally there wasn’t enough light to see them, and he would lay a hand on their chests until he felt the rise and fall of normal breathing and could convince himself that they weren’t dead.


  Shane remembered that feeling, remembered it as his son screamed on the floor before him. But for some reason he didn’t feel that panic, didn’t feel that fear.


  He felt excited.


  “What is it?” he asked. “What’s wrong?” The words came too quickly, as though he had to get them out before he forgot how to care what was happening to his children.


  Matthew looked away from the bed for the first time. His eyes roved wildly across Shane’s face, as though the boy didn’t recognize his father. Then, slowly, he was able to focus on Shane and meet his gaze. His scream petered out, though his breath still came in terrified gasps, almost panting with fear.


  The boy’s small hands unlocked from each other. Slowly, he pointed. Shane followed Matthew’s gesture with his eyes. “The bed?” he said.


  Again Matthew’s response was delayed. His hand hung in the air, finger outstretched and pointing. Then the strength seemed to leave his body and his hand dropped. He nodded. “Bed,” he wheezed.


  Shane rushed to the bed. He lifted up the covers that hung loosely over edge of the mattress, shielding the gap below the bed from view. He leaned down slowly, his entire body tense with expectation. He didn’t know what he expected to find, but he knew from Matthew’s expression that whatever was down there was a thing of nightmare.


  He looked.


  The space under the bed was completely empty. Not even any dust bunnies yet.


  He sensed movement behind him and let the covers fall as he turned his head. Ella had moved next to Matthew. She had knelt down beside him and was clinging to him tightly. Both kids looked at Shane expectantly.


  “Nothing there,” he said, and smiled in what he hoped was a reassuring fashion.


  Neither child moved. They kept staring. He thought they were watching the bed, but then realized he was wrong: they were looking at him. And they weren’t looking at him expectantly – that was terror on their faces.


  “What?” he said. He got to his knees. Stood and stepped toward them.


  Matthew’s arms snaked out so that he was holding onto Ella. The kids pulled each other tight and shrunk away from Shane. The fear on their faces was unmistakable now. He took another step toward them and they pushed back even farther, managing to get a few inches closer to the bedroom wall.


  “What?” he said again. That odd mix of confusion and anger came over him once more. Why were they so afraid? Couldn’t they see he was trying to help them? Why were they shrinking away like a bunch of damned worms who have just heard the early bird’s alarm go off? “I don’t understand,” he said, and was surprised at how cutting his voice suddenly sounded. He didn’t sound confused at all, just angry. Dangerous.


  He took another step toward the kids. They couldn’t get any farther away from him, no matter how they pressed at the wall behind them. Matthew whimpered. The sound made Shane’s anger flare even hotter. “What’s going on?” he demanded. “What’s gotten into –”


  He stopped speaking. He had been gesturing wildly as he spoke the last words, rage driving its way into his arms as it sought expression. His hands had risen, and he had seen what the children were scared of, what had driven them together and etched terror onto their faces.


  He was holding a knife. Long and sharp and with a heft to it that spoke clearly of its ability to cut and rend.


  How had it gotten there? He had been sleeping, dammit. He had been asleep and then had come straight to Matthew’s room. He hadn’t been holding it in the hall, he was sure of it. Ella had seen him there, hadn’t she? And she didn’t notice it then, so where had it come from?


  Shane felt like everything in his body had suddenly come loose. Fear that had only a few moments before held him tight and ready now made him feel like his muscles had lost their ability to contract. His knees wobbled and it was all he could do to keep from keeling over.


  Matthew spoke. His voice was lilting, a dreamlike sing-song that made gooseflesh raise up on Shane’s arms. “He’s coming ba-ack. Soon.” His son’s eyes were rolled up in his head, as though he were on the verge of passing out. Then they rolled forward and Matthew’s gaze locked with Shane’s. He spoke again, but the eerie, disconnected sounding dream-song was gone, replaced by fear that was thoroughly present and aware. “Are you going to kill us, Daddy?” he asked.


  Shane shook his head. His hand opened and the knife fell to the floor. He looked at his empty hand, almost expecting to see the knife reappear there.


  “I didn’t –” he mumbled abortively. “That is, I’d never….”


  Never what? Never hurt you? Never kill you? Never cut your guts out and put a knife through your eyes? Never rip your sister’s throat out and then laugh as she bled?


  No, I’d never do that.


  Then why the knife?


  Shane’s muscles kept getting looser, looser, and then he was on his knees. Matthew and Ella kept watching him, clearly ready to bolt if he should make a move.


  It’s happening again. To me this time.


  His mind filled with the image of Kari, the knife in her hand –


  (only not her hand now it’s my hand, my hand oh God oh Jesus please help me)


  – plunging down at Ella’s face, narrowly missing stealing her daughter’s blood from her veins. His wife’s eyes, so full of rage and madness. The complete lack of recognition as she slashed at him, cut him deeply enough to leave a permanent scar on his body and a much deeper one that ran the length and breadth of his every waking thought.


  Shane stood. He almost didn’t recognize he was doing it until he was on his feet and walking toward the hall door.


  He stopped at the doorway and turned around. The kids were still staring at him, wearing the same expression that he had seen when he found them on the side of the road earlier.


  I saw this earlier, I saw their fear and didn’t believe it? Why didn’t I believe it?


  For a moment he almost knew. For the tiniest instant understanding opened in his mind and he knew. He knew the evil that had come, tentacles reaching out to pull his children away, to steal his family from him and place them forever beyond his reach.


  Then the piece of a moment passed. He no longer knew what was happening, no longer understood the dark reality that had crept into the nightmare of their lives. All that was left was him.


  But at the same time, all that was left was him. The other presence that he had been feeling was gone. The confusion that had torn at him, the anger that had infected his thoughts – both had dissipated. Fear still writhed within him, but he no longer wanted his children dead. No longer wanted their blood on his hands, on his face and lips and tongue.


  Stop it. Don’t think like that. Stay away from it.


  Shane forced himself to focus on the children. On his love for them and what he had to do.


  “Pack,” he said. Ella and Matthew stared at him blankly. “Pack,” he repeated. “An overnight bag. Clothing and whatever else you’ll need for a few days.” He looked around the room. Glanced behind him into the dark hall as though afraid that something would come and snatch him away. “We’re leaving this place. Fifteen minutes.”


  Matthew nodded and some – though not all – of the fearful wariness went out of Ella’s face. She nodded too and he knew they understood. It hadn’t been him holding the knife. It hadn’t, it couldn’t have been him.


  It was this place. It was this house.


  He could tell that the kids knew it, too. The way they relaxed when he said that they were leaving, the way they immediately got up together and moved to Matthew’s dresser, Ella silently helping him to pick out the right clothes and underwear to bring. They knew. It wasn’t him. It was this place, this house.


  It wasn’t me.


  He left, turning quickly on the heels of that thought and leaving while he could, while he still had enough control of himself to fight off whatever it was that they had been suffering through since they got here. This wasn’t a horror story where he was going to spend too much time in a dangerous place to prove what a rational person he was. The nightmares, the children’s fear-stuttered story of what had happened in the basement, the dog that was there one moment and then gone the next.


  The knife in his hand.


  They were leaving. They were getting away now, tonight, before Shane found himself holding something else, maybe something worse than a knife.


  The packing went fast. Less than ten minutes and Shane was walking with his kids down the stairs. He went to the front door and grabbed the doorknob. He expected it not to turn under his hand, expected something to happen that would stop them from leaving.


  Nothing did.


  They left the house. He closed the door automatically but didn’t bother locking it. Not because he was sure no one in this nearly crime-free area would try to break in but rather because he didn’t want to spend an instant longer on the property than he had to.


  The kids got into the backseat of the car. Each one was holding a knapsack. Neither spoke. Ella held Matthew’s hand tightly, not even letting go when they got in, just pushing him along the bench seat so she could follow through the same door. Matthew wasn’t as badly terrified as he had been when Shane came into his room, but some of the fear had definitely seeped back into his gaze. His eyes moved quickly, darting from shadow to shadow, from one edge of the night horizon to the other. He looked like an animal that had sniffed the spoor of some large predator in the area.


  Shane turned the key in the ignition. Again, no cheap horror movie stunts: the car rumbled instantly to life. Nor did it stutter and die when he put it in gear. The car reacted exactly as it was supposed to, and they were off the property a minute later and pulling into an all-night motel an hour after that.


  Shane checked them all in. The motel – a place called Outs Inn that proudly proclaimed hourly rates and free adult movies – was not the kind of place Shane would have been caught dead in normally. It was tacky and old, the kind of place that had probably been built half a century ago when motor hotels had started springing up everywhere in middle America, then it quickly fell into disrepair and was relegated to the kind of clientele that just wants a quick place to do their business and no questions asked.


  The night-clerk had the basic decency to look a bit embarrassed at the tacky décor of the lobby, casting apologetic glances at the children as he accepted Shane’s credit card. He gave them a room key and Shane herded the kids toward their unit – number seven of twelve.


  Ella and Matthew both moved jerkily, like the fear they had both experienced today had overloaded their motor control circuits and left them only partially functioning. The trapped look had dissipated from Matthew’s face, but what remained was almost worse: the dull, empty stare of a Holocaust survivor.


  The room itself wasn’t as horrific as he had feared: it was reasonably clean and had a television set and even wireless access. That had been one of the reasons Shane checked in: he wanted to do some research. He needed answers. Now that the initial panic-rush had ended, he had to figure out what to do next. It was one thing to leave and say you were never coming back, but it was quite another to actually be able to do it. Shane didn’t know if it would be possible in their case. What about their things? His office, his business that essentially existed in the four walls of the house?


  He pulled out the laptop he had snatched on the way out of the house and turned it on before putting it on the IKEA-style pressboard table in the corner of the room. While it booted up, he made sure that Matthew and Ella were okay. There was nothing to unpack really, so they were just sitting on the edge of one of the two small beds that sat morosely in the middle of the room.


  “Hey, why don’t you guys watch some TV?” he said. “Maybe relax?”


  Ella nodded leadenly. Matthew didn’t say anything, didn’t even give any sign he had heard what Shane said, but when Ella pushed herself back along the bed until she was propped up against the wall (no headboard, such amenities were not part of the deal at Outs Inn), Matthew moved with her. He curled under her arm and Shane pulled the raspy Outs Inn blankets up to their midsections before turning on the television.


  Thankfully the cable service included more than just skin flicks, so he found Cartoon Network and turned on some of the old Looney Tunes. He kept the sound low, hoping that the kids would be able to get some sleep now that they were safe. He flicked off the one light in the room, but Matthew cried out as soon as the darkness took over. Shane turned the light back on and his son relaxed instantly. He wondered if Matthew would ever be able to sleep with the lights off again.


  If any of them would.


  He turned back to the laptop, which was up and running, and logged into the motel’s wifi network. The search page came up and he immediately began looking. It didn’t take him long to find what he was looking for. All he had to do was type in his address and add the search term “murders” and he found himself staring at a nightmare. Most of the top search results were headlines from various regional and national news outlets. He read them silently, aghast at the wealth of macabre coverage that had come up.


  “Unexplained Attack.”


  “Murder Spree.”


  “Son Killed by Mad Father.”


  The list went on, but all seemed to be variations on the same theme. Cole, the bear-man of a realtor, had told him that there had been some deaths in the house, some murders, but he hadn’t indicated that when he said “some murders” he really meant “periodic bloodbaths.”


  Shane clicked one of the links at random and was redirected to an archived news item. An article appeared, a picture of his house prominent in a black-and-white inset photo. He scanned the article quickly, the words rushing by like a stream suddenly swollen beyond capacity. He had trouble focusing on the entirety of the story. Words and passages stuck out, but he found himself completely incapable of reading the article as a whole.


  “… killed his son with a kitchen knife… murdered his wife… cut his wrists….”


  The last phrase brought his wife to mind and he saw the bathroom, walls and floor that had been clean only moments before now splashed with red. Arterial blood spurting from the gashes in her wrists and arms, blood soaking into her clothes and pooling on the floor below.


  He went back to the search page and clicked another article headline. Again, the first thing he noticed was a picture of his house. Some of the details were different, a few of the trees looked slightly younger and the trim had been redone since the picture was taken, but there was no doubt it was the same home. Above it was another picture, a smiling boy who looked barely younger than Matthew, his grin the gap-toothed smile of a first- or second-grader. Under the picture the words “6-year old Andrew ‘Andy’ Hanson murdered by father” stood out in dark block letters.


  Shane had never seen the boy before, but he shivered. Was this the owner of the hand that Ella had talked about, the small fingers that had grabbed at her and Matthew in the basement? He thought so. For a moment he was surprised how quickly he accepted the idea. Just this morning he would have scoffed at the mere thought of ghosts and things that went bump in the night. But now it seemed like it was not only a reality, but the only possible explanation, the only idea that made any kind of sense.


  He looked at the picture of Andy again. A jolt went through his body. The picture of the gap-toothed boy had been replaced by one of Matthew. His son looked up at him from the screen, a happy, school-picture-ain’t-this-fun smile on his face. Then, as Shane continued watching, the image changed. Blood started to weep from the corners of Matthew’s eyes. Just a few drops at first, then a thick stream that poured down his cheeks and dripped from his chin and jaw. The picture-Matthew opened its mouth and screamed, but no sound came.


  The blood came faster, steady rivulets turning into gushing rivers as his son screamed and screamed and screamed.


  Shane could barely move. Terror had welded his joints together, stealing his ability to turn away. He had to force himself to shift, managing only to glance at the bed behind him.


  Matthew was there. He was safe, still curled up under Ella’s arm. Both kids were asleep, breathing peacefully as Elmer Fudd tried to kill Bugs on the television screen in front of them.


  Shane’s eyes went back to the computer.


  Matthew was gone. The original picture was there again, Andy’s face staring at him.


  Shane drew a shaking hand over his face. Early morning stubble rasped across his palm. He stood slowly, staring at the picture on the screen.


  Andy. Not Matthew, just Andy. Matthew isn’t dead, he’s here, he’s safe. We got out, we got out of the house and now we’re here and we’re far away from whatever was happening there.


  He turned away from the computer, from the face of the dead child who had lived in the house long ago. Ella snored and then broke wind, something that would have completely mortified her but which sounded almost like music to Shane’s ears. People who passed gas were alive. They were real.


  He reached out and touched one of the lumps under the covers that marked where Ella’s feet were. His touch was tentative, as though he were half-afraid he would find nothing there. But she was there. She and Matthew, together in the bed, comforting one another in the close embrace they shared.


  Shane could finally turn away. He went to the bathroom. He left the door open behind him, unwilling to let the kids out of his sight for even a moment. He didn’t even go in the bathroom until he made sure they would be clearly visible in the bathroom mirror. Once he did so he turned on the faucet and splashed cold water on his face. It felt good, hardly freezing but cold enough to shock him and remind him that he was still alive.


  He threw a few more cupped hands full of water against his face and then turned off the faucet. He realized how tired he was, the weariness that had settled into his bones coming to the surface as though to drink from the water that still ran from his cheeks and chin.


  Shane shook his head and blinked heavily. He suddenly wanted to sleep, just wanted to lay down and disappear. But at the same time he knew he hadn’t found the answers he needed. He had to keep going.


  He twisted the faucet handle again, intending to fill up the sink and actually submerge his head in cold water this time. But no water came from the faucet. He turned the handle back to the off position, then turned it on again.


  No water. Nothing, not even the hissing of air trapped in the pipes. Then something did come out. It was so small he almost missed it, just twin black lines that dropped into view, a pair of curly threads that looked almost like pubic hairs. The lines moved, and Shane realized what they were just as the thick, gleaming body of a roach pulled itself out of the nozzle.


  Shane cried out as the insect wriggled free of the faucet. It looked wet, like it had somehow climbed through still-pressurized pipes to get here. The dim light that came into the bathroom from the main room glinted off its carapace. It was darkly beautiful, beautiful and at the same time repellant. Shane swatted at the bloated form of the bug, but it fell off the faucet at the same moment and he hit the steel edge of the spigot hard enough to cut himself. The roach fell to the bottom of the sink, a skittering patch of darkness in a sickly yellow field of stained ceramic.


  The cut on Shane’s finger wept, and a few splashes of blood dropped into the sink as well. Several of them hit the roach. It paused when the blood touched it, waving its whip-like antennae in the air as though searching for more. Then it scampered to the drain in the bottom of the sink and disappeared down the black and mildew-encrusted hole. Shane thought he could still see it moving, though, tiny pinpricks of light reflecting off it as it hid in the darkness.


  How had it gotten here? How had it come out of a faucet that had until a moment before been freely streaming water?


  It’s happening. It’s happening again. It’s happening now.


  Even as the words came into his mind, Shane was backing out of the bathroom. He didn’t want to look away from the sink, some primal part of him screaming that if he didn’t watch it the roach would emerge again. Only this time it wouldn’t be just an ugly but harmless insect. It would have transformed, changed to something huge and bloodthirsty and dangerous – the reason children are born afraid of drains, knowing that they are where dark things hide, where evil waits.


  But Shane did look away. He bumped into something and yelped before he realized it was just the doorjamb, and his gaze jerked upward. To the mirror.


  He opened his mouth wide to scream, to shriek and howl wildly until someone came to take him away, to take him to Mount Shade where he would spend his life in the cell beside Kari. He would scream and scream and never stop, never stop, never stop. Because leaving hadn’t helped. Running hadn’t saved them.


  The children were dead.


  The bedding was tangled and blood-soaked, wrapped around Ella’s and Matthew’s limbs like some beige python come to consume their bodies. Ella’s eyes stared at the ceiling, her throat cut, her mouth wide in a scream that would last until her lips decayed and the flesh sloughed off her bones. Matthew’s face was mercifully hidden under a pillow that had once been the off-white particular to motel pillowcases but was now a deep, angry red.


  Shane was still inhaling, still preparing for the scream that was forcing its way up his throat. He spun around, not wanting to see his children, not wanting to look at their dead bodies bent and broken in the bed but unable to stop himself. He turned. The breath caught in his throat, the scream died unborn.


  The children were alive. They were still where he had left them, where he had last seen them, with Ella curled protectively around Matthew’s small body. Arm in arm, hand in hand.


  Shane turned back to the mirror. He expected to see them dead again, and half-believed he had been somehow transported into the wrong side of the reflection. The dead children would be there, he knew. They would be in the mirror and it didn’t matter what he saw in the room itself, the death was somehow real, the blood in the reflection was somehow truth.


  But they weren’t there. They weren’t in the mirror. He was, but again reflection and reality did not match, for in the silvered light of the mirror he saw a him, a he that held a silver-edged knife. Shane looked down and saw his hands at his sides, clenched tight. Empty.


  Back at the mirror. The other-him was smiling. It waved the knife back and forth, the grin on the mirror-thing’s face a mockery of happiness. It blew a kiss to Shane, then turned away. It turned away and walked toward the mirror-children behind it. They were alive again, alive but not for long, alive but soon to be gutted in front of him. Shane reached for the mirror, fingers splayed wide as though he could grab his own reflection and stop it, stop what was going to happen. But his fingers didn’t penetrate the invisible line between reality –


  (whatever that was, whichever side of the mirror that might be)


  – and its doppleganger. The mirror-Shane stood over a sleeping Ella, a snoring Matthew. The dark double raised its knife high. It tensed.


  Shane turned away. Ran into the bedroom. Ella and Matthew were still asleep, still alive, but he was convinced he was about to see them butchered by an invisible presence, a dark reflection of himself that only he could see.


  “No!” he shouted. He put his entire self into the word, as though if he wished it hard enough the inevitable might not come to pass. He reached for them…


  … and saw something in his hand.


  The knife.


  “No!” he said again. This time it was no mere shout, not even a shriek. It was a wailing sob that tore out of him and left him suddenly feeling empty inside. He threw the knife away convulsively, heard it rattle as it landed on the tile floor in the bathroom.


  He backed away from the bathroom, away from the mirror and its promise of blood and death. Something pressed at the small of his back. He heard a dry thud and realized it was the IKEA table at the far end of the room. Something hit the floor, clattering like bleached bones thrown by a soothsayer. He had knocked the laptop off the table.


  Normal Shane, the Shane that had lived in his mind only days or even mere hours ago, would have worried about the computer breaking, worried about losing his files. But that Shane was gone. The new Shane, the now-Shane that existed in a permanent state of terror, barely noticed the sound. He kept his eyes locked on the bathroom, darting back and forth between the mirror and the knife that had appeared from nowhere and now sat on the bathroom floor like a cobra ready to strike.


  Ella sat up when the laptop fell, blinking sleep away. She looked around and Shane saw fear cross her face as she saw him. He thought it was fear for him, but it may just as well have been fear of him. Fear that whatever madness had gripped him earlier had returned.


  His daughter pinched Matthew. He woke up, too. Like Ella, he immediately went from a state of sleep to one of alert-eyed fear. Shane wondered dimly if his kids would ever recover from the trauma of the past days. Then he realized that question would be academic if they didn’t survive whatever dark force seemed bent on their destruction, whatever entity had transported the knife unbidden into Shane’s hand twice in the space of a few hours.


  What if it was me? What if I did it? What if I’m still doing it, what if this is just the insane dream of a madman?


  He looked back to the bathroom floor, as though to verify the reality of what was happening by making sure his children could see the knife. But the knife was gone. Gone, if it had ever existed in the first place.


  New fear settled in the pit of his stomach. What would be worse: to face some monster, some ghost or demon that wanted to destroy his children; or to face the reality of his own burgeoning insanity? He had no answer.


  The bare tile floor of the bathroom seemed to be laughing at him, a chuckle that rippled across the water-stained porcelain of the floor. I’m empty. No knife here. No knife anywhere. No monsters, either… other than you.


  Shane looked away from the bathroom. His gaze dropped to his feet. The laptop sat beside them. It wasn’t broken, the screen was still bright, still displaying….


  Shane’s features creased, his eyes narrowed as though by doing so he might see better what was on the computer screen – or be able to render it invisible.


  He bent over and picked up the laptop.


  “What’s going on?” Matthew said from behind him.


  Shane didn’t answer. He heard the dry sound of Outs Inn’s low thread-count covers being thrown back, like a reptile shedding its skin by scraping it against a desert rock. Footsteps sounded and Ella and Matthew drew near, looking at the computer as well. Shane noticed them only peripherally. His gaze – and the bulk of his attention – was focused on the laptop.


  The screen had changed. Andy Hanson’s jack-o-lantern grin was gone, and the monitor now showed another news story. Again, a picture of the house – of their house – hung in the middle of the page. But that was not what had caught his attention, not what had pulled his mind away from the knife and fixated it on a new aspect of the living nightmare he was passing through. It wasn’t the house, it wasn’t the police that formed a human barrier around it.


  It was the woman in the front of the house. A small figure with black hair and eyes that spoke of Asian heritage. He knew her. He had seen her somewhere.


  “That’s the lady from church,” said Ella. Her voice sounded out of place, as though they had suddenly found themselves transported from their motel room to a crypt. Shane had to fight back the urge to tell her to whisper.


  Instead he said, “Who?”


  “The old lady from church,” said Ella. “She was there on Sunday, and when I went to the bathroom she followed me in. She said something about me being one of….” Her face wrinkled with concentration. “She said something about me being one of the children. The children.” The way she said that last word sent shivers down Shane’s back.


  “What children?” he said. “Did she hurt you?”


  Ella shrugged. “I don’t know what children. But no, she didn’t hurt me.” She looked closer at the screen. “Martha Goodspeak, it says her name is. That’s a weird name for someone who looks Chinese or –” Then she realized something else. She pointed at the picture of their house. “Is that –?”


  “That’s our house!” interrupted Matthew. He sounded almost gleeful, as though he had given the fastest answer in a quiz show.


  Ella waved him to be silent and read quickly from the first lines of the story. “Oliver Hanson, 47, murdered his son….” Her voice drifted into silence. She kept reading for a moment, then looked at Shane. “Dad, this is our house.” Her eyes were bright, accusatory. Shane said nothing. “Did you know about this?” she said.


  Shane remained silent. Matthew asked, “Daddy, what’s going on?” in a voice that was small, a tiny sound almost swallowed up by the cryptlike motel room.


  “I,” began Shane. He stopped. Swallowed. It felt like he had a lump of coal stuck in his throat. He looked at his feet, at the walls. Like a child who has been caught in the act, he suddenly believed that if he could somehow avoid his accusers’ eyes, perhaps there would be leniency, even outright pardon. But when he finally looked at Ella, she was still staring at him, her eyes like windows that allowed a clear view of the questions in her mind.


  Shane swallowed again. Then said, “It was the only place we could afford.” Again, he sounded guilty even to himself.


  Ella frowned. Not confused, not concerned. Angry. “So you moved us into a house that’s haunted by some guy who killed his kid?” she demanded.


  Again, Shane didn’t respond. He turned to the computer instead, scrolling down and trying to read the article as a way of ignoring his daughter’s question. The words on the screen seemed to fall right through wide-open cracks in his mind, disappearing from his consciousness almost as fast as he read them. Then he realized he had just seen something important. He couldn’t remember what it was, but his subconscious pricked at him until he re-read the last few lines that he had scanned. He scrolled down a bit farther, and a new photo appeared, one that yanked a gasp out of his mouth.


  “It’s not the father who’s doing this,” he said.


  “How do you know?” Ella demanded.


  “He’s no ghost – he’s still alive.”


  Ella frowned and looked at the screen, reading. “How do you know that?” she asked. “It doesn’t say that he’s alive in this.”


  Shane looked at her. She was so lovely. Beautiful, young, a girl on the cusp of becoming a woman. For a moment she looked like a young version of Kari, a woman who was brave and smart and determined enough to do whatever she needed to survive.


  Shane gulped, forcing the words to come. “I know because I’ve seen him.” He pointed at the picture above the words “Alleged Killer Oliver Hanson.” The photo was of a man who looked to be in his mid-thirties. His eyes were half-closed as though he was sleepy – or trying to avoid looking at the camera. Still, he was pleasant-faced and innocuous, the kind of person you would barely notice if he stood behind you in a supermarket. Indeed, the only thing that kept him from being so average in appearance as to be virtually invisible in a line-up was the red mark on his forehead. A birthmark. One that Shane had seen before, a serpentine nevus that had writhed on the face of an old man in Mount Shade.


  “She’ll get you,” the man had screamed, and Shane could see him clearly in his mind, his hands slamming into the window set into his cell door, spittle spattering the air around him. “You can’t escape!”


  He had said more, but that was what stood out. “You can’t escape.”


  Shane looked back at the bathroom, at the blank spot where he had thrown the knife a moment before.


  “You can’t escape,” he murmured.


  “What?” said Matthew.


  Shane looked at his son. He looked so small. So fragile. As though a stiff wind might blow him away, or even dash him to pieces like glass cast out of a high tower onto stony ground far below.


  Shane reached out for his son. Touched his cheek. He cupped Matthew’s face in his hands. Held him softly for a moment. Then his grip dropped and tightened around his son’s neck. Matthew didn’t even have time to gasp. Shane raised him up as high as he could, then threw his son down with all his strength. There was a brittle crunch as the sudden change in direction snapped Matthew’s neck in mid-flight, and his son’s eyes were blank when his head hit the floor with a wet crack, dead before the blood jetted out of the crater that opened up in his head, before the carpet ran red below his body.


  Ella didn’t scream. He thought that was strange, and turned to look at her curiously, almost as intent on seeing her reaction to Matthew’s death as he was on killing her as well. But Ella wasn’t even looking at him. She was staring at the laptop, her expression blank as though she didn’t care about her father murdering her only brother. Shane glanced back at Matthew and his son’s lifeless body was gone, the blood was gone. His boy was alive and whole and still staring up at him.


  Terror made Shane shake. It wasn’t just because of the power of the vision he had just seen, or the fact that he knew he was losing control of himself. No, he was not terrified by those things but rather at the fact that when he saw his son alive again, when he saw Matthew staring up at him he felt not relief but a profound disappointment.


  His son was not dead. His boy was alive. Alive, and Shane wanted to cry because of it.


  He was losing control; losing himself.


  How long? he wondered. How long before I can’t stop… whatever it is that’s trying to get inside me?


  Matthew – beautiful, wonderful, horribly alive Matthew – was still staring at him. Waiting. Trusting in his daddy to fix this, to bring them out of the waking dream that had captured them.


  “Let’s go,” he said. He hugged Matthew, forced himself to hug his son like everything was all right and he didn’t want to kill him. Matthew hugged him back.


  “Where are we going?” said Ella.


  Shane grinned. The smile felt stretched and false. “You’ll see,” was all he said.


  Ella shivered, and a thrill ran through him as he saw her terror, an electric current that warmed him and made him feel somehow hungry. As though he had been starving, but had just taken his first taste of food – not enough to satiate him but instead just enough to make his hunger grow sharper.


  “You’ll see,” he said again.


  Chapter 24:

  

  Visit


  



  I read about a woman who was accused of trying to inject a young boy with a syringe full of bleach. The newspaper didn’t say whether or not the boy was her son.


  But it was, of course. It would have to be. Only a mother would try to cleanse the world of her own child that way.


  



  They sat in the car for hours, just sitting in the empty parking lot until the sun came up and then continuing to sit until the dashboard clock read 8:00 a.m.


  Shane glanced in the rearview mirror as they waited, flicking his gaze back whip-fast every couple of minutes or so. Matthew was usually looking out the window or staring at his hands – even sleeping a few of the times.


  Ella was doing the same exact thing every time: watching Shane. Not most of the time, not almost all the time, but every single time. If his eyes went to the mirror, he could be sure that hers would already be there, looking at him – staring at him – with an intensity that was unnerving.


  At first he understood. She was worried about him: worried for him and scared of him. He was acting strangely and she was old enough to know it and perceptive enough to understand that the strangeness wasn’t just oddity but a dangerous kind of madness. Shame burned his cheeks and his forehead. His daughter was afraid of him. And she had reason to be.


  Over time, though, as the minutes crawled by and the sky gradually lightened around them, the shame disappeared. It was replaced by a stunning headache, and then the headache metamorphosed into a throbbing anger, a rage that marched through him to the beat of his own pulse. Every heartbeat pounded the anger deeper into him and by the time it was fully light he was in its thrall.


  He glanced at her again. Still staring. Waiting.


  Bitch. Little bitch doesn’t trust me. Me, her own father.


  He thought of her face, torn and bleeding, and a smile crawled across his own features. His hands hurt, but the pain was distant and dim, barely enough to draw his gaze away from that of his daughter. When he finally did look away from her, his hands were clenched into fists so tight they almost glowed in the early morning light. He forced his fingers to open – a command that they followed only reluctantly – and saw blood on the palms where his fingernails had bitten into the meat. Red crescents, four on each hand, bled freely. He wiped his hands on his pants and wondered again what was happening to him.


  He avoided looking at Ella, afraid of what he might do. He just counted the seconds as they passed and then got out of the car the instant the clock read eight. Visiting hours.


  Matthew and Ella got out after him, holding hands once again and trailing him closely as he walked up to the front doors of Mount Shade.


  He opened them, and the receptionist on duty – he thought this one’s name was Mary – nodded at him. “Here to see your wife?” she asked.


  Shane’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down and for a moment he couldn’t remember what he was doing here. He nodded dumbly. “Yes,” he heard himself say a moment later. “Yes we are.”


  Mary smiled at something behind him. “Them, too?”


  Shane looked back and was almost surprised to see Ella and Matthew there. They were looking around the small reception area with eyes that were wide and anxious. He realized with a jolt that this was the first time either had been to Mount Shade. They’d never come with him to visit Kari.


  Again the anger rose inside him. Ingrates, he thought. Won’t even come to see their own mother.


  “Mr. Wills?” said Mary. Shane realized she was still waiting for an answer to her question.


  “You coming?” he asked the kids. The words were murmured, low and almost inaudible. They were also the best he could do. Speaking to them cost him almost too much. He didn’t want to talk to them. What he wanted was… something else.


  Ella shook her head. Matthew didn’t speak, but took a half-step behind Ella that was answer enough. Shane turned back to Mary. “No,” he said. “Just me.” Then, abruptly, he remembered why they were here. “Is Ben working right now?”


  Shane said a small prayer as the nurse looked down, apparently checking the desktop computer for an answer. If Ben wasn’t working, there was no way he would be able to do what he needed to do.


  Mary nodded. “Yep. Want me to page him?”


  “Please.”


  Mary lifted a phone receiver and spoke into it, quick words whispered in the same tones someone might use during a funeral. Shane stood at the desk and waited for what seemed like far too long. He more than half expected the door to the hospital to slam open and spew out slab-faced orderlies who would quickly subdue him before escorting him into Mount Shade not as a guest, but as a patient. Every second that passed solidified his conviction that the people here knew what was going on; that they were part of some vast conspiracy meant to destroy him.


  And what is going on? he wondered. To that, he had no answer. He knew only that he was changing, losing himself in thoughts that were his but not his, that came from his own mind but were at the same time alien and strange.


  A muted buzz sounded, and the hospital door opened. Ben’s head peered around the edge of the door, his face splitting wide open in his trademark grin as he saw Shane.


  “Mr. Wills!” said Ben.


  “Hey, Ben.” Shane barely managed to respond, still half-waiting to be dragged away screaming in a straightjacket.


  Ben frowned. “You okay?”


  Shane nodded, not trusting his voice this time. He stepped toward Ben, but the orderly stepped the rest of the way through the door and let it shut behind him.


  “These them?” he said. Shane had no idea what the man was talking about for a moment, then realized that the nurse was looking past him. Shane turned to follow Ben’s gaze and saw Ella and Matthew were now sitting on an industrial-looking plastic bench that hunkered against the wall next to the reception desk. “These your kids?” he added.


  Shane nodded, still mute. Ben’s stride took him past the front desk and to the kids. He held a hand out to them, his smile widening to a point that seemed almost cartoonish. “You must be Ella,” he said. “And Matthew.”


  Neither of the kids accepted his outstretched hand. Ben waited a moment, then dropped the hand to his side. His smile never faltered, though. Shane realized he probably had to contend with people like this fairly regularly – people who had been through some trauma that had forever changed them, had marked them indelibly with the dye of tragedy.


  You have no idea, Shane thought to himself. He fought back the urge to rush past Ben and grab his children and strangle them both right there in the reception area.


  You have no idea at all.


  Ben kneeled down in front of the kids. “Well,” he said, “I’m glad to meet you both.” He reached out slowly and touched Matthew’s knee, then Ella’s. It would have been a somewhat ominous move had any other adult man touched his children like that, but Shane could tell the nurse had nothing but compassion for the kids.


  “You hang in there,” said Ben, then stood and turned back to Shane. “You ready?” he asked.


  Shane nodded. He threw a last look at Ella and Matthew, but the two of them were staring straight ahead, clearly avoiding his gaze. Then he was through the door and into the hospital area, the kids shielded from his view by the thick door.


  Ben was speaking, talking nonsense about the weather and the food and a host of other mundane topics. Shane sensed he was doing it on purpose, trying to move past the uncomfortable vibe of the kids and bring Shane into a more pleasant reality – as if that were even remotely possible in the halls of Mount Shade.


  Shane started to slow. Ben noticed immediately. “Come on, Mr. Wills. Don’t want to get lost in here.” The nurse waggled his eyes as though he had just seen a cartoon ghost hiding nearby. Shane stopped walking. “Mr. Wills?” said Ben. “Your wife is feeling better. What happened before isn’t going to happen again, I’m sure of it.”


  “I’m not here to see her, Ben,” said Shane.


  Ben cocked his head to the side, the confusion easily read on his wide-open face. “What do you mean?”


  “I’m here to see someone else.”


  Ben’s grin reappeared, but there was an edge to it now, caution and wariness sharpening it into something no longer wholly pleasant. “Shoot, Mr. Wills,” he said. “You know I can’t let you talk to just anyone. You’re only approved to visit your wife.”


  “I know,” Shane said. His mouth, dry only a moment before, now thickened with phlegm. He had an urge to spit. “I know,” he repeated. “But Ben, this isn’t a visit to just anyone, or for some unimportant reason. I need to talk to someone about my children, Ben, about my kids.” The words were coming fast, as though he knew his only hope was to overwhelm the nurse with the volume of his thoughts, rather than by their reasonableness and logic. “There’s someone in here who knows about them, Ben. Someone who’s coming after them or has something to do with someone else who’s coming after them. They’re in danger, Ben, and I need to talk to this person, to this man, or they could die.”


  The smile gradually drooped off Ben’s face. He shook his head again, but slowly. “I don’t know, Mr. Wills. That’s… I could lose my job.”


  “Ben, please,” Shane said. He was almost whining now, nearly begging this person he barely knew in spite of the fact that he had been seeing him weekly for almost a year now. “Please, it’s important. It’s my kids’ lives, Ben.”


  The nurse still looked unconvinced, but the look on his face seemed a bit less hard than it had only a moment before.


  “What’s going on with them?” he asked.


  “Someone is… harassing them, I guess you could say. They’re in danger, I’m sure of it.” Shane spoke as forcefully as he could, his voice echoing in the deserted hall of the hospital. He left out the part about the danger to his kids coming from himself. “I think it’s someone who had to do with some murders. The Oliver Hanson murders.”


  Ben’s face grew suddenly tight. “You want to talk to old Ollie?”


  Shane flashed to the picture in the news article: the young man with his snakelike birthmark, eyes half-closed as though still gripped by the vestiges of a powerful dream. Then the picture merged with the mental image of the old man in the asylum, the man who had slammed his hands against the glass and screamed –


  (She’ll get you, you know…. You can’t escape! She’ll cut you and gut you and you won’t remember a thing!)


  – strange and blood-curdling threats through his cell door.


  Shane nodded. “Yeah. I want to talk to old Ollie.”


  Ben no longer looked confused. He looked concerned. Afraid, even. He stared at Shane for a long time and Shane found himself thinking about whether he could escape from this moment, from this place before Ben just blew on a whistle or made a call on a walkie-talkie and got Shane admitted with his wife.


  Ben’s eyes roved across Shane’s face for a long time. He felt like the nurse was trying to read him like a book, trying to ferret out whatever secrets he might hold. Shane almost wished he would pull out his secrets. Because maybe the nurse would be able to explain them to him.


  Ella dead. Blood at her throat. Matthew dead. His eyes gouged out.


  He coughed to cover up the smile that wanted to spring unbidden to his lips.


  Ben frowned. He knows, Shane thought. He knows I want to kill them.


  He tensed again for the inevitable alarm call, but Ben just nodded curtly. “Just through the door. You ain’t going into his room.”


  Relief flooded through Shane. “Fine,” he said with an explosive breath. “Fine. Thanks, Ben. Thanks.”


  “Don’t mention it,” said the nurse. He sounded almost surly, as though he resented doing the favor. Maybe he did. Maybe he was worried about losing his job. Shane suspected that he would lose his position if anything happened here. He almost asked Ben why he was letting him see Hanson, but decided against it. He wanted answers, and trying to convince the nurse out of his decision to help seemed like a bad idea.


  It seemed like only a moment before they had arrived. Shane would have walked right past the spot, which looked just like every other square foot of hallway they had passed through, but Ben stopped suddenly and turned to look at one of the doors and Shane knew they were at Hanson’s door. As before, the man’s cell was dark. Shane wondered how that could be. He had assumed that all the cell lights were on a timer – certainly he had never seen a light switch in his wife’s room – but Hanson’s lights were definitely off. He couldn’t see a thing through the small window in the door.


  Ben flicked his nightstick against the door. “Oliver!” he said loudly. “Hey, Hanson, get up!” The nurse touched the wall next to the door and Shane realized that the light switch for the room was there. So how did the lights turn off inside the cell?


  He didn’t have a chance to figure that out. The lights came on in the cell and Shane jumped as the cadaverous face of Oliver Hanson appeared not six inches away from the window. The man was smiling, his lips chapped and raw as though he had been spending too much time in the wind. His red birthmark seemed angrier than it had before, a livid mark that seemed almost bloody against his ghost-white skin.


  “I knew you’d come,” he said. “Sooner or later, I knew you’d come.”


  Shane checked an urge to look behind him, as though Hanson might be speaking to someone hiding in the hallway. But he knew there was no one there. And he knew that Oliver wasn’t just raving, wasn’t just giving voice to mad utterances. His voice was calm. “I knew you’d come,” he said again.


  Cool fear spread through Shane’s body. It started at his toes, like he was inching into a pool of ice water. It moved to his feet and legs, spreading up and out as it reached his groin and torso. Shane had to fight a very real urge to run. He thought of Ella, of Matthew. He was all they had. They were depending on him. So he didn’t run. Instead, he drew close to the door, so close that he could see his breath fogging the glass.


  “What happened to your son?” he asked.


  Hanson’s wide grin faltered for a moment. His cheeks grew red and his wound of a mouth stretched into a rictus of madness. The man laughed giddily. “They say I killed him,” he finally said, gasping as he got the words out between a fit of giggles. “That I killed him with a knife. But I didn’t.” He laughed again, bending over and holding his stomach. Then he straightened and hammered a fist into the window. “I didn’t!” he screamed. His voice sounded suddenly wild and dangerous, the snarl of a feral cat about to attack its prey or defend its home.


  “Then….” Shane searched for something to say. He didn’t even know why he was here, really. Hanson had been a part of something at the house where Shane now lived with what remained of his family, sure. But what did that really mean? Did he expect the madman to explain what was happening around him and to him?


  Sure. Makes sense. Ask a madman when you want answers to crazy questions.


  “If you didn’t kill him,” he finally said, “then who did?”


  Hanson’s grin returned, bright and wet in the white light of his cell. His eyes rolled back slightly as though he had suddenly found himself in a pleasant fantasy. “It starts with the dreams, you know. Dreams. Like something’s in the house with you. Crawling on you.” His hand went to his cheek, caressing the skin with a hand that was bent and claw-like. “Crawling in you.”


  Hanson shivered and fell silent. Shane looked at Ben as though to ask the nurse what should happen next. The other man just stared at him, impassive. Waiting, no doubt, for Shane to fall far enough of his own personal rocker that the nurse would be able to get him admitted here.


  Well not me, shit-face.


  Shane was dimly aware of the thought, and even more dimly aware how unlike him it was. He was still changing. Metamorphosing into something new. Something horrible.


  Something better.


  Hanson started talking again and Shane forced himself to listen to what he was saying – anything to change his focus from the thoughts that seemed to be invading his mind.


  “It comes closer, and closer,” whispered Hanson. His eyes were far away again. Shane couldn’t tell if he was reliving a cherished dream or a terrifying nightmare. “And then you don’t remember any more. Until it’s over. Until the baby has been eaten. Until the blood has been spilt.”


  Shane glanced at Ben. He wondered if this made any sense to the man, but the look on Ben’s face instantly answered that question in the negative. He caught Shane’s eye and shrugged, a “hell-if-I-know” shrug that clearly communicated his lack of understanding.


  Shane leaned even closer to the glass window that separated him and Hanson. The old man leaned in as well, as though the two of them were strangely warped reflections of one another – the before and after picture that would show the effects of madness on a man.


  Out loud, he said, “Mr. Hanson, I’m worried that whatever… took… your child… has come for mine.” He didn’t know what he was going to say until the words had already come. He hadn’t thought about it, hadn’t planned it. But he knew the words were the right ones. The ones that needed to be said. He was vaguely aware that Ben was staring at him like perhaps the wrong person was locked up, but he didn’t care.


  Hanson’s expression was blank. He looked like he had retreated not only from the conversation but from the entirety of the universe. “Mr. Hanson?” Shane reached up and put his fingertips against the small window. “You hear me? Mr. Hanson?”


  Hanson didn’t respond. For a long time he just stood there, motionless and staring into empty space. Then he suddenly shrieked and threw himself at the door. The door was steel, unyielding as the side of a skyscraper. Still, Shane stepped back as though expecting it to crumple and fall to pieces under the old man’s attack. Hanson was shrieking, smashing himself into the door over and over again and then he raised his hand and pointed at Shane. Shane noticed that the old man’s arms were scarred: knife or razor scars that criss-crossed his arms in patterns that were all-too familiar.


  Shane’s horrified gaze was riveted to the scars for a moment. Then movement caught his eye. He looked at the window. Not through it this time but at it. Something dark moved across the glass. Black legs, cloaked in funereal shadow as they clicked across the window.


  A roach.


  Shane stepped back automatically. At the same time, Hanson stretched out a shaking finger. He pointed at the roach.


  “It’s here. It’s here, you brought it, it’s here!”


  The lights in the cell flickered suddenly, then went out. Shane cast a glance at Ben, but knew that the nurse had not moved – he hadn’t been the one to turn out the lights. An instant later screams started chopping through the hall – jagged, sharp screams that cut at Shane’s ears and made him want to scream as well.


  Ben moved almost instantly. He shouldered Shane aside. “Move!” he shouted at the same time, though it was hardly necessary since Shane had already stumbled completely out of his way. Ben flicked the light switch next to the cell door, clicking it up-down-up-down-up. The light in the dark room flickered on, but only for a second at a time. Shane could see inside the cell, but it was like he was watching something during a lightning storm. He could only see flashes, a movie with critical frames missing from the reel.


  Lights on. Hanson. Backing up, his hands held protectively in front of him as though warding something off.


  Black.


  Lights on. Hanson. Pressed back against the far wall of his cell.


  Black. Screaming.


  Lights. Hanson. Still screaming. Blood on the walls around him, outlining him like the shadow figures burnt onto the walls at Hiroshima.


  Black. Ben’s screams now mingling with those of the inmate.


  Lights on. Hanson. Blood pooling at his feet. Something fell out from under his shirt. Thick, red and black and brown. It fell in tangled loops and Shane realized it was the old man’s intestines.


  Black again. Lights out. The screaming stopped.


  Ben pulled out his keys with hands that shook. An alarm sounded somewhere. The keys tinkled in Ben’s hand, a sound that was too bright and cheery for what was happening. It was the sound of a door opening in a country shop and it didn’t belong here in the nightmare that Shane’s life had become.


  Ben pushed a key into the keyhole.


  Shane heard footsteps in the corridor.


  The door to Hanson’s cell swung open.


  Shane looked inside. The room was a nightmare. Red blood everywhere. Most of the places it was sprayed in nonsense lines, the arterial spurts of a body sliced into pieces. But one spot was virtually clean. One spot on the wall was unmarked. Or rather, it was unmarked by the thick lines of blood that painted the rest of the walls in psychotic patterns. But there was something. Words. Deep red and dripping, the words painted in blood as it pumped from the wounds that ended Hanson’s life.


  Shane read them, and stepped back unconsciously. He had seen them in Kari’s cell. Words that had been written in black in the middle of a book of the dead and were now scrawled across the back wall of a murderer’s cell.


  Once mine, mine forever.


  Once mine, mine forever.


  ONCE MINE, MINE FOREVER.


  Shane ran.


  Chapter 25:

  

  Monster


  



  Diane Downs shot her three children. Two of them survived; only one of them died. Diane cried at the trial, but I don’t think she cried because she had killed one of her children. I think she was crying because she hadn’t managed to kill the other two.


  A couple of years later someone made a movie about her. It was called Small Sacrifices. I think it might have been a book first, but I didn’t read the book. The movie got an Emmy and a Golden Globe.


  We worship the stories of people who kill. We wish we were all strong enough to do something like that.


  


  



  Matthew thought about telling Ella that the hospital seat was uncomfortable but decided not to. It was hard and cold and seemed to have been molded especially to only fit people with three butt cheeks, but he kept his mouth shut because not only did he doubt Ella would take the complaint with much interest, but he was having trouble convincing even himself that it mattered. In a world where ghost kids played in your room, where your father asked to help you while he looked at you with murder in his eyes and a knife in his hand, hard seats just didn’t seem that important anymore.


  Still, even with his new and (he thought) extremely mature outlook on life and the relative importance of plastic chairs, he couldn’t help but start squirming a few seconds after Daddy left to go wherever he was going. Matthew knew that Mom was here, somewhere, but he somehow didn’t think Daddy was going to see her. No, he was doing something else.


  But what?


  He squirmed a bit more, trying to get comfortable and failing miserably. He was tired and his muscles were sore for some reason and now he had to add to his list of worries the possibility of being the littlest kid ever to get hemorrhoids, which Tommy Decker had told him that his daddy had caught once from sitting on a hard seat. Of course, Tommy Decker had also told him about gay-contagious rainbows, so his word was suspect. But still, if you could get hemorrhoids, this was the kind of seat you would probably get them on.


  Ella just sat beside him as he wiggled around. She didn’t say a word. That worried him almost as much as anything else that had happened. Normally she would have jumped all over him the second he started moving, calling him an ADHD-baby or a wiggle-weenie or any of a number of insulting pet names she had come up with over the years. But not now. She just stared straight ahead and seemed almost like she wasn’t even there with him.


  Matthew looked at Ella, really looked at her. She was pretty, he knew, and getting prettier fast. He thought she’d be having boys sniffing around soon. Not yet, but soon. He couldn’t decide if that was a cool thing or an annoying one.


  It wouldn’t matter, he realized, if they didn’t live long enough for such things to actually happen.


  He looked at the desk that extended into the lobby area. The woman who sat there was a little bit chubby and had bright red hair that hung in a long braid down her back. She was the kind of person he would have expected to look jolly and nice. But she didn’t look that way at all. She looked hard. Like she’d been baked in a furnace until she was tough and a little bit brittle.


  Matthew realized that Ella was looking at him. Matthew tried to smile but he could feel the grin fall apart on his face. He wasn’t a person who could hide what he was feeling very well, and right now smiling was about the last thing he could do.


  Ella tried to smile, too, and he was strangely relieved when she failed at the expression as well. Like as long as Ella felt like he did, he couldn’t be going crazy. He wasn’t in the middle of a really gnarly nightmare. This was real. It was all real.


  Ella looked away, her eyes swimming back out of focus as she stared at whatever it was that hung invisibly in the air before them. Matthew looked at his hands. His arm tingled about six inches above his wrist and he knew it was the spot the ghost boy in the basement had been trying to grab. Like his arm knew how close it had come to the touch of the dead and remembered it with chills.


  He swallowed reflexively. It was almost a gulp, a cartoon convulsion as he swallowed his fear. He looked away from his arm as though fearful that staring at it might draw forth that strange, bloodless child once more.


  Matthew looked over at the desk where the red-head was sitting.


  It was empty.


  His heart fluttered for a moment before he was able to remind himself that even grown-ups had to pee sometimes. She was probably just on a bathroom break or something.


  But how did she get there? There’s only one way out, other than the front doors. And she didn’t go through the door behind the desk, I’m sure of it.


  He was sure, but he still managed to convince himself that she must have slipped out when he was thinking about other things. Yeah, that was it. No big mystery, no big anything. She was just peeing in some hospital-staff-only restroom, and she’d be right back. That sounded right. Sensible.


  And yet he knew that wasn’t going to happen. She was gone. He looked at Ella and was about to ask her if she’d seen the receptionist leave – even though he already knew the answer – when the lights flickered.


  They went out.


  “Matthew,” Ella’s voice was a harsh whisper, rough with panic. “Matthew, where are you?”


  Matthew couldn’t see his own body. He knew it was there, but it was so relentlessly dark that his eyes insisted the universe had ceased to exist. Something touched him and he almost jumped off the bench before he realized that if he fled in this darkness he might not be able to find his way back – to the bench or to Ella.


  The thing that was touching him now grabbed him tightly around the wrist. Matthew tried to wrench his arm free, but stopped when Ella screamed, “It’s me, Matthew! It’s just me!”


  He stopped moving. He reached out with his free hand and covered Ella’s hand with his own. He wondered for a moment if this was a trick. Could the hand he was holding be that of the ghost boy?


  He rejected the thought immediately. Ghosts were cold, everyone knew that. And the hand below his own was warm and slightly sticky from half-dried sweat. Ella’s, for sure.


  The lights flicked on suddenly. Then off. On again. Then off then on then off on off-on off-on-off-on-off on-off-on-off-on-off-on-off and then it was a strobe, making everything jumpy and strange. He looked over and screamed because even though he knew he was holding Ella’s hand he couldn’t see it. His own arm disappeared as though it had been cut off a few inches past the elbow.


  A fraction of an instant later Ella screamed as well, and he knew she was seeing the same thing he was. There was something in the way, something superimposing itself over their arms, making them impossible to see.


  It was the boy. The ghost Matthew had seen in the basement and then under his bed, the ghost of Andrew “Andy” Hanson, murdered by his father years ago in the same house in which they now lived. The boy’s throat gaped, sliced wide by a long-gone knife. He twisted his head to look at Matthew and thick black ichor welled out of the wound. Matthew wanted to scream.


  It was almost as though the specter sensed his intent. Because the instant Matthew drew in air to cry out, to scream for help from God and Jesus and even (if things were really bad) his daddy, Andy moved. The ghost brought a blood-drained finger to his dead, blue lips.


  “Shhhh,” said the ghost. Then his finger left his lips as he reached toward the nearby reception desk. Matthew followed the course of the little boy’s – the ghost’s? – pointing finger, and saw something that made his heart feel suddenly like a cold piece of coal in his stomach. Something worse even than the appearance of a murdered boy sitting between him and Ella.


  The desk was gone. The reception desk that the redheaded nurse had been sitting at had disappeared in a cloud of darkness so deep that it made the black Matthew had just been sitting in a moment before seem like a summer day in the tropics. The darkness was like God had ripped a hole in the universe, a drain for everything to slowly leak out of and be swallowed in emptiness.


  Then the darkness moved. Matthew knew it was impossible – what kind of motion could anyone make out in a place so dark? – but he could not deny what he had seen. It was a feeling as much as a visual cue, a sense of something evil and ancient and serpentine that made the darkness its home. He knew immediately that the thing inside it was something immeasurably old and evil on a level he had never previously suspected to exist.


  He looked back at the bloodless child between him and Ella. The spirit of a boy murdered by his own father. Andy’s finger was still resting on his lips. “Shhh,” he repeated. “You don’t want it to come for you.” Then the dead child drew back, his lips peeling away from his teeth as he grimaced in terror. “Too late,” he whispered.


  “Too late for what?” Ella said, and though she was whispering too, her voice sounded far too loud in the otherworld silence of this place.


  A sound came from the black pit nearby. A low keening that was wordless but at the same time seemed to speak of hunger and need. Shadows oozed out of the darkness, seeming almost to infect the air around them.


  “It’s too late,” said Andy again. “Too late… it’s coming for you now.”


  The lights were still flashing. On and off, too fast to count the interspersed periods of dark and light. They went out again, and when the lights turned one once more Andy was gone. Fled to wherever he had come from. All Matthew could see was Ella, staring at him and looking as terrified as he felt.


  He looked back at the darkness. Bits of it broke off and rolled across the floor, sprouting legs and running around in all directions as they ceased being formless dark and became roaches – large as Daddy’s thumbs and somehow more menacing than insects should be.


  The questing tentacles of darkness reached out, mingling with the rest of the darkness as they reached for Matthew and Ella. He wanted to run, wanted to get up and flee this place, but he found himself frozen. Besides, he realized abstractly, there was nowhere to go. He wasn’t even sure they were alive anymore. Perhaps they had died. Maybe this was Hell, or someplace worse. A place populated only by darkness and monsters and the spirits of murdered children.


  The beast at the center of the darkness seemed closer. Matthew couldn’t see it but he could feel it, feel it pushing toward him and Ella, toward the world that it wanted to infect but never quite could. A questing tendril reached out, a black pseudopod that marred the darkness like a dark flaw in obsidian. It reached out and for a terrible moment Matthew thought it was reaching for him. Then it moved and it wasn’t reaching for him at all. It was reaching for something much worse, something that made Matthew’s heart jump into his throat and begin beating wildly like a mad dog in a cage.


  The thing was reaching for Ella.


  Ella’s face was white as snow, her breath coming in quick gasps. Matthew wanted to scream at her, to yell at her to run, but his voice was locked away somewhere deep inside him. Ella didn’t move, just stared straight ahead at the thing that reached for her. Her breath came faster and faster, so fast she didn’t sound human any more. She sounded like a rabbit or some other small animal in the last instant before it was devoured by a hunter. Matthew tried to reach for her, or even to throw himself between her and the… thing… that had come for her. He couldn’t let it take her, he couldn’t.


  But he discovered that what he really couldn’t do was move. It was as though he had been superglued to the plastic chair. He had no bones, no muscles. He was just a skin-bag full of nothing but fear. He couldn’t move, not even to save Ella.


  All he could do was watch. Watch as the tendril-thing pushed its way into the darkness, reaching out inch by inch, coming ever closer to Ella.


  At the end, Matthew closed his eyes. He couldn’t move, but he would prefer to die a thousand times rather than see Ella taken from him. He shut his eyes, and the black nothingness behind his eyelids insinuated itself between him and the thing he would not – could not – watch.


  “Ella. Ella!”


  Matthew heard the voice calling for her. Then it shifted tones. “Matthew!” He kept his eyes closed, still refusing to watch his sister taken from him. The voice spoke again. “Matthew!”


  The second time the voice spoke, Matthew recognized it. He opened his eyes – slowly – and saw his daddy.


  Daddy looked away the instant Matthew opened his eyes. He was shaking Ella, who was still breathing that wheezing, gasping, panting way that scared him so badly. She wasn’t looking at anything, just staring straight ahead at nothing, and Matthew was worried that she had been taken after all. Not physically perhaps, but her mind stolen by that thing in the black. And if Ella’s mind was gone – if she wasn’t there to talk to him, to needle him and make fun of him and love him – then the rest of her was just an empty shell. Matthew almost started crying. Then Ella blinked and said “Wha…?” and Matthew did start crying. He cried because of the fear that ran out of him now that the darkness was gone, and because of the shame that came with the knowledge that he hadn’t moved to save his sister, his best friend.


  “Get up,” Daddy said. He put his hands under Ella’s arms and lifted her out of the chair. Ella looked like she was going to fall over at first, then her legs seemed to lock under her and she was steady. Daddy snaked a hand out and grabbed Matthew’s shirt, pulling him out of the chair as well. “Come on,” Daddy said.


  Matthew looked over at the lobby desk. He expected it to be gone, sucked up by the black hole that had taken its place. But it was back, sitting only a few feet away as if it had never gone at all, and the brittle-faced nurse was on the phone, shouting at someone about an emergency. The door that led into the main part of the hospital was wide open. Somehow that scared Matthew almost as much as anything else he had seen.


  “We have to go,” Daddy said, and propelled them out the door. A moment later they were in the backseat of the car. Matthew held Ella’s hand as soon as they were in the car, even before Daddy started the engine. Ella’s hand was limp in his. He was still crying, and the tears came harder when he felt how loose she was, how absent.


  Then her hand pulled free from his. She lifted her hand and touched his face, wiping away the tears. He cried harder.


  “It’s okay,” Ella whispered. That made him cry even more, because it wasn’t okay. Evil had come for them again, not in the shape of a mother who wanted to kill them, but in a worse shape. A thing of darkness, ancient and angry. A thing that he knew wanted nothing less than to destroy them. And he hadn’t been able to save Ella. Hadn’t even been able to move.


  He cried forever, it seemed. But eventually his tears dried. Ella’s arm was around his shoulders. He could feel it trembling and knew she was trying to be strong and brave for him. That almost started him crying again. He sniffed and fought the tears back, pushed them away like an unwelcome dish on the dinner table.


  He wiped his nose with the back of his hand. His hand came away wet and glistening with half-dried tears and snot.


  “Gross,” whispered Ella. And that was better than anything else could have been. Ella gone was unthinkable, but the thought of an Ella who didn’t hassle him and make fun of him – an Ella who wasn’t Ella – would have been almost as bad. He threw his arms around her and held her as tightly as he could. She patted his back.


  After a minute, Matthew pulled away. He would have kissed Ella, but he knew that would have earned him a permanent place in the Weenie Hall of Fame and managed to resist.


  Ella let him lean against her, though. The car was silent for a long time. Matthew almost dozed, his small body suddenly wracked with exhaustion. But in the instant his eyes were closing Ella spoke.


  “Did you… learn anything, Daddy?” she said. Her voice was hesitant, and Matthew couldn’t tell if she was afraid of the answer to the question, or just afraid of who she was asking.


  Daddy’s jaw tightened. He glanced at them in the rearview mirror.


  “I didn’t learn enough,” he finally said.


  Ella nodded as though that explained something, but of course it didn’t. It didn’t explain anything at all, and Matthew knew they needed answers, they needed to understand what was happening if any of them hoped to survive it. So he spoke up, asking the question he was most afraid of.


  “What do we do now?”


  Chapter 26:

  

  Story


  



  Men who kill their children are almost always incarcerated. Women who kill their children are more likely to be treated with therapy-related sentences.


  Why is that? Why do women get treated as crazy? We know what we’re doing.


  



  After Shane told the kids where they were going, they fell silent. He couldn’t tell if that was because they agreed with his idea or not. It didn’t matter, he supposed: no one had mentioned any better options.


  When they arrived at the church it was almost eleven. Shane went around the back of the building. The church offices were in a separate structure, a pair of small offices that were attached to a space that doubled as a gym and fellowship hall. He asked Ella and Matthew if they wanted to come with him. Matthew shook his head and moved a bit closer to Ella. Ella didn’t answer at all.


  So he was alone when he pushed open the glass door to the pastor’s office. A strange discomfort rippled through him when he entered, like he shouldn’t be here. Kari had always been the believer in the family, the one who went to church because she loved it and not out of tradition or a sense of obligation. He went as much to keep the family locked in a structure of imposed normalcy as anything else. Kari would have been better in this situation.


  Of course, he supposed, if she were here, then there wouldn’t be a need for this in the first place.


  He almost left. Almost turned right around and walked out. But before he could reopen the door and walk away, the pastor came out of his inner office. “Mr. Wills!” he said, and walked toward Shane with a hand outstretched. Pastor Joshua “just call me Josh” was wearing khaki pants and a checkered flannel shirt. He had a jaunty step that brought him into Shane’s personal space almost instantly. He wasn’t invasive, just one of those people who was used to being close to others. It shouldn’t have bothered him, but Shane’s skin started to crawl for some reason. Josh must have sensed it, because he dropped back a step and let his hand fall to his side without insisting that it be shaken.


  “You okay, Mr. Wills?”


  “Shane,” he replied absently. He didn’t know why – he was probably just responding to Josh’s insistence on a first-name basis. As though the events of the last days were ultimately found to be less important when held up for comparison with the banal demands of everyday courtesy.


  The pastor wasn’t fazed. “All right, Shane,” he said with a smile. “Are you all right?”


  Shane didn’t know how to answer that. He had come here to ask about the Asian woman he’d seen in the photos, as well as with some half-assed thoughts of an exorcism in the back of his mind, but now that he was here both ideas seemed ludicrous. What was he supposed to do? Say, “Hi, you know the old Asian lady who was in church last week? Does she have anything to do with the string of murders in my house? And speaking of my house, I think it has a ghost and I might be possessed myself… anything you can do about that?” No matter how much the church might officially believe in that kind of thing – and he wasn’t even sure they did – he was fairly positive such a request would get him a quick trip to a drunk tank in the back of a local police cruiser and a restraining order when he got out.


  Shane’s mouth opened and closed as though he was a fish gasping for oxygen. His mind went blank as the sheer insanity of his life pressed suddenly in on him.


  Joshua looked hard at him. Then he spared Shane the need of talking. He sighed, and looked at his feet, scuffing them along the floor in an “aw-shucks” sort of posture that was strangely endearing in spite of the situation. Then he looked up at Shane, and the pastor’s eyes – sky blue and almost glittering – stared intently into his.


  “It’s happening again, isn’t it?” he said.


  Shane’s mouth kept moving soundlessly, but now his inability to speak stemmed from surprise. Again?


  “Wha… what do you mean?” he finally managed.


  Josh’s gaze didn’t waver. “The house,” he said. “It’s happening again.”


  Shane didn’t speak. He nodded. Josh passed a hand over his eyes, and Shane saw that the pastor was shaking slightly, a subtle trembling that spoke more eloquently of long-kept fear than a hysterical scream could have done. Then Josh sighed again and turned on his heel and disappeared into his office, leaving Shane even more confused than he had been before.


  The pastor was only gone a moment. He returned holding a piece of paper, which he pressed into Shane’s right hand. The pastor’s eyes looked strange. He looked haunted himself, like he had seen a ghost he had thought to be long-gone.


  “Go see her,” said Josh. Then he was gone again, back into his office before Shane could say a word. The office door clicked audibly as the older man locked the door behind him, and Shane knew it would be useless to knock and ask for clarification. Not when the pastor had looked like that. He wasn’t just in his office – Shane felt fairly sure he was hiding there.


  He looked at the paper in his hand. It was small: only an inch tall and maybe three inches wide, with irregular edges that clearly showed the paper had been torn from a larger sheet. An address was scrawled across the paper in blue ink. The writing was stilted and light, the hurried scribbling of someone who wanted to get the words out as fast as possible.


  Shane stood motionless in the front office for a long time. He didn’t recognize the address, though he thought he knew the general area where it was. What was going on here? That his house had a history was no surprise. That the local pastor knew about it also made sense. But the way the preacher had reacted, the way he had guessed that something was going on – that was strange, almost ridiculous-seeming.


  Shane glanced at Josh’s door. It was still closed. Still locked. The pastor wasn’t coming out.


  He sighed and turned to leave. He stared at the address the whole way back to the car, almost willing the numbers and letters to speak to him, to explain what was going on. A part of him wanted to throw the paper away, to just ignore the strange scene he had played with the pastor. But he knew he wouldn’t do that. He couldn’t afford to do it, couldn’t afford to ignore any lead that might help him figure out what was going on… and how to stop it.


  For a moment his mind cast itself back to Hanson’s cell, to the blood on the floor and walls, the twisted tangles of intestines spilled all around the dead man. The blood-written words.


  Once mine, mine forever.


  Once mine, mine forever.


  ONCE MINE, MINE FOREVER.


  Then he found himself back in the car, turning the key in the ignition and pulling away from the church.


  “Where are we going?” asked Matthew. Apparently Ella still wasn’t speaking. At least not to Shane.


  Shane held the piece of paper with the address on it over his shoulder. Matthew hesitated a moment, then took it. He read it aloud, stumbling over the street name – Rattlers Creek – but Ella chimed in and helped him. Relief swept through Shane like a clean breeze through a stuffy room when he heard his daughter’s voice. For a moment he thought they might get through all this.


  “What is this?” said Matthew.


  “An address, dummy,” said Ella.


  “I know that,” said Matthew, irritation tightening his voice. “But what’s it for?”


  Shane saw both kids staring at him in the rearview mirror. Waiting for an answer. “I don’t know,” he said.


  Neither of the kids seemed to like that response. They fell silent again. Ella stared out the side window, while Matthew held the paper up like he was hoping to find a secret message somewhere in the address.


  Rattlers Creek wasn’t far, only a few minutes of driving. The address was that of an apartment complex. Shane pulled up to it. Like the rest of the town, it was clean and obviously well-maintained. But he thought that under the surface cleanliness, there was a darkness about the building, a creeping sense of illness like a hidden cancer.


  “Come on,” he said as he opened the door.


  “No thanks,” said Ella.


  “Not a request,” he answered. Letting the kids wait in the car in the church parking lot was one thing, letting them sit on the side of the street in a strange part of town was something else altogether. Especially here.


  Ella sighed – she sounded irritated enough that it was almost like things were back to normal again – and got out of the car. Matthew scooted across the seat and got out with her and both kids trooped after Shane as he entered the building lobby.


  Whatever effort had been invested in keeping the outside of the building looking reasonably nice did not extend to the area inside. The place was utilitarian, almost Spartan in its lack of ornamentation. The floor was beige tile, a grim color that spoke of its owner’s cost-cutting more than anything else. The walls were off-white, a tone that tried vainly to hide the numerous smudges and handprints that could be seen every few inches. Shane looked around, hoping to find a directory so that he could match the apartment number on the paper with a name. No such luck.


  “Apartment 315,” said Matthew, reading from the paper he still held. He looked at Shane. “Third floor,” he said somberly.


  The elevator doors were around the corner, just out of sight of the lobby entrance. Shane thumbed the call button and a moment later there was a whirring that announced the arrival of the elevator. The doors opened and he waited for Ella and Matthew to get in before following them.


  The elevator was just as run-down as the rest of the place. Wood paneling that looked like it had been installed in the nineteen sixties mixed with a few mirrors that were probably meant to create a more open feel in the tiny box of an elevator but instead only managed to make it more claustrophobic since you were looking at people – your own reflections – every way you turned. The elevator hitched a few times as it rose, and Shane looked automatically for an inspection certificate. There was none.


  The elevator gave a final groan and the doors opened in front of him. The family spilled out of the elevator and into a hall that seemed even more dismal and washed out than the rest of the place. A single fluorescent bar was the only illumination in the hall. It flickered occasionally, as though tired of holding onto life here.


  There was a click and Shane jumped, spinning around. Ella and Matthew were looking back as well, their faces pinched and nervous.


  One of the doors that lined the hall opened and a man walked out. He was dressed as a postal worker, pale blue shirt with dark blue shorts. He walked to the elevator and thumbed the button. He didn’t look at Shane or the kids, though there was no way he could have been unaware of them in the small corridor. He just didn’t want to speak to them. Shane found that ominous somehow.


  He turned forward again and kept walking. Apartment 315 was almost at the end of the hall. He knocked, not knowing what to expect. No one opened the door. He knocked again.


  “Let’s just go,” said Matthew quietly.


  Shane gritted his teeth and knocked a third time. He had no idea what else he could do if this didn’t work, if there were no answers at this place.


  There was a scrabbling noise, then the door clicked as someone unlocked it. The door opened a crack, a chain lock still engaged. An eye stared out at them through the crack, a dark brown eye that was only dimly visible in the glimmering half-light of the hall.


  Ella took a step back. Shane didn’t blame her. Even though all he could really see was an eye, he knew immediately who it belonged to: Martha Goodspeak, the Asian woman from the newspaper picture and the woman Ella said had scared her in the church bathroom. He wondered why the pastor hadn’t told him where he was going.


  Would it have made a difference? he wondered.


  “Yes?” said the old woman. Her voice, muffled behind the mostly closed door, trembled slightly. Shane couldn’t tell if it was fear or just a symptom of age.


  “Mrs. Goodspeak,” he said. “Sorry to bother you, but Pastor Josh gave me your address and –”


  Shane stopped speaking as the old woman’s gaze shifted to take in Matthew and Ella. “The children,” he heard her whisper. Then again, in a voice that was terrified and hungry all at once: “The children.”


  The eye disappeared. The door shut with a clap. Shane looked at Matthew and Ella, both of them staring wide-eyed at the closed door. He shrugged. What now?


  The door clicked again. A chain rattled. Then the door swung slowly open. Martha Goodspeak was short to begin with, and age had hunched her further so that she barely came up to Shane’s chest. Even so, he had the sudden urge to run away, as though he were facing not a harmless old woman but a dangerous criminal.


  “Come in, Mr. Wills,” said Martha.


  Shane stepped forward automatically, then stopped with his foot in mid-air. “How do you know my name?” he asked.


  Martha didn’t answer. She just turned away and disappeared into the apartment. Shane looked at the kids, almost feeling like he should seek their approval before going in. Matthew nodded at him and gave him a sickly-looking thumbs-up. Ella looked at her shoes.


  Shane shrugged and stepped the rest of the way into the apartment. Ella and Matthew followed, and he closed the door behind them.


  Inside, the apartment struck Shane as normal-seeming at first, but an instant later something tugged at his subconscious, whispering to him that all was not right here. For a moment he didn’t know what it could be. There was a sofa and two chairs in the living room in front of them. An endtable between the sofa and one of the chairs. Lamp on the endtable. To the right was a kitchen, pretty typical-looking. At the back of the living room was a dark hall that undoubtedly went to the back of the apartment, to the bedroom or bedrooms.


  Shane couldn’t place the genesis of his sudden discomfort. Then he realized what was bothering him: the place was utterly sterile. There was no art on the walls, no pictures of friends or family adorned the few shelves in the place.


  Martha was standing in front of one of the chairs. She gestured at the sofa and the other chair. “Sit, please,” she said. Her voice was lightly accented, pleasant in spite of the obvious tension that chipped away at its edges.


  Shane didn’t move to any of the indicated seats. “Mrs. Goodspeak, I –”


  “Please, call me Martha,” she interrupted. She smiled, but the smile did not extend to her eyes.


  “Martha, I –”


  Again the old woman interrupted. “You must be thirsty. Let me get you something.”


  With that, she turned around and went into the hall, disappearing into the dark corridor so completely that it was as though she had never existed. She threw a look over her shoulder as she went, though, and the look was one of sheer terror, so strong that it almost pushed Shane backward. He glanced at Ella and Matthew. Neither of them seemed inclined to sit down, and their expressions showed they were aware something was wrong as well.


  They stood silently for a moment that stretched into at least a full minute and then continued to lengthen out into several minutes.


  “Daddy,” Matthew finally said. “I don’t like it here.”


  “She’s just getting us something to drink,” said Shane. He didn’t believe it, though. The kitchen wasn’t down the hall, it was clearly visible next to the living room. So she wasn’t getting them a drink, not unless she was filling up a pitcher in her bathroom.


  Shane moved forward without thinking about it. One moment he was standing with his kids in Martha’s bare living room, the next he was walking in the darkness of the hall. He came to a door and swung it open. A smell wafted out instantly and Shane almost gagged as stale air saturated with the odor of human waste assaulted him.


  He glanced into the room beyond the door and saw a bathroom. It was filthy. Unkempt, uncared for. Toiletries littered the sink and floor, and half-used bars of soap melted away in puddles of water on the counter. The toilet looked like it hadn’t been flushed in a long time, perhaps not ever.


  Shane backed away from the open door. Then he swung it shut, hoping that doing so would keep even more of the terrible smell from escaping. He kept walking down the hall. There was only one other door in the corridor, another blank door that was shut tight.


  Shane put a hand on the knob and another on the door itself. He turned the knob and pushed simultaneously. The door opened without a sound.


  Shane looked in.


  He gasped.


  The bedroom was a stark contrast to the front of the apartment. It was not the featureless space of the living room. Instead of bare walls, every single inch of the walls in here was covered by artwork, a collage of pictures and paintings that were hung in frames, glued or taped to the wall itself, or just sitting on the floor near the walls. Most of the artwork was religious: prints and pictures of the cross, of Jesus, of churches and holy sites around the world. Crosses hung everywhere, nailed to the walls and even hanging from the ceiling on short bits of twine and wire.


  Shane stepped into the room without realizing he was doing so. Something clattered at his feet. He looked down and saw that he had kicked several small black boxes: roach motels. They weren’t the only ones, either. Dozens of the roach traps lay on the floor of the bedroom, more on the disheveled bedspread. And every part of the room that didn’t have a roach motel looked like it was covered in take-out boxes. Chinese, Italian, deli… what looked like a hundred boxes from every restaurant in town.


  Shane had stepped into the room. Now he stepped back out, his eyes darting right and left, taking it all in. He suddenly understood why the front room was so bare: Martha never went there. At least, not for long. She lived – ate, slept, drank, everything – in this room alone. It looked like she only left to go to church or to get food. Shane suspected she didn’t even like to leave to relieve herself, and that when she had to go she ran into the bathroom to do what she had to and then ran back as quickly as possible.


  The old woman was praying. She was kneeling at the side of her bed, a crucifix clutched between her hands, head almost touching the covers. Shane hadn’t noticed her at first, so taken was he by the state of the rest of the room. As soon as he spotted her, she stopped praying. She looked at him with eyes that seemed too bright for the dingy place.


  “Oh, God,” she said. “The children.” She bowed her head as though to continue praying, but instead of a whispered prayer she said, “It’s started again.”


  Shane reentered the room. “What’s started?” he asked. Roach motels and Styrofoam food boxes crumpled under his feet. “Martha, what’s going on?”


  Martha shied away from him as he drew close. She shrank back against the wall and waved a liver-spotted hand in front of her face as though warding off a curse. The other hand still clutched the cross, and she kissed it before whimpering, “Please, don’t bring it in here.”


  Shane took another step. He reached out for her. “Martha, what –” he began.


  Martha cut him off. Her voice boomed out, a shout that seemed too large for such a small body. “Get out of my room!”


  Her scream brought Shane up short. He stopped moving forward as suddenly as if he had run into a wall. Not a wall of brick and mortar, but a sonic wall – a banshee wail of purest terror.


  Shane stepped back. As soon as he did, Martha’s face changed. The panic and rage fled from her face, replaced by a pitiful regret. “Sorry,” she said. She got halfway to her feet, leaning on the bed for support. “Sorry, I – I just don’t want anything… coming… in here.” Her hands fluttered as she stood, desperation apparent in her body language as much as her words and tone.


  Shane felt like apologizing. Like saying sorry and then closing the door as quietly as possible and leaving the woman to her madness. But he knew he couldn’t do that. He didn’t have the luxury of leaving Martha alone. Whatever was happening, he suspected that she knew about it. That she understood it, and that was why she was trying so hard to hide from it.


  “I need to find out what’s happening with my kids,” he said. He put as much steel into his voice as he could.


  Martha’s gaze flicked to the empty space in the hall behind Shane, as though she was afraid the kids might have snuck up behind him. Then her eyes returned to Shane’s again. Her face sagged into a pleading expression, her eyes narrowed plaintively. “Please,” she begged. “I don’t want it knowing where I live.”


  Shane nodded. “But I need to talk to you.”


  The old woman nodded, too, her head bobbing up and down faster than that of a congressional sycophant. “Sure, yes, absolutely. But not here. Just… not here.”


  Before Shane could respond Martha had flitted out of the room. She threw a look over her shoulder, jutting her chin out in a “come on, follow me” expression. Shane followed her back to the living room. The kids shrank away from Martha when she emerged from the hall. He couldn’t blame them. She was wild-eyed, panicked. Fear was visible in the bright sheen of sweat that coated her skin.


  Martha disappeared into the kitchen for a moment, then reappeared with something bundled under her arm.


  “Come on,” she said, and opened the door. She hurried out and Shane held his arms out to Ella and Matthew, gesturing for them to follow her. They did, but both were visibly reluctant to do so.


  Martha was already stepping into the elevator by the time Shane and the kids had gotten into the hall. He couldn’t decide whether to lock her door behind them or not, and finally settled for simply swinging it shut. Then he hurried to the elevator. It was going down.


  Matthew hit the call button, but Shane didn’t want to wait for the elevator. He suspected that Martha wasn’t going to wait for them to catch up. She was running away.


  He looked around and saw a dark fire-door marked “Stairs – Emergency Exit.” He hit the crash bar and hurried through, ignoring the wailing sound of the alarm it triggered. He ran down the stairs, switchback after switchback. His feet echoed hollowly through the stairwell, the sounds bouncing into themselves and mixing with the sounds of Ella’s and Matthew’s lighter footsteps until it sounded like there were dozens of people running down the stairs instead of only three.


  He got to the bottom of the stairs and pushed through the door there, bursting into the lobby just as Martha exited the elevator. She looked surprised to see him, confirming his suspicion that she had been running away.


  Then the surprise left her face. She looked only resigned now. She nodded, and her shoulders drooped. Instead of going out to the front of the apartment, she walked to another door in the back of the lobby. She opened it, but this time she waited at the door for Shane and the kids to go through.


  He went through the door, and found himself in an alley behind the building. “Where are we –” he said.


  Martha’s voice sliced through his, cutting him off instantly. “Not here,” she said. Her lips were pulled back from her teeth, a snarl that made her look suddenly like a long-dead corpse that had begun simultaneously to dry out and rot. She calmed herself, a visible effort, before managing to speak in a lighter tone. “Not here,” she repeated.


  She turned and walked away. Shane looked at the kids. Ella shook her head as though to warn Shane away from following her. Matthew shrugged.


  Shane walked after the old woman, and heard the kids fall into step behind him. They walked like that, a short parade of terrified souls, for long enough that Shane started to wonder if Martha was actually going anywhere or just trying to ignore them long enough that someone would die of old age before she had to speak. He was about to say something when the old lady turned around a rickety wooden fence, the kind that had splinters so big and vicious you could get one just by looking at the thing wrong.


  Shane followed her and suddenly found himself in an unkempt neighborhood park. It wasn’t much to look at: just a swing set in a small sand pit, a slide, and a rusty metal box painted to look like a covered wagon. Martha gestured at the swings. “Why don’t you let the children play,” she whispered.


  Shane nodded at the kids. They went over to the swings reluctantly, moving slowly. Ella sat on one of the three swings, the one on the far left of the swing set. Matthew sat on the far right. Neither of them started swinging. They just sat there and watched Shane. The empty swing in the middle swung ever so slightly back and forth, caught by a breeze so small Shane couldn’t even feel it.


  He turned back to Martha. She was already twenty or thirty feet away, walking briskly along a small path that followed the perimeter of the park. Shane threw a quick look at the kids – still staring at him, motionless on the swings – and then hurried after her.


  “What’s going on?” he demanded as soon as he caught up.


  Martha stared straight ahead as she walked. She answered, but he had the curious feeling that she wasn’t speaking to him. Like she was talking to someone he couldn’t see – a friend, perhaps, or a long-lost lover. Someone in her past. Someone who was safe to speak to, because he or she no longer existed.


  “Evil,” she said. “Evil is going on.”


  Shane shook his head. The lack of sleep the night before and an overall fatigue from recent events started tugging at him. He felt cranky and irritable. He wanted to sit down. “What are you talking about?” he said.


  Martha abruptly stopped walking. She turned to look at him and where only a moment before he had believed she wasn’t fully present, now he felt like she was far too aware of him. He had to consciously quell an urge to shrink away from her.


  She pulled out the bundle she had been holding since they left her apartment. It was a rectangular object, perhaps fifteen inches long and a foot wide, wrapped in a light cotton cloth. Martha pulled the cloth away, revealing a thick leather journal. Shane had to stifle a gasp. The journal was either the same kind as the one his wife had been keeping, or very close to it.


  Martha held the journal out for him. Shane didn’t take it right away. He didn’t want to see what was inside it. But he also knew he didn’t have a choice in the matter. He had to know what was happening.


  He took the book. The leather cover was cool and dry and made him think of a snake shedding its skin. A dead thing that had once been alive. He half expected it to sprout teeth and bite him as he opened it.


  Inside were newspaper clippings. Shane shivered as he turned the pages. It was like Kari’s journal. All the clippings dealt with the same thing: children being murdered. Only instead of random drawings and the few words that Kari’s journal had fit around the edges of her research, this book had pages of handwritten notes as well as the clippings. Shane glanced over the notes, catching phrases that stood out here and there.


  “Filicide (a parent deliberately killing his or her own child) is the third-leading cause of death of American children….”


  “I don’t believe either of the bitches. I think they wanted to kill their kids.”


  “People don’t kill their children to save them from monsters. They don’t. They kill their children for the monsters.”


  Shane turned page after page, feeling sick to his stomach. Part of the feeling came from the fact that someone – anyone – would devote so much time and effort to something so grim. Part of it was because the pictures of murdered children seemed so appealing to him. He pictured Matthew and Ella, staring up at strangers from the black and white pages of a newspaper, and wanted it to happen. Wanted them featured in stories like the ones in the journal.


  Wanted them dead.


  Shane shuddered and slammed the book shut. He thrust it back at Martha. She didn’t take it.


  “What is all this?” he said. His voice shook. He hoped and prayed it was because he was terrified. But at the same time, he knew that the tremolo in his voice was not due to fear, but to anticipation. He had to force himself not to look at Ella and Matthew. So close. So vulnerable.


  Martha nodded. For a horrible moment Shane was positive she could hear his thoughts, that she knew the murderous rage that both repelled and attracted him.


  “It twists at you, doesn’t it?” she said. “You see a news story about a parent who murders his or her child. A father who beats his six-month-old to death. A mother who throws her son over the side of a boat in the middle of the ocean. Parents who leave their child to starve in the basement. Who cut their son to pieces.” And as she said that last, she looked hard at him and Shane once again was gripped by the feeling that she knew exactly what he was thinking about – what he suddenly hoped would happen. Then her gaze shifted to where Matthew and Ella still sat motionless on the swings. “There’s something wrong about parents killing children.”


  Shane pasted what he hoped was an appropriately disgusted look on his face and nodded. “Yeah,” he said. “It’s… unnatural seeming.”


  Martha snapped her fingers as though he had just discovered the final clue in a melodramatic murder mystery. “Yes!” she said with barely-restrained glee. “Unnatural! It’s not the way we’re created. It’s against everything that human beings truly are.”


  Shane looked down at the book in his hands, the journal filled completely with pages that gave lie to her words. “But we do it anyway,” he said.


  Martha shook her head. “No, we don’t.”


  Shane tapped the journal meaningfully. “Your book begs to differ.”


  Martha made a shooing motion with one hand. “I didn’t say it doesn’t happen,” she said. “I said we don’t do it.” She waited a moment, and the enthusiasm was suddenly gone from her voice, the haunted tenor back as she finished, “Something else does.”


  Shane frowned. “What do you mean?” he asked, suddenly not sure he wanted to know the answer to his question. He had come to the priest and then to Martha hoping for help, for answers. Now he was on the verge of getting them and all he wanted to do was run away.


  He heard a clinking sound and looked toward the swings again. The center swing was moving back and forth, fitfully caught in an invisible breeze. The chain links that held up the plastic seat of the swing tinkled like out of tune wind chimes.


  “There has long been a legend,” said Martha, drawing Shane’s attention back to her. “Stories of a being called the Ala. In some legends it’s called the Lamia. It’s an… influence. A demon. A thing not-us that somehow infects us. Infects humanity.” Martha hitched a deep breath. “It’s also known as ‘The Eater of Children.’”


  Shane felt like the blood was draining from his body. He looked down, half expecting to see it pooling in the dirt around him. He remembered Kari, bleeding to death in the bathroom, and wondered if this was how she had felt before she woke up in Mount Shade. Bloodless, dry.


  “What are you saying?” he asked. His mouth didn’t want to work. “You saying some beast from Hell is possessing me and going to make me kill my children?”


  Martha stared into his eyes. Shane wanted to look away but found he could not. She had locked his gaze into place. “I’m saying exactly that,” she said. “I’ve seen it.”


  “With Oliver Hanson?” he asked.


  Martha nodded. “Oliver. And his son. Andy.” Her eyes lost their focus and her voice took on a sing-song lilt. It would have been almost beautiful were it not for the words she was saying. “Oliver came to me,” she said. “He loved his family and knew I might be able to help.” She looked at Shane directly for long enough to say, “I have gifts, you see.” Then her eyes went almost blank again. “He wanted me to help him cast out the thing that was coming to possess him. The thing that made him want to kill his own child.” Martha shivered and rubbed her hands against her arms as though she had suddenly found herself in an arctic windstorm. “I tried. Oh, I tried. But it was too strong. It almost killed me. I was… wrong… for years after that.”


  Shane was shaking his head. “What kind of gifts?” he said. He knew it wasn’t the most important thing right now – not as important as the rest of her story, at least, but for some reason he wanted to know. Maybe because if he could convince himself that she was some hack who dreamed of the day she would be able to bend a spoon on The Tonight Show or something, then he would be able to leave. Just take the kids and get away like he wanted to.


  Martha moved so fast it scared him. Her hand darted out viper-quick and gripped his wrist. Her hand was cold, so cold Shane felt like he was being touched by a woman already dead. Dead, but her brain wouldn’t accept it, so she walked on and on in a world that no longer wanted her around.


  “Many gifts,” whispered Martha. Shane gasped, and suddenly he was there… there in the house, not as it was today, but as it had been. In the house, and terrified because…


  … it didn’t work. It didn’t work, it didn’t work.


  She looks at her hands. Blood on her hands. Her blood. More trickles across the deep gash in her scalp.


  There is a loud bang, loud enough that Martha almost loses control of her bladder, almost wets herself. After what she saw, it’s a miracle she hasn’t already done so.


  Her knees buckle and she falls forward, half-laying across the hood of her car, which is still warm from the drive here.


  Shane looked at Martha. His mouth was agape. He had to make a conscious effort to pull it shut long enough to speak. “What did…


  … it do? What did it do to me? she thinks as she falls across the hood. Her mouth tastes coppery, salty. She spits and blood spatters on the dirt.


  “Stop this,” whispered Shane. “Please…


  … just stop it, she prays. But Jesus isn’t listening, and apparently His angels are busy, too, because there is no answer to her prayer.


  She forces herself upright. Looks at the house that has become an open doorway to Hell.


  She has to go back there. Doesn’t want to – doesn’t know if she even can – but has to, nonetheless.


  


  Shane felt her inside him, but also knew he was standing here in the park, the children hanging loosely on their swings behind him, the old woman in front of him.


  “You were in my house,” he whispered.


  Martha nodded. Her hand still gripped his wrist tightly. “More than once,” she said. “More than…


  … anything else, Martha wants to leave. Just get in her car and drive away. But she doesn’t. She feels her feet taking her inside. Because of him. Because of the boy. She can’t leave Andy in there.


  She finds herself in the basement and almost doesn’t know how she got here. How she got in this dark place again.


  Shelving on the walls.


  A mirror in the corner.


  Dark. No lights.


  Something moves. It’s the boy. It’s Andy. He’s on the floor, crabwalking backwards away from his father. Oliver stands over him, holding a knife.


  Shane shook his head. “That’s the same knife that Kari used. When she….” He couldn’t even finish the sentence.


  Martha nodded, her face a strange mix of fear and sympathy. “She loved them didn’t she? Loved your children?”


  “I thought she did, until –”


  Martha shook her head, cutting him off. “She did love them, right up until the…


  … end of the road: Andy has crawled back as far as he can. He is at the wall now, pressed against it as he tries vainly to escape his father.


  Oliver’s knife is held high. Martha sees him bring it up, ready to plunge it into his son’s chest or throat or both. She tries to move but can’t. She had come to help, but now when it matters, she can’t make her feet work. She is stuck three-quarters of the way down the stairs.


  She sees the reflection in the mirror in the corner. The way it is angled, she should be seeing only a reflection of Oliver’s back. Instead, though, she sees Oliver in the mirror face on. The other-Oliver grins widely, and she knows the thing hiding there is about to feast, about to slake its every-growing hunger.


  Andy raises his arm. A useless gesture. “Daddy, no!” screams the little boy.


  


  Shane sighed softly. Not the sigh of contentment or exhaustion, but a desperate sigh that spoke of his dread. “Don’t show me this,” he pleaded. “Don’t show me how it…


  … is going to end in the death of the boy. Martha knows it. The thing has won.


  Oliver Hanson – or what used to be Oliver Hanson, before he shed himself and was taken over by a thing that wears him like a tailored coat – brings the knife down. Martha flinches as she prepares to see a life end.


  But all is not lost. Something flashes by her, down the stairs and into the basement. She hears the click-click-click-click or claws on concrete. For a moment her fear redoubles as she thinks some other beast from beyond has come to feed. Then she realizes – at the same moment it barrels into Oliver, knocking the man away from his son – what has come. It is Andy’s dog.


  


  “I’ve seen that dog,” whispered Shane. He looked at Martha and for a moment she looked like an angel, a nimbus surrounding her. Then he blinked and the light disappeared and he realized he was crying. “I saw it on the first day we moved in. I saw that…


  … dog attacks Oliver. Oliver is a sturdy man in the prime of his life. He should be able to toss the dog aside like an empty sack. But the dog’s attack is so ferocious that Oliver goes down like an empty sack himself. The dog’s teeth snap at his neck. Oliver barely misses getting his throat torn out. Then he kicks convulsively. The kick hits the dog.


  “Daddy, no!” screams Andy. “Don’t hurt Buzz!”


  The kick isn’t hard enough to really hurt the dog, but it gives Oliver the space he needs. He is still holding the knife, and now he uses it.


  The blade plunges into the dog’s belly. The dog whimpers. Oliver jerks the knife out. A gout of blood spurts. The dog whimpers again. It looks over its shoulder at Andy, and Martha feels like the dog feels more pain at his failure to protect his master than at the mortal wound it bears.


  The dog whimpers again, then crawls into the darkness at the edges of the basement. A thick smear of blood trails behind it. It whimpers in the black. Then is silent.


  Oliver stands.


  


  Now Martha’s eyes were full of tears as well. “I went back in,” she said. “To try to stop it.” She lowered her head in shame. “It was too strong for me to…


  … stop it. And she has to do it now. Oliver is standing over his boy again. Suddenly Martha feels strength flow into her. She runs at Oliver, intending to batter him away like the dog did. Only she’s much bigger than a dog, big enough to get him away from Andy long enough to allow the boy to escape.


  Who knows? she wonders briefly. Maybe I’ll even survive, too.


  She rushes at Oliver, fingers outstretched. The man doesn’t even seem to notice her. But at the last second he turns and she realizes he was waiting for this to happen. He’s ready.


  His knife slices down. She feels the point enter her breast, then jerk away as she falls. She hits the concrete and expects it to be cold. But it isn’t. It’s warm, and it only takes a moment for her to realize that it’s warm with her blood, which is already widening into a wide, deep sea.


  Martha used her free hand to pull the neck of her blouse down and to the side. The scar behind it was thick and brown, a gnarled mass of tissue.


  “It left its mark,” she whispered. “It always leaves its mark.” Shane couldn’t tear his eyes away from the scar. For some reason, it seemed to be mocking him. To be saying that no matter what he did, it wouldn’t fix anything.


  Martha’s tears spilled down her cheeks, dotting her blouse with dark spots as they fell from her chin and jaw. “It was too strong for me,” she said. “Oliver tried to stop it. To fight it. He tried to break the Lamia’s ability to work through him.”


  “How?” said Shane. Though he suddenly thought he knew. He saw Kari, laying spread-eagled in her own blood, awash in it as it gushed out. She hadn’t been trying to kill herself, he realized. At least, not in a fit of madness. She had done it to stop the Lamia from using her. She had done it to save…


  … the child, save the child! Martha’s mind screams. But she can’t even move her fingers. It is going to happen. It is going to end.


  Oliver stands over his son. The dog – wherever it is – no longer whimpers. It is probably dead. Oliver holds up the knife. Martha can’t watch, but she can’t look away. She will see. She will bear witness.


  The knife falls.


  Andy screams.


  But the knife never touches him. Oliver halts its descent only inches above the boy’s upturned face. Martha doesn’t realize what has happened at first. Then she sees how tightly Oliver’s muscles are clenched.


  “Fight it,” she says. Or rather tries to say: the words come out in a barely-breathed whisper.


  Oliver’s body starts gyrating. At first it looks like he is having a grand mal seizure. But he never falls. He just shakes, and shakes, and shakes. Faster and faster, until he is a blur and it is impossible to say where his body ends and the air around it begins.


  The knife can still be seen as a flash inside the blur. And then Martha sees something else. Something worse. Something black, a hint of tentacles at the edges of the darkness.


  A host of roaches seems to explode out of the whirling cloud of motion that Oliver Hanson has become. They spread out like a dark river on the basement floor.


  The roaches scatter.


  Oliver suddenly stops gyrating.


  He stands up tall.


  He looks at the boy who still lays powerless before him.


  “I love you, Andy,” he says. And Martha knows it is not the thing that speaks. It is Oliver. The man, the father.


  


  “What did he do?” whispered Shane. “How did he beat it?”


  Martha shook her head. “He didn’t beat it,” she said. “Just stopped it for a moment, and then…


  … the humanity falls away from Oliver’s gaze. The thing is still there, Martha realizes. Still inside him.


  Oliver screams, though whether for rage or pain or ecstasy Martha cannot say. “I…” he gasps. “I… love… you!”


  And then he brings the knife down. Not on Andy, but on himself. He slashes one wrist wide open. Then, moving slowly as he fights to retain control of himself, he cuts the other wrist just as deeply.


  Blood flows. It falls on Andy, splattering the boy’s hair and clothing with blood.


  Oliver smiles at his son.


  He falls.


  Andy is alone. Alone with the dead and dying.


  


  “He saved him,” said Shane. The tears came thick and heavy now, as though Oliver Hanson’s triumph had reached across time and touched him with something he had thought lost forever: hope.


  Martha was smiling, too. But her smile looked strange. He realized it wasn’t joy. Wasn’t happiness. It was a smile of pity. And he couldn’t understand that. Or could he? Because what had happened to Andy? What had happened to…


  … the little boy looks at her and Martha knows he must have heard her moan. He sees her, and his eyes light up. Martha can’t think why he would be so excited. Then he turns to his father’s body, and she realizes what must be going through Andy’s mind. If she’s alive, he must be thinking, then maybe my father is still alive, too.


  As if to confirm her thoughts, Andy cries out, “Daddy!”


  He crawls to his father’s body. Martha sees a roach skitter from the shadows that hide Oliver’s motionless form like a dark cloak.


  “No, Andy!” she screams. Whether she doesn’t have the strength to say the words loud enough or Andy simply ignores her, she can’t tell. Either way, he gives no sign he has heard her words. He crawls to his father’s body.


  Oliver is face-down. Andy pulls at him, trying to turn him over.


  And Oliver’s bloody arm streaks out! A crimson-painted hand grabs a thick bundle of Andy’s hair. The boy’s head is jerked back, his mouth opening to scream as his neck is laid bare.


  The knife flashes.


  The scream never comes.


  Chapter 27:

  

  Thralls


  



  Theresa Riggi was worried she would lose her three children in a custody dispute, so she stabbed them to death.


  She was sentenced to sixteen years in jail. Five and one-third years per dead child.


  In December 2011, only about a year and a half into her prison term, she was moved to a psychiatric hospital for further care. The authorities were worried that some of the other inmates had tried to kill her.


  Can you blame them?


  



  Martha felt drained and somehow dirty around the edges, like a tub emptied after a long bath. She couldn’t tell if it was a good feeling or not. Either way, she had at last been able to share what had happened. No one – not even Pastor Joshua (who was not now and never would be “Josh” to her) – had ever heard the story. Not all of it.


  Shane Wills was staring at her. He looked at his hands as though expecting to see them holding the knife that had killed Andy.


  Then his hands shot out, grabbing Martha’s shoulders in a grip so tight she winced.


  “Martha,” said Shane, “this… thing… it has to have a weakness. There has to be some way to stop it. An exorcism. Or we move far away. Something.” The last word came out almost as a whine as he pleaded with her. At the same time, there was something in his eyes, a hunger that she had seen before. It took all her strength not to recoil, not to pull away and run from this man who was already halfway under the control of the thing that had come into her life.


  It had found her. No matter how well she hid, no matter how thoroughly she cloaked herself in religious artifacts and righteousness, it seemed that she could not escape the influence of the demon that had stolen Andy and Oliver away.


  Despair coiled like a garrotte around Martha’s throat. She spoke slowly, choking over each word. “The house isn’t haunted, Mr. Wills. The Lamia is drawn to certain places for some reason: that’s why so many deaths have occurred in your home over the years. And if you hadn’t moved there, maybe you could have kept the children safe, could have kept them hidden from her long enough for them to grow up and no longer appeal to her. But now that you’ve been touched by her not once, but twice….” Her voice drifted away. She could see Shane didn’t believe her. He was clearly searching for something to say, looking for some loophole he could crawl through to escape this nightmare. She shook her head. “It’s touched you. It wants your children. Leaving won’t help you. It will follow you. Wherever you go.”


  Shane’s eyes opened. He looked like he had just shoved a screwdriver into an electrical outlet. “Oh, dear God,” he whispered.


  “What?” asked Martha.


  Shane loosened his grip on her shoulders. One of his hands came away and he looked at it. “We spent the night in a motel last night,” he said. His voice was suddenly dreamy; drugged-sounding. “To get away. But while the kids were sleeping, I found myself holding… I mean, I almost….”


  Martha nodded. She understood what he was trying not to say. “It picks a family. It picks the children. Your children. You’ve been twice-marked, and it will never stop. Never.”


  Shane looked at his open hand for a long time. Then his fingers curled into a tight fist. “No,” he said. “I refuse to believe that. There has to be some way.” He looked at her again, and Martha almost wilted under the intensity in his gaze. “You have to help us.”


  Martha wanted to say no. She wanted to tell him to forget it. But her eyes fell on the children, still sitting on the swings.


  The boy, a trace of a smile tugging at his lips, as though not even death and the threat of damnation could possibly faze him for long.


  The girl, sitting as far from her brother as possible, yet still somehow projecting her intention to protect him.


  And between them, on the empty swing… Andy. The little boy hung listlessly, looking at neither of the children beside him. They probably couldn’t see him either, Martha knew. That was part of her gift – her curse. Most people couldn’t ever see what was beyond the dome of this life. Only a few could see even if what was out there wanted them to see. And far fewer were those like Martha: those who could always see.


  Andy looked up as though suddenly aware of her attention. His face was the gray of a storm-ready sky. His eyes, once blue and beautiful, were now filmed over with death’s cataracts. His throat, slashed widely and deeply, gaped as he looked up. He didn’t smile. He never smiled. The Lamia had taken him. And so he still belonged to it. To her. To the she-demon that possessed parents and made them slaughter their own children, then withdrew and left a shattered husk of a parent behind.


  Andy didn’t blink. Another thing he never did. Just stared at her. But in his unwavering stare she thought she saw a hint of something pleading. Begging her to save the children who sat on either side of him.


  The sky grew suddenly dark, as though a thick thunderhead had passed in front of the sun. Martha flicked her eyes up. The sky was empty. Not a cloud present.


  Her eyes returned to Andy, and she realized why the sky had darkened – at least to her.


  Standing in the distance behind dead boy on the swing, she thought she could make out dark shadows. They were formless blobs at first, but as they drew closer she could make them out. Small shadows. Faces atop bodies that would never grow taller. Limbs broken and burnt, bodies cut and poisoned and drowned and beaten.


  The Lamia’s victims.


  Martha put a hand to her mouth. She didn’t want to scream. She feared that such a scream would continue forever, would never stop until it dragged her into a place where the screams lasted through eternity. To the home of the damned.


  She tore her eyes away from the scene, from the dozens/hundreds/thousands of dead children who walked and hobbled and crawled toward the park. Or rather, she tried to. Because everywhere she looked, she saw them. Saw the ones she hadn’t been able to save, the ones the Lamia had taken, the souls that would now walk the earth forever in bondage to the demon.


  Martha closed her eyes. “All right,” she finally mumbled, and wasn’t sure whether she was talking to Shane or to God or to the ghosts. “I’ll help you.”


  She opened her eyes. Shane was nodding.


  The dead children were gone. Even Andy had disappeared from his perch atop the swing. Only Matthew and Ella remained. But Martha knew that they would not remain alone for long. If they were going to act, it had to be now.


  “We’ll need help,” she finally said.


  Shane nodded. Then went to his children. Martha felt like falling to the hard ground below. She probably would have done so, too, if she weren’t so afraid of seeing the dead children again.


  The murdered children were near. Which meant the Lamia was, too. Near, and swiftly coming closer.


  Chapter 28:

  

  Time


  



  Women who kill their children are likely to be unmarried. I wonder why? It can’t be merely because the Lamia (and that’s it’s name – her name – I know that now) more readily takes possession of women – if that were the case it wouldn’t matter if the women it marked were married or not.


  So the presence of a father has something to do with keeping the children safe?


  I must think on this.


  



  Relief coursed through Shane when Martha agreed to help them. Not that he knew what she could do, but he knew that he was in over his head, and he needed help. Perhaps putting his faith in her was just grasping at straws, but even straws were better than nothing, better than the frayed despair that was starting to settle in.


  Then the old woman hurried back and told him to meet her at the house at sunset. Shane asked her why, and what she was going to do, but she refused to answer. She just repeated her instructions and hurried away. Shane didn’t know if she was going back to her home, though he thought not. Something had changed in her in the final moments of their talk. He thought the terrified recluse who secreted herself in a panic room protected by crosses and religious art was gone – at least for the moment. Martha was moving like she had a purpose.


  But what it was, he could only guess at.


  He stared at her as long as she remained in sight… and kept staring even after she was gone. He realized a moment later that he was still holding her book, her journal of sorts. He thought about opening it and looking to see if the book might hold any clues as to what she was going to attempt, but the idea of reading through graphic accounts of child murders was repellant to him.


  And yet, it wasn’t.


  There was a part of him, though he didn’t want to admit it, that wanted to look. Not to know the enemy, not in order to plan some defense, but just to bathe in the words and images. To wash himself in death and be renewed.


  He hungered for the information in the book. He hungered to read of blood and fire and water that all led to death. He glanced at Ella and Matthew. Matthew smiled.


  The smile pulled him back from the place he had been, from the edge of the bottomless chasm into which he had nearly tripped. Shane smiled back.


  He walked to the children. Ella avoided his gaze. “What did the old bag say?” she asked.


  Shane almost reprimanded her for speaking like that. But at the same moment he wondered if he was angry at her language or just seeking an excuse to start a fight. And from there….


  He shoved thoughts of what would happen then into the back of his mind. He forced a smile on his face. “She said she was going to help us.”


  Matthew hooted and pumped a fist in the air with an expression that showed he thought they’d already won. Ella remained taciturn. “How?” was all she said.


  Shane’s smile sagged. “I don’t know,” he said. “We’re supposed to meet her there tonight. At suns –”


  “Meet her where?” Ella said.


  “At home.”


  Ella almost erupted off the swing and was already ten feet away before Shane even realized she was moving. “Hey!” he called. She kept walking, giving no indication that she had heard him. “Ella, what’re you doing?”


  “What am I doing?” She spun to face him, and Shane was taken aback by the intensity of her fury. “What are you doing? You want to take us back to that place? Are you insane?”


  Shane felt the fury rise up in him again, felt the sudden urge to win this argument. Permanently.


  But the anger wasn’t as hot or all-encompassing this time. Maybe it was because they were away from the house, maybe it was Martha’s influence. Either way, he was able to put a lid on the anger before it boiled over.


  “Ella,” he said, and was surprised at how calm he managed to sound. “We have to do this. We have to go back.”


  “Why? Why do we have to go back?”


  Shane paused. And it wasn’t just because he didn’t know himself what Martha planned to do. It was more than that. How was he supposed to talk about mortgages and bankruptcy and losing his last chance at a career that had been dying off with a daughter barely in her teens? Ella was more mature than most kids her age, but she wasn’t ready to have that kind of a talk, he was sure. More than that, Shane wasn’t sure he was ready to have that kind of a talk. To face the reality that had been chasing them ever since the night Kari tried to kill Ella.


  The reality of a family that was badly broken. And might never find the means to be healed.


  Matthew came to Shane’s aid. Shane was trying to figure out what to say when his son came forward and curled his small hand around Shane’s. “Don’t you get it, Ella?” he said. “We have to face the monster where it’s strongest. Because that’s where it can be hurt. When we’re running, it can’t hurt us as bad, maybe, but we also won’t be able to stop it. It’ll just wear us down. It’ll just follow us until we make a mistake, and that will be the last mistake we ever make.”


  Matthew’s mouth curled in that half-smile that Shane loved so much. And he knew his son was right. This was their chance. Maybe their only chance.


  Ella stared at Matthew for a few un-measurable moments. Then her face, too, wore a grin – though not as bright a one as Matthew’s. Fear hid behind her smile.


  “Know-it-all,” she said.


  “Yeah, well at least I don’t write ‘Gabriel Jordan loves me’ all over my three ring binder.”


  That surprised Shane. He knew Gabriel Jordan – he was one of the kids in Ella’s school a year ago, before… before everything. But he had no idea she was interested in the boy. And yet there was no arguing against the truth of Matthew’s accusation, for Ella flushed a deep red and instantly waded into an argument with her brother that mostly centered on who was least fit to go to a school that didn’t cater exclusively to “special needs” kids.


  Shane would have stopped them in any other circumstance, but this time he let them yell at each other. It was a small taste of normalcy returned to their suddenly skewed lives. He longed for the days when his biggest concern had been keeping the kids from screaming at each other about every little thing. Now his biggest concern was keeping them alive.


  Not just that. It’s keeping from murdering them myself.


  “Come on, guys,” he said, gently stepping between them. “Let’s not do this now.” Ella and Matthew instantly fell silent – a good omen and something of a miracle in itself. They looked at him expectantly. “What?” he said.


  “Well,” said Matthew, “what are we supposed to do?”


  Shane looked around, as though by doing so he might find someone waiting nearby with a piece of paper that held answers to all his children’s questions. But there was no one. Just him. Just the dad.


  He suddenly missed Kari. Missed her as he hadn’t done in months. He felt like he had in the first days, alternating between being overwhelmed by the reality of his new life and feeling completely numb. The only thing that had always been steady for him was Kari. Before she went insane she was his rock, something solid he could tie himself to in any storm. And after that night, she was still there in his mind and heart. But now she was a memory, and then the memory of a memory – all her imperfections gone, all her idiosyncrasies revamped until she resembled an angel more than the living, breathing person he remembered and loved.


  That was almost the worst: not that Kari had gone mad, not that the family had been shattered with the drop of a knife, but the reality that he no longer mourned for his wife. The grief for something real had been replaced by a pining for something that had never really existed in the first place, by a memory that was so good and perfect it never could have existed. He had forgotten Kari. He visited her all the time, yes, but he had forgotten what she was really like. He had forgotten what made her her, and could only remember a pleasant version of his wife, someone so perfect that it could only be a lie, and so could not be truly loved.


  “You okay?” said Matthew. Shane looked at his son and realized that both kids were staring at him with concern.


  “Yeah,” he said. His voice came out wet and thick, as though he’d been crying. He coughed and cleared his throat and repeated the word, a bit stronger this time: “Yeah.”


  He held out a hand and drew his daughter close. He pulled Matthew in as well, and the three of them held each other in the middle of the park.


  “Tonight,” he said. “We go when the sun sets, and we’ll all be okay.”


  They continued to hold each other until Matthew – always the one least able to keep still – drew back and said, “I’m hungry.”


  “Hungry?” Ella demanded incredulously. “How can you be hungry right now?”


  Matthew stuck his tongue out at her. “Sorry, not everyone is trying to fit into a bikini for Gabriel Jordan.”


  That was enough to set the kids off again.


  Shane let them argue, let them verbally claw at one another’s throats. Because as long as they were arguing about who was the biggest blabber-mouth, and who belonged in a home for kids who never managed to learn how to dress themselves, and who should be hung on a flagpole for crows to pick at – as long as they were doing those things, they were still a family.


  As long as they were doing that, they were still alive.


  Eventually, Matthew ran out of things to say. “Whatevs,” he muttered, which was enough of a concession of defeat for Ella to yell out a victorious “Ha!”


  That might have started the whole cycle again, but Shane interrupted the next argument before it could begin. “I’m hungry, too,” he said. “How about we go out and get some….” He checked his watch. “Some lunch? We could go to a restaurant.”


  Both kids nodded, and Matthew even gave out a small whoop of delight. Ella smiled, but Shane thought he could see reserve in her eyes. Like she knew that lunch was only something to do before the real problem was faced. Before life was once again threatened.


  Shane touched Ella’s shoulder lightly. She didn’t pull away. And that almost made everything else worth it. They might be passing through the last day of their lives. They might be going to a doom beyond imagining.


  But for now, at least, his daughter was his daughter again. He smiled at her. She smiled back. And this time there was no sense of holding back. The smile was real. The family was, for a moment at least, a family again.


  Then Shane thought of going back to the house. Of facing what had hunted them down not once, but twice.


  His smile faded, and in its place was a simple conviction, five words that rang through his mind over and over:


  We’re all going to die.


  Chapter 29:

  

  Ritual


  



  Most homicides are committed with weapons that allow for distance; that allow the killer to look away at the moment of death, or to be in another place when it happens.


  A gun. Poison.


  I used to think that there was something in parents who murder children that makes them have to watch. But it’s more than that.


  It’s not just the death, it’s the dying itself that the Lamia feeds on.


  



  Shane pulled the car up nearly to the edge of the porch steps before stopping. Another vehicle was already there, parked in front of the house. It was a minivan, which Shane thought a bit strange. He didn’t know why it should – there wasn’t an official vehicle for dealing with child-killing demons – but it did. He would have expected a truck, perhaps, or a full cargo van or even a hearse. Something more fitting to the events to come than a soccer-mom’s transport of choice.


  Three people stood on the stairs in front of the house. Shane recognized Martha, though it seemed as though she had aged terribly in the few hours since they had spoken. She was more bent than he remembered. Her hair, previously gray and disheveled, was now carefully braided. It also seemed lighter than it had before – as though she had gone from gray to silver to almost white in less than a day.


  Is that even possible? he wondered. But of course it had to be possible – the proof was standing at his front door and looking at him with hollow eyes.


  The other people standing with Martha were strangers. One was a tall, ascetic-looking man with a thin nose and lips pressed so tightly together that his mouth seemed like a bloodless slit in the flesh of his face. The other person was short and stout and wore a dark pea coat that seemed much too heavy for the warm summer night.


  Shane stared at them. He felt as though he should wait for them to say something, or beckon to him. They did nothing. Waited.


  “Dad, should we get out?” said Matthew from the seat behind him. The sound startled Shane. Lunch had been all right, almost normal-seeming, but the atmosphere within the family had become tense in the last hour, like a helical spring being slowly pressed under great weight.


  “Yeah, sure,” he mumbled. No one moved. He realized that the kids were both looking at him in the rearview mirror. Waiting for him to go first.


  Why should I have to go first? It’s not me the goddam Lamia wants to kill. Screw them. Screw the little bastards.


  The thought jumped into Shane’s mind with such force and suddenness that he almost growled in fury. He barely caught the sound before it could escape his throat. Where had that come from? he wondered. He answered his own thought almost instantly: the Lamia. The thing that had stalked his children for years, starting with Kari and then infecting him when she failed to do what it wanted.


  Martha had said that the thing was drawn to certain places. Now that he knew that, he could actually feel it. It was as though a dark cloud had taken up residence directly above the house: everything near it seemed somehow dimmer; out of focus. Even his own thoughts seemed far away and somehow less real.


  He exhaled slowly. Forced himself to think of holding Ella for the first time after she was born. To think of Matthew learning to ride a bike. The kids watching a movie on the floor in front of the television, a sheet spread out below them so that they could be as messy as they wanted.


  He thought of Kari. Not as she now was, but as she had been before the Lamia stole her from him.


  That last did it. Anger roiled in his gut, but it wasn’t the dark, sooty rage he felt so often recently. It was a clean anger, a purifying fire that could be directed at the thing that had tried so hard to steal Shane’s family away.


  He got out and strode to Martha and the other two men. Without preamble, Martha gestured to the tall man on her left. “This is Calvin Jankowitz.” The tall man nodded and extended his hand. Shane shook it.


  “Just call me Jankowitz,” said the tall man. He smiled, and the effect was extraordinary: transforming his face from a thin, austere one into something that was pleasantly open, if a bit intense. “I’ll be doing the science work tonight.”


  “Science?” Shane felt the now-familiar twist of his world tilting ever-so-slightly off kilter. He looked at Martha. “What exactly –”


  “We’ll explain inside,” she said, then gestured at the other man. “This is District Superintendent Patrick Lawler.”


  “Just Patrick, please,” said the stout man. His voice was gravelly, the voice of a long-time smoker. He extended his hand as well. Shane took it automatically. The man’s hand was thick and callused – the kind of hand that could have ground Shane’s knuckles to powder if its owner were so inclined.


  “District Superintendent?” said Shane, his confusion now doubled. “Like a school district?”


  Patrick shook his head. “No. I’m from the church. Pastor Joshua’s ecclesiastical superior,” said the man. He smiled as well, but the smile was a thin façade that only barely masked the clergyman’s unease.


  Shane let go of the man’s hand and looked at Martha. “I don’t understand.”


  “You will,” she answered. Then she turned and opened his front door and walked in. “Bring the children,” she said as she disappeared into the darkness of the house.


  Shane looked at the two other men. Jankowitz shrugged with embarrassment, as Martha were a prized but exasperatingly headstrong pet. Patrick just turned and walked into the house after her.


  Matthew touched Shane’s his hand. His son was looking up at him with a mixture of curiosity and fear.


  “Are we going in?” asked Matthew.


  Shane had no answer. He knew that he had planned on facing the evil that had come for them. But now, standing at the threshold of the house, he was unsure. He looked at Ella, who was standing slightly behind Matthew. She stared evenly back at him. Shane felt let down somehow, as though he had expected her to give him some sign of agreement or an indication of what to do next. But that wasn’t her job. It was his.


  He squared his shoulders. As he did so, a feeling came over him. It was light but unpleasant, like the shudder-inducing feel of walking into a spider’s web that had been stretched across a hallway in the night. A sense that something was wrong; that an invisible intruder had spun a silken thread in the corridors of his mind. Nothing major – yet – but definitely a harbinger of things to come.


  The Lamia. He could feel it nearby.


  “Come on,” he said, and almost yanked Matthew along after him as he walked into the house. He didn’t hear Ella follow them, and for a moment he thought she might refuse to set foot in the house. The idea made him glad – an excuse not to go forward with this strangeness, this insanity that had permeated his life. Then, at the instant he decided to turn around and just take the kids and run, he heard her walking up the steps behind him.


  Perrrrrfect. The childrennnn….


  The single invisible threat in his mind was now two. And then four. And then eight. He knew the thing that wanted his kids was near. Perhaps already here, already inside him so completely that it would soon wear him like a thin glove.


  Shane focused on following Patrick once he was in the house. Something to keep his mind off the thoughts that were like a low undercurrent, a soft buzz that barely registered but was nonetheless always present. The clergyman walked through the dark hall and into the kitchen. Shane followed him just quickly enough to see Patrick opening the door that led to the basement before quickly descending into the darkness beyond.


  Shane went to follow him, but something jerked him back. It was Matthew, looking up at him with a wild, almost panicked gaze. “Don’t,” he whispered.


  Shane looked at Ella. She didn’t return his gaze. Her attention was fixed on the basement door.


  We have to go, bud,” Shane told Matthew, “We have to get this thing off our backs.” He hugged the little boy, crushing him to his chest and then kissing the top of his tousled mop of hair. “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of you.”


  “Promise?” Matthew’s voice was muffled, his face buried against Shane.


  “Promise,” said Shane. He wondered momentarily if he was trying to convince Matthew to come because it was the best way to be free of this curse that had affixed itself to them… or if it was because it would be easier for the Lamia to find them down there.


  He found he didn’t care which it was. Either way, this was going to end. Soon.


  He freed Matthew from his embrace, then took his son’s hand again. He took Ella’s hand, too, and for once she didn’t fight him on it or draw away. Like Matthew, she let herself be led gently forward until they were in the basement.


  As if coordinated ahead of time, the second Shane’s foot touched the first step in the stairwell, bright lights flowed up from the basement. It wasn’t the brightness of the single low-watt bulb that previously lit the space, either. He had to put his arm up in front of his eyes to keep from being blinded by the intense white light that leapt up the stairwell.


  After a moment his eyes adjusted enough that he could put his arm down, though he still had to squint to see anything, and tears formed at the corners of his eyes. He continued down the stairs. Matthew followed closely behind him, and behind Matthew Shane could hear Ella following.


  He stopped on the penultimate step. He looked around and saw the origin of the sudden brightness: several industrial-strength lighting stands with halogen floodlights hanging off them. The lights were plugged into the basement’s wall outlets, and all of them had cords that connected them to a sophisticated computer setup that stood on a medium-sized folding table off to one side of the underground room. Jankowitz was already sitting behind the computer, muttering to himself as he made adjustments to some of the arcane-looking equipment on the table.


  Patrick had moved to the center of the basement, the focal point of the blazing glare of the industrial lights. He was bent over at the waist, a piece of chalk in his hand, and was putting the final touches on a pentagram that someone – probably the clergyman himself – had drawn on the floor. Every square centimeter of the star had been filled with rune-like symbols. It made Shane uneasy to look at.


  Martha stood midway between the two men. From time to time, the old woman cast a quick glance at what Jankowitz was doing, but mostly she kept her eyes fixed on Patrick’s artwork. Her lips moved, and Shane wondered if Martha was able to read the strange markings on the pentagram.


  He also wondered how long Martha, Patrick, and Jankowitz had been here. From the look of things, he guessed they’d been working on this set-up for several hours.


  “Dad,” whispered Ella from behind him. Her voice was soft as a baby’s coo. Fear had wrung the strength from her. “This isn’t a good place.”


  Shane could barely hear his daughter, but Martha must have been possessed of exceptional ears, because she immediately looked up from the pentagram and stared at Ella. “This is where it happened last in this house,” she said. “This is where the Lamia wants it to happen again. This is where we have to brace it.”


  “Done,” grunted Patrick. He straightened up and put his hands on his back, grunting a bit as he stretched.


  Martha stepped toward the pentagram. She gestured for Shane and the kids to come forward. Shane did so. Something inside him fluttered as he approached the pentagram. Fear wrung a sigh from his lips. He had to concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other until he stood at one point of the star.


  Martha gestured for Matthew to move to the point of the star at Shane’s left, then guided Ella until she was standing at the point to Shane’s right. “Sit down,” she said. Again, something in Shane wanted to refuse her order. He couldn’t tell if it was the Lamia making him feel this perverse desire for confrontation, or just his own sense of impending danger. Either way, it wasn’t until Matthew and Ella were both sitting cross-legged on the floor beside him that he managed to sink to his knees himself.


  Martha watched as he lowered himself to the ground. Her eyes narrowed. Shane felt uncomfortable under her gaze, though he had no idea why. He looked away from her, glancing at Matthew and then at Ella. Both of the kids were looking at Martha expectantly. Shane looked back at her, as well, and saw she was still staring at him.


  He was about to speak, to ask her what she was looking at, when Martha abruptly turned away. She walked to the point of the pentagram on the other side of Ella. Patrick came to her as she did so, and the heavyset man held her arm to steady Martha as she lowered herself to the concrete floor. Her knees popped audibly as she sat, and a flicker of pain crossed her face. Then it was gone, and she stared impassively at Shane as Patrick opened a large black case that sat on the floor near Jankowitz’s computer station.


  The clergyman pulled something out of the case. At first Shane wasn’t sure what it was, but then Patrick put the object on the floor at the final empty point of the pentagram and he realized it was a candle. Only it was unlike any other candle he had ever seen – wider than it was tall, made of some strange kind of tallow or wax that seemed to sag under itself as though constantly on the verge of melting. Patrick struck a match, and Shane’s nostrils flared as the scent of phosphorous pricked them.


  Patrick leaned over and lit the candle. It was so bright that Shane could barely make out the flame, though – it was just a slightly lighter speck in the brilliance of the basement.


  “What’s with all the lights?” Matthew said.


  Martha looked startled, as though she had almost forgotten anyone was in the room. She smiled at Matthew, but it was a strange kind of smile: sincere, but melancholy, as though she were looking upon a photograph of some personal treasure that had been lost long ago. As though looking at someone in terminal condition in a hospital. “This is an entity of darkness, child. We want it weak, we have to keep the place bright.”


  Matthew nodded as though that made perfect sense. He even winked at Ella. She didn’t return the wink. She looked almost bleached in the intense brightness, her features so lacking in shadow or depth that she appeared a featureless outline of a girl – a bright but half-formed doppleganger.


  Jankowitz pulled some more equipment out of the large black case from which Patrick had retrieved the candle. The thin man put up a tripod and mounted a small but expensive-looking camcorder atop it. He touched a button on the side, and a red light turned on.


  “Recording,” said Jankowitz. He looked at his watch and then said the date and time out loud, clearly intending it as a start-point for the electronic record he was making.


  Suddenly what was happening seemed all-too real to Shane. He felt like he had been playacting for the last few hours, an understudy rehearsing a performance no one really expected him to give. But now, with the camcorder on, he realized that this was real, it was all real and they could really die down here.


  “I don’t want the kids here,” he said to Martha. He had to concentrate as he said the words, though, because at the same time as he said them he also wanted to keep the children near. Not to protect them, not to keep tabs on them, but so they would be within range of his hands and feet and teeth.


  He suddenly wanted to kick Matthew in the face, to punch him so hard that his son’s neck would break instantly.


  Shane swallowed. His mouth felt dry, raspy. “I don’t want them here,” he reiterated.


  Martha frowned. “They have to be here.”


  “Why?”


  The old woman suddenly looked uncomfortable. “The children are what will call it,” she said. She didn’t look at Shane, staring at the candle, the walls, the mirror in the corner – anything, apparently, but him. “They have to be here, or it won’t come. It will just wait.”


  “What do you mean, it will wait?”


  “The Lamia can be patient, when it has to. It will not come when there is no… food… for it to consume. It can wait – perhaps forever – for what it wants.” Martha had her eyes fixed on the candle now, and her voice was so low Shane had to strain to hear what she had said.


  Before Shane could reply, there was an echoing snap and the basement was cast into darkness. It was suddenly pitch black all around them and the candlelight – previously barely visible in the bright basement – was now the only source of illumination.


  Shane glanced at the place in the darkness where he knew the stairs to be.


  Shouldn’t there be light coming in from the kitchen? he thought. He didn’t remember Ella closing the door behind them when they came down. So it should be open, shouldn’t it? But no light, not even the faintest glimmer, could be seen at the top of the stairway.


  At the same time, Ella yelped, a surprised yip that came out half-strangled, sudden terror clearly stealing the girl’s voice from her.


  “Hey!” Shane said. Again he felt like he was acting: mimicking the words of a concerned parent without really feeling any of the emotion behind them. “You said we needed the light to protect ourselves.” The cobwebs in his mind had grown into fibrous egg-pods ready to release an infinitude of insectile monsters into his mind.


  Martha reached out and touched Ella’s knee, a calming gesture that seemed to work on the teen. To Shane she said, “Don’t worry. The lights are there. We’ll turn them on as soon as anything happens, but it will never come to a place so bright.” She stared at Ella. “We’ll beat it,” she said. But Shane didn’t believe her. There was a quaver in her voice, a reedy quiver that clearly bespoke the old woman’s terror.


  A low sound came out of the blackness behind Shane. His eyes still hadn’t adjusted to the darkness of the basement. Bright pink and white blobs kept floating in and out of his vision like blood cells under a microscope. He couldn’t see what was making the sound, but then recognized it as a voice. It was Patrick.


  Shane blinked and after a moment the blobs occluding his vision receded and he managed to focus blurrily on the churchman. Patrick had removed his pea coat and Shane saw he was wearing a dark shirt with a white clerical collar beneath it. Patrick was holding a small book in his hands. It was open, and the clergyman was speaking in liturgical tones, though Shane couldn’t make out any words. He also couldn’t imagine how the man could possibly be reading a book in this near-darkness. Perhaps he wasn’t. Maybe he was just holding the book for comfort.


  “Night vision is working well, I can see all of you on the monitor,” said Jankowitz. Shane looked in the direction of the voice and found he could see the tall man easily, his face and body illuminated by the low gleam of his instrumentation.


  “Let’s begin,” said Martha. Patrick nodded and began walking slowly around the pentagram, circling Shane and Martha and the kids. He chanted in low tones as he walked, occasionally making the sign of the cross in the air.


  Shane watched Patrick for what seemed like an exceptionally long time, then looked back at Martha. “What do we do now?” he said.


  Martha folded her arms and shut her eyes in concentration. “We wait,” she said. Then her eyes snapped open again and she stared at Shane. Or at least, that was what he thought she was looking at for a moment. Then he realized that she wasn’t looking at him at all – she was staring over his shoulder.


  At something behind him.


  Shane’s skin started crawling as he slowly turned and saw… nothing. It was so dark in the basement he couldn’t even make out the far wall. He started to swivel back around, but a movement caught his eye. The crawling sensation was replaced by a numbing cold as terror ran up and down his spine. Then he realized he was only seeing the dim outline of his own reflection in the large mirror that sat in the corner behind him.


  He remembered the first day in the house, being similarly scared of his reflection. He suddenly wondered if he had been right to be afraid; if there was something more to the mirror than simple wood and glass.


  Shane stared at the mirror, at his own dark reflection, for a full minute before turning back to Martha. He didn’t like turning his back on the thing. It made him feel vulnerable.


  “How long do we wait?” he asked Martha. The old woman’s gaze hadn’t shifted so much as a nanometer from where it had been: she was almost glaring at the mirror now.


  “I don’t know,” she answered. “Focus on the candle.”


  “What does that do?” asked Ella.


  “We are sitting at the four points of the pentagram that represent earth, wind, water, and fire. The candle sits at the point that represents spirit. It will tell us if the demon is near.” Now Martha’s eyes flicked back to Shane. She looked at him intently. He thought he saw a flicker of sadness pass over her, then it disappeared, replaced by a gaze that was harsh as rough-hewn granite. “It’s most likely to come for you,” she said. “It wants to use you. To hurt the children. That’s how it feeds best: feasting on the dying pain of a child and then the desert of a parent’s guilt.”


  Shane’s own gaze grew flinty. “I won’t let that happen,” he said. He smiled at Ella and Matthew. They didn’t smile back. He wondered if they knew that when he said those words, all he could think about was what their blood might feel like on his hands.


  He thought – hoped – it would be warm.


  Chapter 30

  

  Intrusion


  



  Most children murdered before the age of five are killed by a parent.


  



  Ella's legs and feet were numb. Her back started to ache – a low, throbbing pain at first, but one that quickly shifted to needle pricks that spread from her butt to the middle of her back. She twitched as a small muscle spasm jerked her slightly to the side. But she didn’t say anything. Not a word. Indeed, she barely noticed the pain, barely noticed the fact that her body wasn’t going to be able to sit here much longer. She was determined to stay here as long as it took to end this. All of it.


  The candle on the floor had burned low. She didn’t know how long they had been sitting here. Maybe hours. Long enough that Patrick’s voice had become a roughened, husky version of itself. He was still reading, still walking in circles around them, still making crosses in the air. But he was slowing down. Tiring.


  She glanced at Jankowitz. The science guy had been the most interested-seeming of the group, staring with a kind of nerdy excitement at his computer screens and readouts. But even he had lost some of his enthusiasm as time stretched on and on and nothing continued to happen. As if to confirm her suspicions, the reedy man yawned widely. He covered his mouth but couldn’t stop a low groan from coming out.


  Ella looked at Matthew. He had surprised her. The kid usually had the attention span of a bolt of lightning, and she had been sure he would be incapable of staying at his point of the pentagram for longer than thirty seconds. But he had moved less than anyone. Even now, he remained almost motionless, a curiously adult expression on his face. Not scared, not bored. Intense. That was the right word. He looked like he was in the middle of the most important thing he would ever do… and well-aware of that fact.


  Martha, the creepy Asian coot from church, hadn’t moved a muscle. Her eyes were closed and she might have been dead if it wasn’t for the slight movement of her chest as she breathed. Ella wondered what her story was. She’d ask her when this was over. Hopefully.


  The candle that sat on the floor cast a yellow light that made the old woman look ill somehow. Dying.


  Ella’s eyes moved away from Martha. She glanced at her dad.


  And he was looking at her.


  That was nothing new – she had grown up with him looking at her and at Matthew for long stretches sometimes, knowing that he was thinking some cheesy thought about how much he loved his kids, probably some internal poetry about angels sent from Heav’n that would have made her feel vaguely sick to her stomach, like she’d just found a hair in her food.


  But even though she would occasionally gag or stick a finger down her throat when he shared his thoughts with her, she secretly loved it, too. She was well aware how many of her friends had grown up without parents who loved them. Fathers, especially, seemed more likely to bail on their families and not be as interested in their kids as mothers were. So she knew she was lucky to have a dad who adored her and Matthew.


  She didn’t necessarily like to catch him looking at her with that dreamy expression, like he had seen her for the first time after a long absence. But she had come to expect it. To rely on it in a strange sort of way. It was part of Dad, part of what had kept the family from completely falling apart after what happened to Mom.


  Still, when she looked over and saw him staring at her, she had to resist a shiver. It wasn’t the smile she had come to expect of him, it wasn’t a warm smile full of life and an unspoken promise that no matter how bad things got he would be there for her. No, this smile was cool. Not cold, just cool. Distant. Like he wasn’t looking at his daughter, but at a stranger who was doing something mildly amusing.


  He saw her looking at him. They locked gazes. The smile that had been hiding at the corners of his mouth now came into the open. He grinned widely. But again, it wasn’t the smile she was used to. It wasn’t the smile of someone looking at a beloved daughter. More like… like someone looking at a heavily laiden dinner table after a day without food.


  “Dad? I gotta pee.” Matthew’s voice broke through the silence of the basement, through the expanding unease that was blooming within Ella’s thoughts.


  Dad shifted his eyes to Matthew’s face, and for a split-second the hunger in his gaze grew more pronounced. Then Dad blinked and the look was gone, replaced by a more normal-seeming concern. His eyes flicked to her once more, but whatever she had seen in his eyes was either gone… or had never existed in the first place. And Ella had to admit the latter was a serious possibility. She was sitting in some kind of séance/exorcism in the dark basement of a house with some seriously bad vibes going on, so it would have been almost surprising if her thoughts hadn’t started running wild on her.


  Martha had opened her eyes when Matthew spoke. Now Dad looked at her with a clear question in his eyes. She nodded at him, then shifted slowly to hands and knees and started to rise. Her joints crackled, age-screams that sounded far too loud against the thrumming backdrop of Patrick’s chanting.


  “Now’s a good enough time to pause for a moment,” she said. “These old bones need to stand up.”


  Ella followed Martha’s example and stood. Or tried to stand. She was halfway to her feet when her right leg turned to putty beneath her. She toppled down, her palms scraping across the concrete floor. The skin peeled from them, stinging her as bright friction burns bloomed across her palms.


  “You okay, El?” Matthew was trying to help her as she clambered to her feet. Both legs were acting up now, trying to fall asleep under her. She concentrated on not losing her balance.


  “I’m okay,” she muttered. She got to her feet and noticed that she had scuffed a bit of the chalk-lines of the pentagram.


  Great, she thought. I’ll probably get an infection from whatever voodoo chalk they’re using.


  It wasn’t sufficient that her mother had tried to kill her, that her father was acting so strangely, that they were dealing with a supernatural serial killer with a taste for whacking children. No, she had to go and get a road rash that felt like she had slapped her hands down onto a pile of hypodermic needles. Tears pressed behind her eyes and she had to will them not to come.


  “You sure you’re okay?” said Matthew. His voice was hushed, low, like he didn’t want to break the sepulcher-stillness that had draped itself over the basement.


  “I’m fine,” she said. The words came out angrier than she meant them to, and Matthew stepped back. He looked like he was about to cry, too, and that made Ella feel even worse than she already did. The twerp was just trying to help. And how scared must he be right now? She grabbed him in both arms, hugging him so suddenly that it surprised her as much as it did Matthew. The pain in her palms flared, but she ignored it. She just held Matthew even closer. “I’m okay, Matthew,” she whispered into his ear.


  A hand rested on her shoulder. Dad. She didn’t look at him, afraid that she would see that strange look on his face, that empty craving for something she didn’t understand.


  “El,” he said quietly, and relief thrummed through her when he spoke. He sounded like himself. Like Dad. “Why don’t you go with Matthew upstairs? Take a break, clean off those hands?”


  She nodded. Turned and – without letting go of Matthew – started toward the stairs. Then she abruptly felt like Dad was going to stab her in the back. Her shoulder blades drew tightly together. She looked behind her, convinced that Dad would be running at her. That he would be holding a knife in front of him, licking his lips and snarling like Mom had.


  But he wasn’t even near her. He was, instead, walking over to Jankowitz. The lanky man was rubbing at his eyes. Dad looked at one of the computer screens. The monitor threw out greens and reds, dim splashes of color that reached into the darkness but were snuffed out before they could do more than light a small section of the basement.


  “Fancy stuff,” Dad said. He pointed at the screen. “What’s that?”


  Jankowitz smiled. He had the same expression on his face that Mom used to get when telling one of her friends about Ella’s most recent report card. “It’s a thermal imager output,” he said. He gestured at the camera. “It’s hooked up to the camera, which takes detailed temperature readings in here and then interprets, collates, and reports them to –”


  Ella turned her head back, not wanting to trip over anything in the darkness. She saw the smudged pentagram.


  The candle.


  Its flame was sideways, as though it had been caught in a hurricane-strength wind that was doing its best to extinguish it. But the candle didn’t go out. Even though it was almost at a right angle to the wick, the flame didn’t so much as flicker.


  Ella’s gaze froze on the candle. The hairs on her arms rose up and what felt like an electric current prickled across her body.


  A roach was on the candle. Still. Silent. Waiting.


  Ella’s gaze flicked back through the darkness to find Dad. It was instinctive, a decision so fast that it was near-instantaneous. That was why she saw what happened as Jankowitz’s voice cut off with the finality of a guillotine’s descent. He stopped talking, his words killed mid-thought, because Dad swung his hand and something flashed and then Jankowitz was gagging and blood was coming out – flooding out – around the knife that had gone through the science-geek’s mouth and emerged from the back of his head.


  Martha had been speaking to Patrick in hushed tones. Now she screamed. The scream should have drowned out the sound of the gurgling, strangled sound of Jankowitz inhaling jets of his own blood, but it didn’t. Ella could hear the noise clearly, a choking, hacking cough that wriggled through the rising sound of Martha’s shriek.


  Then Jankowitz’s death rattle cut off as Ella saw her dad yank the knife out of the other man’s mouth. It pulled free, followed by a geyser of blood and gore that spattered her dad’s clothing and drenched his face in dripping scarlet.


  Jankowitz fell. He pitched forward, his face banging wetly on some of the equipment on his table before he slumped out of sight. He must have bumped into a master switch as he fell, because at that instant the floodlights all around the room switched on.


  Ella shrieked. Screamed so hard that it felt like knives slicing up and down along her throat. But the pain didn’t stop her shrill terror-wail. Nothing could. Not now that she saw what had crept into the darkness around them.


  The walls were moving. No longer off-white, no longer the color they had been when Ella first came into the room. Now they were black. Black with the shifting and writhing of what had to be millions of antennae sweeping back and forth in a constant quest for sustenance. Black with the glittering obsidian of faceted lenses that somehow managed to both reflect the floodlights and swallow them up. Black with the infinitude of roaches that writhed over and around one another, a grotesque tapestry that covered every vertical surface in the basement.


  Then the roaches disappeared from sight as Ella’s dad swept his arm across the equipment table. The floodlights instantly switched off as Jankowitz’s electronics crashed to the floor in a litter of metal and plastic and sparking short-circuits, and the roaches were swallowed up in the darkness of the basement. But Ella knew they were still there. She could feel them, could feel their millions of minds frantically searching for food –


  (for life for blood)


  – and for the thing that had somehow called them into existence. She could hear them skittering over the walls, millions of hooked feet grasping for microscopic holds on the paint, the wood, each other. It was the sound of storm water falling on a tin roof, the click-ticking of chitinous bodies rubbing against one another louder than an ocean wave crashing against a rocky beach.


  Ella was still screaming. Then another voice joined hers as Matthew shrieked, their voices mingling in a high cacophony that did not muffle the roaches’ movements but somehow only accentuated them.


  The candle with the sideways flame was now almost the only light in the basement. Candlelight, the occasional sputtering spark from Jankowitz’s equipment, and the glittering reflection of a million insectile eyes. But even that was enough. Enough for Ella to see clearly as Father Patrick held up his book like an ineffective shield and resumed his chant. His voice rattled dryly through the air, competing only weakly with the chittering of the roaches and with Ella’s and Matthew’s screams. Then Patrick, too, was silent, as Ella’s dad –


  (no not Dad it’s not my dad it’s not him just a thing just a monster-thing that was him and is him but isn’t him because it’s not my dad Dad is gone oh God oh please Jesus save me from Dad)


  – rushed the clergyman. Dad – the thing Dad had become – moved his hand through the air. Another flash and then a gurgling red collar appeared above Patrick’s white one. The minister dropped his book. He clapped his hands to his throat, trying vainly to hold the severed ends together. Then he fell and was silent, his blood flowing in a thick pool that covered the pentagram and made the candle an island in a sea of red.


  Ella watched Patrick fall. She watched as the thing that killed him chuckled, then looked at her. It had Dad’s face, but as she watched, the remnant of her father seemed to fade and allow her to see what was behind it. An ancient thing from a time before time, an ageless monster that lived in a realm of terror, and existed only to feed on fear and misery and pain.


  The thing smiled with a mouth that was her father’s, but it smiled in a way that never could have come from him. A snakelike tongue flicked out, and then another and a third. The tongues writhed across its lips, and while they swept back and forth like the antennae of the roaches that still chittered in the darkness, the demon spoke.


  “Hello, my children. My… chilllldrennnnnn….”


  Then the demon’s face turned away from where Ella and Matthew cowered. It looked at Martha, who had been standing next to Patrick when he was killed. She still stood there, apparently fixed to the spot by terror. The demonic grin widened. “And you. You bitch!”


  Martha found her ability to move. She stepped toward Ella and Matthew – and the stairs out of the basement. But the monster sidestepped, cutting her off. Its hand sliced through the air, the knife it held gleaming as it etched glinting patterns in the darkness. Martha backed away. The thing followed her, flicking the knife out as she tried to run while not turning her back on it.


  Matthew stopped screaming then. Or rather, he stopped screaming wordlessly, now shrieking “Look out!”


  Matthew’s warning jolted Ella out of her own panic-cries. She couldn’t figure out what he was warning the old woman about – what could be worse than what was right in front of them?


  Then she saw it.


  The mirror. The freestanding looking glass in the corner. But Ella could see now that it was not only a mirror, but a window. An aperture into whatever evil realm had spawned the roaches, the demon, the fear. As Ella looked, twin tentacles sprang out of the mirror. The appendages were like the legs of an octopus, wet and muscular. But instead of suction cups, what seemed to be hundreds of holes covered each leg. In the instant before they wrapped around Martha, the holes opened and Ella saw that they weren’t just holes but mouths with tiny shard-like teeth. The mouths opened and a sound so deep that Ella felt more than heard it came out of them. The thrumming howl of some beast so horrible she knew that if she saw the rest of it she would go instantly insane.


  The tentacles whipped around Martha, and the mouths stopped screaming. Wet smacking sounds began to assault Ella instead. The screams were gone. The feeding had begun.


  Martha started to shriek, but Ella barely noticed it. Because the thing that had been her father turned to face her and Matthew. It smiled.


  And started to walk toward them.


  Chapter 31:

  

  Attack


  



  People who kill their own children are significantly less likely than other murderers to be acting under the influence of drugs or alcohol, and much less likely to have previous criminal records. One day they are normal, productive members of society, and then they just… change.


  



  Matthew knew somehow that Ella wasn’t going to run. He could feel her body grow stiff the instant Daddy turned to them and knew she would not move. Not even when Daddy started to carve her up like a Thanksgiving turkey.


  It was up to him.


  The only problem was that he wasn’t sure he could move, either. His legs felt like someone had tied them to a pair of steel bars that each weighed a thousand pounds. His chest was heavy and he could barely even breathe.


  Daddy walked toward them. The nightmare-tongues were flicking in and out of his mouth, and Matthew could see that Daddy’s teeth had turned dark brown and black. They looked rotten, but he knew somehow that they would be strong and sharp as the teeth of a great white shark. In fact, he suddenly suspected that Daddy wasn’t even going to bother with the knife he still held. Just use his teeth. He would bite down on their throats and rip them out and drink their blood.


  The image was horrifying, but Matthew was almost grateful his mind had conjured it up. Because imagining his own father tearing his neck apart was enough to get his feet moving.


  He yanked on Ella. Pulled her slowly back to the stairs. She resisted him at first, still screaming hard enough to shatter glass. Daddy was moving faster than they were. He reached out, and Matthew saw that his hands had grown mottled and deformed. Ichor dripped from open sores on the hands, and each finger sported a long, talon-like claw that reminded Matthew of the stinger on a scorpion.


  Matthew knew that he and Ella were going to die. Because she wasn’t moving fast enough to get away, and he wouldn’t run off without her. That wasn’t what a good brother did. So he kept pulling, even as Daddy’s gnarled hands moved closer, closer, closer.


  Then the back of Ella’s legs bumped into the upper ridge of the first stair. It seemed to jog something loose in her mind. Her scream ceased and suddenly he wasn’t pulling her, she was pulling him. Pulling him and screaming at him to move faster move faster and Matthew move your ass faster!


  His legs pounded up the stairs behind Ella. Something stung the back of his right calf and he looked behind him long enough to see Daddy licking one of his claws, to see blood glistening wetly on his lips. Then he looked forward, panic dulling the pain in his leg almost instantly. He pushed himself to move faster, drawing even with Ella as they reached the top of the stairs.


  The kitchen door. Closed. Matthew and Ella both reached for the knob at the same time. He grabbed it first. Her hand slapped over his. They both twisted the knob.


  It didn’t turn.


  Ella’s hand crushed down on his as she tightened her grip and kept trying to turn the doorknob. He groaned with pain as her grip caused his knuckles to grind together. But he forced himself to keep going, keep pushing, keep trying to get the door open. He expected the pain he had experienced before, the slashing agony of claws raking at his legs and then continuing upward, pulling his spine out whole before feeding on his body. But it didn’t happen. Didn’t happen even though time stretched into eternal seconds as he and Ella strove to get the door open.


  Finally, his sister let go of the doorknob – and his hand. New pain slid into the bones of his fingers and knuckles as the pressure on them suddenly disappeared. He groaned again, turning as he did so, knowing he would see a talon streaking at his face, the last thing he would ever see.


  But Daddy wasn’t anywhere near them. He was still at the bottom of the stairs. Waiting with an amused look on the abomination that his face had become.


  “Now, children,” he said. “Don’t you know it’s not polite to run away from your father?” He laughed, and spittle flew out of his mouth, thick gobs of it like Matthew would have expected to see slavering out of the mouth of a rabid dog.


  Martha’s screams started rising in pitch. Even though he didn’t want to look away from Daddy, Matthew glanced at the mirror in the far corner of the basement. The tentacles that had come from the mirror had wrapped even tighter around the old woman. Blood ran freely around them, and he could tell she was being eaten alive, a thousand tiny deaths at once. Worse, he realized that she had been drawn closer to the mirror, and as he watched the tentacles started pulling her into and through the glass. The mirror melted like mercury around her as the tentacles hauled her into whatever dark place this evil had come from.


  As Martha’s screams grew louder, the floodlights began flickering slightly, as though fighting to come on. But the flares of light did nothing to make the room brighter. They just added a nightmare quality to the room that managed to wring a few more levels of terror out of Matthew.


  Daddy laughed. A mad laugh that danced wildly through the horror of the basement and made Matthew want to start screaming.


  He knew they were going to die.


  Daddy took a step toward them. Another. He wasn’t walking up the steps, he was stalking Matthew and Ella. Walking toward them with the silent, padding steps of a predatory cat closing in for the kill.


  Matthew wanted to close his eyes. To go to sleep. To dream of a place where none of this was real. A place where Mommy wasn’t crazy and Daddy didn’t want to kill them and they were just a family again. But he couldn’t. His eyes were wide open, staring at the death coming toward them.


  And Ella started to pull him toward Daddy.


  Panic rose up in Matthew’s throat. What was Ella doing? Had she gone crazy?


  No. He looked at her and saw fear, disgust, hatred. But no craziness.


  So what was she doing?


  Daddy had stopped ascending. He was just waiting. Why go up when Ella was bringing them right to him?


  They were within five feet of Daddy.


  Four.


  Three.


  Daddy reached for them…


  … and Ella moved. Her hand whipped out, and Matthew glimpsed something wheeling through the air. It hit Daddy square in the nose. Dark blood exploded from Daddy’s face. The thing that had hit him clattered down the steps and Matthew saw it was Ella’s iPod.


  Daddy reared back in surprise and pain. “Bitch!” he roared. Then Ella yanked Matthew down, almost dancing sideways as she passed Daddy. He grabbed for her but she was too fast, getting past him – and pulling Matthew along with her – so quickly that his clawed hands clicked shut on empty air. “You bitch!” Daddy screamed again.


  Matthew felt a moment of exhilaration. He was alive, Ella was alive… they were both still alive!


  The moment was a short one, though. They were still in the basement, a bloodthirsty monster blocking their only way out, dead bodies on the floor nearby, roaches everywhere. Ella had added a few seconds to their lives, nothing more.


  And what was Ella doing now? He realized suddenly that she had dragged them over to some shelving and was flinging things left and right. Then she shouted. “Ah-ha!” and turned around to face Daddy. She had a screwdriver in her hand and she held it in front of them like it was a dagger or even a lightsaber. Matthew almost felt like laughing, it was so pitiful a weapon. But at the same time pride welled up in him. Ella wasn’t going to give up. She was going to fight. To protect them.


  Daddy laughed. The sound was ugly, an undulating noise that seemed almost to writhe through the air and into Matthew’s mind. It made him want to sit down and give up, like it was despair itself calling out, pounding at him and screaming that he couldn’t escape.


  Then another sound invaded the air. He heard something crackle and looked toward the sound. It was Martha. Her head had been pulled halfway through the mirror, her back arched to the breaking point as she struggled against the tentacles that were pulling her back. One of her arms had been cinched tightly to her side by the gnawing tentacles, but the other was free and she was hammering at the mirror with her fist. Matthew expected to see her hand just pass through the glass, but apparently it hadn’t all changed to… whatever it was that allowed the tentacles through.


  The crackling repeated, and then there was an almost warm-sounding tinkle as the edge of the mirror broke under Martha’s fist. She hit it again, and then worked her fingers through the cracks in the mirror even as her head kept being drawn through the glass. Blood spattered down to the floor as she cut her hand on the glass, but she managed to rip a shard free.


  Martha had stopped screaming. Instead she was making an ngh, ngh, ngh sound that was worse. Like she didn’t even have it in her to scream anymore, but had been relegated to the most basic, primitive sounds a human could make.


  Then the sound stopped as the old woman’s head disappeared completely through the glass.


  Still, she didn’t stop what she was doing. The shard in her hands was several inches across and maybe eight inches long. She held it so tightly that it cut her, blood flowing down her wrist and arm in a thick river. But she didn’t let go, it looked instead like she just held it even tighter. She drew the glass fragment close to her throat and Matthew’s stomach tightened. She was going to cut her own throat. Going to kill herself rather than be pulled beyond the mirror.


  But apparently Martha was determined not to give up or give in. She slashed at the muscular base of one of the tentacles. Then again. Then laid it on the side of the thing and began sawing. The tiny mouths on the tentacle opened and resumed their terrible screaming. Thick, black fluid welled out of the tentacle and mingled with Martha’s own blood on the floor below the mirror.


  The tentacle sagged. Started to let go.


  Something shoved Matthew back. He realized that he had been so caught up in Martha’s struggle that he had forgotten to watch out for himself. Now he snapped his gaze forward again and saw that Daddy was approaching; that Ella had pushed him protectively behind her. She still held the screwdriver.


  Matthew glanced at Martha, hoping against hope that she would get free, would be able to help them. He saw the tentacle she had been hacking at lose control of itself. It writhed wildly through the air, then let go. But Martha was still held fast by the other tentacle. She was not going to get free in time to help him or Ella.


  Matthew looked back at Daddy. He was close. Only a few feet away. Ella jabbed out with the screwdriver, but Daddy was standing just out of range. He laughed that oozing maggot-laugh again.


  At the same time, the legions of roaches began to crawl off the walls. They sloughed free like horribly burnt skin falling from the off-white bone of the wall beneath. The horde moved closer, inch by inch. The closest roaches touched Patrick’s still form. There was a moment, almost a sensation of hesitation, and then the roaches swarmed across the dead man’s body in a thick black blanket.


  Matthew knew it was over. This was the end.


  Daddy raised the knife above his head. Just like Mommy had done. Only this time there was no one to save Ella, no one to save him.


  Daddy’s eyes blazed with a hellish light. The tongues slipped in and out of his mouth. Pustules burst on his skin and soaked his clothing with yellowish goo. He stopped being Daddy, completely and utterly. All that was left was the thing that had taken him away. The thing that wanted only death for Matthew and Ella.


  It smiled, the rotten spikes of its teeth creating a mockery of happiness. “My… chiiiiiiilllllllldrrrrrrrrennn…,” the thing moaned.


  The knife plunged down at Ella.


  And then stopped. Something was in the way.


  A small face. A slit throat that gaped wide as the chin tilted back. Tiny hands with bruise-blue nails.


  Andy Hanson stood between them and the monster. The dead boy’s face was twisted with concentration, as though being here were costing him terribly. But he stood his ground; looked at the thing that stood before him, the thing that had ended his life and now wanted to end the lives of two more children.


  “Daddy,” said the dead child. “Daddy, don’t you love me?”


  Matthew suddenly felt like he was in the middle of an electrical storm. A current flowed through him, a power he did not understand but that was somehow familiar. Like an amplified version of the feelings he had had when Mommy held him after a bad day at school, when Daddy took him in his big, strong arms after he fell off his scooter. Like there was something more than fear, something wonderful waiting at the end of a terrible road, if he could just stick with it long enough.


  The monster that had stolen his dad looked unsure for a moment. Unsure, then frightened, and then the fear melted away and below it Matthew thought he glimpsed Daddy again – not the rotten copy of him, but the real Daddy.


  Matthew’s heart pounded, pumping sudden hope through his veins. Maybe Daddy wasn’t gone. Maybe they could save him. Maybe –


  Then the thing screamed. The remnants of Daddy’s face were swallowed up in the demon’s rage. It slapped one of its twisted hands toward Andy, and though the clawed appendage didn’t touch the boy, still the ghost-child screamed and flew to the side like he had been hit by a car. Matthew watched Andy’s form fly away. He saw Andy’s face, saw the dead boy clearly, hanging in the air like a slow motion frame from a movie. Andy was looking at him. Pain rode along with him on his flight through the air. And underneath that, Matthew thought he saw pity. A sense of remorse, as though Andy were apologizing. “I tried,” he seemed to be saying. “Tried but failed. I’m sorry.”


  Then time resumed its normal speed. Andy disappeared in mid-flight, his scream ending suddenly as he winked out of existence.


  “Auuugghhhh!”


  Matthew heard the scream – it was Ella! – and turned back in time to see his sister barreling straight at the monster. The thing must have been distracted long enough by Andy’s disappearance to allow Ella to make her move. Matthew’s sister suddenly looked unafraid, like some kind of warrior princess protecting her domain. She ran forward, no hesitation at all as she rammed into the thing that had stolen their dad. It screamed as she hit it, then she bounced back and Matthew saw that she had slammed the screwdriver into the demon’s leg just above its knee. She buried it so deep that when she bounced off the monster the screwdriver remained sticking straight out of its leg.


  The thing fell to one knee as its leg buckled beneath it. Ella fell back, the strength Matthew had seen on her face disappearing as suddenly as it came. She was just a scared girl again.


  It was his turn.


  The monster was still screaming. It wrenched the screwdriver out of its leg with a howl and then began to struggle to its feet. Matthew turned to the shelves. He knew there wasn’t much time. He grabbed something blindly. It felt solid and heavy in his hands and he barely had a moment to see that it was some kind of old-fashioned lamp before he whipped it around and down, smashing it against the side of the monster’s head.


  The monster screamed again and the lamp broke into a million pieces. Wetness splashed Matthew’s hands and he thought he must have cut himself badly before he realized that the liquid was too cold to be blood. Cold and getting colder and he realized it must be kerosene or some kind of lighter fluid.


  The thing on the floor roared and struggled to its feet, lurching drunkenly as it did so. Matthew grabbed Ella’s hand and pulled it, though he had no idea where they might go. The door that was their only way out was still shut tight at the top of the stairs.


  Then thoughts of flight disappeared as something came rushing out of the darkness. Matthew’s stomach twisted painfully as a growling, snarling mass appeared as if from nowhere. What else could be coming for them? What new fiend was this?


  The thing flew through the air, heading straight at him and Ella before it veered suddenly to the side. He caught a glimpse of fur the color of starless night sky and realized it was a dog.


  The dog charged across the basement and jumped on Martha. Matthew didn’t know what was going on. He had never seen the dog before, though he realized it must be the one Daddy had spoken of, but the animal didn’t feel like the demon. It didn’t feel evil, it felt good, like a friend in a crowd of strangers. So it was doubly shocking to him when it attacked the old woman.


  But wait. Matthew saw now that it wasn’t attacking her, it was biting and scratching at the remaining tentacle that was still pulling the old woman into the world beyond the mirror. The dog snarled and leapt into the air to bite the thick tendril, chomping down on it tightly and then worrying it until suddenly the thing loosened its grip on Martha. Still the dog kept its teeth clamped firmly around the limp tendril, as though somehow afraid it would suddenly spring to life again. And apparently the dog was right. Because suddenly the toothed mouths opened in a shriek. The tentacle let go of Martha completely and wrapped itself around the dog, blindly fighting against the enemy that had attacked it. The dog ground down even harder, its teeth yanking gobs of putrid flesh away from the flailing tentacle.


  The mouths of the thing in the mirror – which Matthew intuited was not really a separate thing at all, but just a larger part of the demon that had come for them through Daddy’s body – screamed their low scream again. The tentacle tensed, then whipped out. The movement shook the dog loose at last. Like Andy, the dog flew through the air. Like Andy, it screamed in terror and fear. Then, like Andy, it disappeared.


  But the dog had done its work. Martha’s trapped hand came free as the tentacle dropped away from her to deal with the canine. She put a hand on each side of the mirror frame and pulled, slowly emerging from the place on the other side of the glass. Her eyes were wild, almost insane, and Matthew wondered what horrors she had seen there.


  Martha looked around. Matthew saw her spot him and Ella, then her eyes dropped to the monster before them.


  “You won’t get them!” she shrieked, and her voice was so high, so crazed sounding that Matthew wondered if she was going to help them or hurt them. “Not these children!” she continued. “Not this time!” She ran at them, her legs pumping under her short frame. Matthew knew that whatever part of her was still sane wanted to help, wanted to save him and Ella, but at the same time he wondered what she could possibly do to help them.


  The question was answered as Martha bent and, almost without breaking stride, scooped up the thick candle that still burned in the center of the basement. She hurled it at the monster, the thing that was trying to destroy them all.


  The kerosene from the lamp was still dripping off the thing’s face and body. More than enough to grab the flame from the candle and turn it instantly into a raging bonfire. The fire shot up and down the thing’s body, cloaking it in thick tongues of flame that writhed and danced.


  The thing screamed, a terrible sound that made Matthew’s teeth ache. He felt like he was being hit with a rubber-coated hammer. A hand grabbed him and he realized that Martha was there, pulling him and Ella away from the fire.


  The monster was screaming. Screaming.


  Then the scream changed. It transformed into something else. Something that Matthew couldn’t identify at first. And even when his brain realized what it was hearing, he still denied it. It shouldn’t be. Couldn’t be.


  But it was.


  The thing – the monster in the center of a ball of fire – was laughing.


  The flame that had cloaked it winked out of its own accord. The monster’s skin was peeling away, its lips gone, its face a charred mass of blackness. Its eyes, the only part of it that had somehow remained unblemished, swiveled in their sockets until they were staring at Matthew, Ella, and Martha. Its mouth widened into a smile, though the skin around it didn’t stretch to accommodate the grin but instead simply peeled away, revealing pocked brown bone that looked not only burnt but sickly.


  The thing laughed again. “You can’t stop me, old woman,” it said with a voice that sounded like something long-buried and better left forgotten. Its eyes took them all in. “Nothing can. You are gnats in the shadow of a mountain.”


  Matthew saw something flickering nearby. He glanced to the side and saw that the roaches were pressing forward, closer and closer. And beyond them was… nothing. Just darkness, a black so perfect that it went beyond black and became perfect void. And Matthew suddenly knew he wasn’t looking at space or a black hole, but Hell itself, eternal damnation entering their world.


  The demon-thing stepped closer. “I am the eater of children,” it said in a voice full of desire and longing that Matthew didn’t clearly understand but nevertheless knew was something to be feared. A soot-blackened claw pointed at Ella, then at Matthew. “I am the devourer, and you two… are mine….”


  Martha’s hands still encircled Ella and Matthew, and now he felt her grip tighten. Felt her tremble. She was afraid. Ella looked like she was in shock. Matthew himself had no ideas.


  “Please, Daddy,” he whispered. He had no hope that the thing would do anything other than laugh before it killed him. But he couldn’t help it. The words came like a prayer, meant for no one here but instead for those who had already gone.


  The taloned hand of the beast suddenly wavered. Tremors went through it, then traveled up the thing’s arm in minute waves. The hand curled into a fist.


  The thing blinked. “What… what…?” it muttered. Matthew’s mouth dropped open. The voice hadn’t been the gravelly, sooty voice of the thing. It was a different voice.


  “Daddy?” said Ella.


  The thing’s eyes looked at her. It blinked. And as it did, Matthew suddenly felt as though he was looking at two things at once, images superimposed over each other so closely that he couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began. One was the face of the monster.


  The other was Daddy’s face.


  “Daddy!” Matthew shouted. He took a step. Almost took another. Then something pulled him back. Martha.


  “Don’t!” she shouted.


  “Let me go!” Matthew screamed. Then screamed the words again. He tried to pull away from the old lady, but she wouldn’t let go.


  Dimly, he heard his name called. It sounded like someone screaming it from a mile away. Barely audible, barely recognizable. It came again. “Matthew.”


  He stopped struggling and looked up. The seared form was still in front of him, but the trembling in its hand had spread to the rest of it. It was bouncing in place, a thousand tiny twitches making the monster seem like its muscles were trying to pull themselves apart.


  “Daddy?” he said.


  The eyes of the thing looked at him. Daddy’s eyes. “I love you,” said the eyes, though the mouth did not speak. Then the eyes rolled back in their scorched sockets until only the whites were visible. The mouth opened and a strange gurgle came out. Then a single word:


  “Go.”


  Matthew didn’t understand what was happening. Tears came to his cheeks. “Daddy?” he cried. “Daddy what’s going on?”


  The twitches turned into something like a seizure. The feet danced madly, the arms flailed. The eyes were still rolled far back. Only the mouth moved with any control. Daddy’s voice. “Go. Go! Get away, get away!”


  One of the hands shot out, the claw extended, and it cut a deep furrow on Ella’s cheek. She screamed in pain, and at the same moment the other monstrous hand grabbed the one that had cut her. The two hands wrestled, like they belonged to two different people.


  And that was when Matthew understood. Understood that his daddy was in there. Inside the monster, like the monster had been inside him. Inside, and fighting to give his children a chance to run.


  “Get out!” Daddy’s voice screamed again.


  “We can’t,” Matthew sobbed. “The door’s locked!”


  The demon’s body started dancing ever more wildly. The thing screamed, and Matthew could hear both his dad and the evil thing that had stolen him away in the scream. Thick, ropy muscles stood out on the thing’s neck as the body’s two owners struggled for control.


  At the same time, the darkness that had surrounded them all started to shift and writhe. Flashes of light appeared. Matthew thought he saw one of the basement walls reappear from the darkness to which it had fled. Then the wall shifted and cracked, pulled apart by the forces at work in the room. The roaches that had come with the monster surged over the floor, running toward Matthew and Ella, then over their feet and up their legs.


  Matthew started pulling frantically at the insects. He tried to yank them away from his clothes, but for every one that he knocked off himself, a hundred more swarmed upward. He could feel them at his knees – not only on top of his pants but under them as well, tiny feet touching his bare skin, writhing like a single mass under his clothing.


  The roaches kept climbing. Higher. Higher. At his thighs. Then his groin and bottom, touching him in his most private areas. He danced in place, shrieking shrilly and barely aware that Ella was doing the same thing beside him. Martha’s hands swatted at them, trying to dislodge the insects and failing just as badly as Matthew had.


  In front of them, the monster/Daddy was dancing as well, a strange jig as the two entities fought for control. Matthew was in a blind panic now, the roaches were up to his chest, coating his arms in dark sleeves. Then his neck. And he knew that they were going to crawl over him and into his mouth and nose and suffocate him and the thing that wanted to kill him and Ella would have won. But knowing didn’t help. Nothing helped.


  The first antenna brushed his chin. His lower lip. He opened his mouth and screamed as loud as he could, the loudest scream of all. “Daddy!”


  Ella screamed, too, her voice overlapping his. “Daddy, help us!”


  A roach crawled into Matthew’s mouth. He gagged and then bit down reflexively, spitting the remnants of the insect out and feeling vomit rise up at the back of his throat. This was it. They were done.


  And then the dark, dancing shape in front of him suddenly stopped moving. The eyes rolled back down. Daddy’s eyes.


  Daddy’s voice rang out, sounding strained but clear. As soon as he spoke the roaches – all of them, the ones on Matthew, the ones on Ella, the living carpet at their feet – froze in place. Not so much as an antenna moved. “Kids,” he said. He took a deep, shuddering breath and Matthew could see him more clearly, his form taking over and replacing the charred outlines of the monster.


  Daddy’s eyes looked past Matthew, and he knew he was looking at Martha. “It never stops,” gasped Daddy. “Oliver was right.” His features shimmered again, tremors wracking his frame for a moment before he seemed to solidify once more. “It never stops,” he repeated. “There’s only one way to end this.”


  Movement. The hand – half a clawed and distorted mockery of the human frame, half the hand that had held Matthew’s countless times – rose slowly. It still held the knife.


  “Daddy?” someone whispered, and Matthew couldn’t tell if it had been him or Ella who spoke.


  Daddy’s eyes moved to take Matthew in. To look at Ella. “I love you,” he said. “Both of you. Just like your mother does.”


  Then Matthew knew what was going to happen and tried to scream, to stop it, but the hand holding the knife moved too fast. The knife rose. The point stabbed backward, then wrenched violently to the side, tearing a gaping hole in Daddy’s throat.


  The roaches all took flight, which Matthew hadn’t known roaches could do but they must be able to because that was what they were doing right now, flying, pulling away from him and from Ella and taking flight from the floor below and making the air thick with their shiny bodies, their humming wings. Matthew couldn’t see through them, couldn’t even open his mouth to speak for fear that he would be instantly smothered by the insects.


  Then the roaches drew together, massing around something in the center of the basement. Matthew knew what it was. Knew that it was his daddy, who had saved the life of his children by forfeiting his own. The roaches coated the stumbling shape. They seemed to coalesce, to draw so close that they were no longer roaches but a single insectile mass of legs and antennae and wings flapping noisily.


  The wings slowly stopped, their thrumming sound fading to silence. The thing that had been covered by them toppled, as though they had been holding it up. The dark form of the roaches faded. Faded.


  Was gone.


  Darkness ruled for a moment. But only a moment. With a click, the door at the top of the stairs disengaged. Light splashed into the basement, the bright light of a sunny day. A ray of sunlight dropped like a bright curtain across the floor of the basement.


  Across the body that lay amid the scuffed remains of a chalk drawing.


  The body was not moving. It lay on its back, its throat slashed wide open though Matthew could not see the knife that had cut it. Blood had saturated the shirt, and lay in a sticky puddle around it. The effect should have been horrifying, and it was.


  But it also wasn’t. Because Matthew could barely focus on all those details. What he noticed was the smile. The face turned upward and the eyes open as though it was looking straight into Heaven, into the eyes of loved ones and into a place where there was nothing but light. A place where there were no monsters, no demons.


  Only heroes. Only love.


  Epilogue:

  

  Reunion


  



  I don’t know if it’s over for everyone. The children have stayed with me for almost two years now, and all seems quiet. Whether the Lamia is gone forever or is merely waiting – healing – somewhere, I do not know. But they are safe. These children are safe.


  And that, I suppose, has to be enough.


  



  There is a very special – even peculiar – feeling that can only be experienced when someone is coming home.


  In the case of Ella and Matthew Wills, their hearts were beating fast, but not too fast. They looked out the window of the taxi from time to time and smiled, not because they saw anything particularly interesting or wonderful outside, but because they kept leaving trees and houses and bits of road behind. They were moving forward. Toward her.


  They fought occasionally on the ride. But the fights were the good kind, the kind that only siblings can have, the kind that somehow say “I love you” more than anything else. And the fights always ended in laughter, and smiles – though Matthew’s smiles were always, to be honest, just a touch wider than Ella’s. This was not her fault: a scar that stretched the length of her cheek had the effect of tightening her mouth ever so slightly. And besides, though Matthew’s smiles were just a tad wider, Ella’s eyes were somehow more bright. Indeed, everything about Ella was bright. Especially her clothes. She never wore black. Nor did she listen to music on the ride. She didn’t need to: she saw music everywhere now.


  Other than the children, the taxi held two occupants. One was a man who sat in front and had a card that said his name was Bill, though he looked nothing like a Bill and more like something a bit more exotic. The other person was an old lady named Martha. Her hair was whiter than her years required, and she sat between the children and pretended to settle their disputes from time to time, though as often as not she also joined in mischievously. The old woman wore a cross around her neck. Not for protection but because it made her feel happy. It was the only cross she owned anymore.


  After a while, there was a gate. Of course, saying this would irritate most writers, who would insist that the gate had to be doing something more than “was”ing. It should “sit,” perhaps, or “stretch” or even “linger.” But neither the children nor Martha saw it doing any of those things. They just looked up once and there it “was.” And that was quite good enough for them.


  The car passed through the gate. The children’s smiles disappeared. Ella and Matthew reached out at the same time and Martha took their hands in hers.


  “I’m nervous,” said Ella.


  “Don’t be, child. She’s your mother.” The old woman’s voice broke a bit. She, too, was nervous and happy and excited. “She’s always been your mother. And she loves you. Enough to peer into the abyss… and still come back for you.”


  The taxi shuddered to a stop and Bill announced unnecessarily “We’re here” and Martha and the children all got out and stood in front of the large building with only one door and very few windows.


  The door of the building opened at almost the same time as the passengers got out of the taxi. A lady stepped out. She was thin. She had no makeup on and her hair was pulled back in a ponytail. But to the children she looked more beautiful than anyone had ever looked before. She had gotten better in the last few years. A miracle. And now she was coming home.


  “Mommy!” they both screamed. They ran to her. The lady, whose name was Mommy though she would also answer to Kari if need be, held her hands out to them and held them tight.


  The old woman with the cross watched the lady and her children for a moment, then drew back to give them privacy. She leaned in the open window of the taxi and said, “We’ll leave in a few minutes.”


  The driver whose name should not have been Bill nodded and said, “Take your time. Meter’s runnin’.”


  The old woman looked back for a moment, then wandered away. She worried a little that she would not be as much a part of the children’s lives as she had been since they lost their father, but the worry could not outweigh her happiness at their becoming a family again.


  She saw some flowers in a small garden nearby, and went to them. She knelt to pick some blooms. Her knees popped but she did not mind.


  Behind her, the lady and her children were still engulfed in a hug. Mommy nee Kari pulled away a bit – not too much, but enough to drink them all in with her eyes. “I missed you all,” she said. “So much.”


  Ella’s bright eyes grew just the slightest bit dim. “We were worried. We thought we were going to be alone.”


  “Never alone,” said Mommy. “Never, my babies.” And she kissed Ella, then Matthew, then Ella once more for good measure. She pulled them close and whispered. “I’m here now. I’m here. And you’re here with me.”


  The old woman with the cross did not hear this. She was admiring the flowers in her hand, and decided it would be best if she picked one more. Just one.


  She looked around and spotted the perfect posy. The one that would complete her bouquet. She leaned down to pick it.


  Then the old woman stopped short. Her hand hung motionless perhaps an inch away from the flower. And perhaps three inches away from the shoe.


  The old woman looked at the shoe. It was black. Coated with a layer of soot. She followed the shoe to the leg. The torso. The charred body above it. A face that was almost unrecognizably burnt and hung like a raincloud above a throat that had been torn violently in two.


  “Shane,” whispered the old woman. Then she looked past the burnt specter. There was a boy behind him. His throat, too had been cut. A panting dog sat on its haunches beside the boy, and she could see the torn flesh where a knife had been pushed into the animal’s stomach.


  The old woman’s eyes focused on something beyond the spirits. She could see the three people embracing on the steps of the building. The lady there held the two children tightly. She spoke, and this time the old woman heard her words.


  “You’re mine,” said the lady. And as she said it, her eyes locked with those of the old woman. The lady smiled at the old woman, who suddenly remembered words she had once spoken – important words, crucial words which she had somehow forgotten.


  “It picks a family,” she had said. “It picks the children. Your children.” And later, she had said, “The Lamia can be patient, when it has to. It can wait – perhaps forever – for what it wants.”


  The old woman shivered. The lady was still looking at her. She smiled when the tremor wracked the old woman’s body, as though she were drinking in the sudden terror that was causing the old woman’s heart to skip and pound.


  The children were not aware of any of this. They did not see the battered ghosts, for that was not their gift. They did not feel the panic the old woman felt, only the lady’s arms around their shoulders.


  The lady pulled the children even closer. She leaned in so close she could feel their heartbeats. So strong. So delicious.


  A roach crawled out from under the lady’s pantsleg. The children did not see this, either.


  The lady kissed their necks. Then bared her teeth.


  “Once mine, always mine,” she whispered.


  And the children began to scream.


  Author’s Note


  



  



  I would like to tell you a story. Unlike many of the stories I write, this one is true. The story does relate to the book and I will get to the connection as fast as I can. Bear with me for a bit.


  A short time after I married my wife (or she married me, depending on how you look at it), she got pregnant. We were very excited. After a few months, we began preparing for the birth of our first baby. We especially loved going to the doctor visits that involved ultrasounds. There’s the heart! There’s a leg! You can see toes!


  Then we went to an ultrasound that was a bit different. The technician slimed my wife’s belly with the goop they put on pregnant women, then put the ultrasound wand (it’s really called a transducer, but I like “wand” better) against her tummy. I remember that the lights in the office were dim – for some reason that’s one of my strongest memories of the visit. And I remember that my wife and I were already smiling when the exam started, looking forward to the moment the technician started telling us look at this or look at that or isn’t that amazing.


  But none of that happened.


  Instead, the technician suddenly put the wand down and said, “Excuse me,” and hurried out of the room. Because the medical system is what it is, we had to wait almost three hours before a doctor could be persuaded to climb down off his high horse and actually talk to us. This did not go over well with either of us and only my wife’s amazing people skills kept security from escorting me out of the hospital several times.


  By the time the doctor finally talked to us, we already knew it was bad. I won’t recite all the details. Suffice it to say, we were going to lose the baby.


  I had the chance to hold the little girl’s body, to walk with her in my hands for a short time. We named her Grace. At the time, we thought we would never get over the experience. And we were right: the loss softened, but I still miss her terribly sometimes.


  We got pregnant again. A healthy baby boy was born. And it was only then that I realized how terrified I was of losing another child. Anyone who has had a baby (or at least, anyone in my economic circle who doesn’t have the money for nine or ten full-time nannies and an onsite physician) will tell you that the first six months of a newborn are pretty much a sleep-deprived, poop-saturated blur. The sleep issue was especially hard because the kid never slept.


  And on the rare occasion when he did sleep, I woke him up. Because when he slept longer than an hour or so I would feel compelled to go in his room and try to see if he was breathing. We kept the room dark and my night-vision is not great, which meant I usually couldn’t tell if he was moving. So I typically poked the kid until he woke up crying.


  Phew, he’s alive!


  Dammit, he’s awake!


  I did this with the next child (a daughter), and at the time of this writing I once again find myself in the blur of new-babyhood with another little girl. I don’t poke her. But I can’t sleep next to her as my wife can because the instant I drift off I jerk back awake, certain I’ve rolled over and crushed her.


  I am terrified of losing another child.


  And here’s where I can tie things up for you (at least a little). Most of my books deal with things that scare me. And loss is a big one. So when I started writing Apparition, I decided it would be a story about something worse than losing a child: what if you were forced to kill one? I did research and found out about the Lamia and the Ala and several other interesting monsters which didn’t make the cut as potential bad guys.


  I also started reading about filicide.


  Before Apparition it hadn’t even dawned on me that anyone would ever kill his or her own child, let alone that it happened often enough for there to be scientific literature about it. My worst nightmare… how could anyone want to do that on purpose?


  But the crass, “artistic” part of me saw very quickly how to wrap a story in enough truth to make it resonate a bit more. So I included real facts in the book: the facts in the journal entries at the beginning of each chapter. However, because I am not only an “artist” but someone who tries to be a decent human being, I felt increasingly bad about doing this. Like I was trivializing what I had discovered (to my dismay) was a real problem.


  The only possible way to deal with this internal contradiction was to write an Author’s Note where I could preach at people for a bit. And yes, that’s what I’m about to do.


  Filicide is a real thing. A strange and baffling thing – almost every study I’ve read that touches on it has some statement to the effect of “We can’t really figure out why this happens as often as it does in these modern times.”


  I have to admit that I don’t understand it myself. I totally get the desire to chuck your kid out of a window sometimes – that’s called being a parent – but cannot conceive of getting to the point where I’d actually go and open that window up.


  I suspect that a lot of it has to do with the way more and more people are running their families, either by choice or because of circumstances beyond their control. The central marriage unit has fallen out of favor in recent times. Whether you think that’s a good idea or not overall, it’s seems fairly reasonable to conclude that anytime people come together without the conviction of staying together forever (the whole ‘til death do us part thing), the chances of the parental figures having a good support group go way down.


  We Facebook.


  We Tweet.


  We play online games with other people.


  Millions of ways to “connect.”


  And yet we as a society are more lonely and isolated than perhaps ever before.


  I think that’s a big part of why people end up killing their children: they’re alone.


  The wife has left or is leaving him, so Dad kills the children as revenge, or to keep them from going to the spouse, or just to “save” the children from the cruelty of divorce.


  A mother is on her own and can’t handle it, but also can’t handle the idea of leaving children behind when she kills herself, so takes them with her.


  Filicide is a mystifying tragedy that occurs all-too often. Fewer children die at the hands of a parent than, say, in traffic accidents or because of cancer, but the fact that thousands – even tens of thousands – of children die at the hands of parents every year makes me sick to my stomach.


  If you have a child, ask for help when you need it. Worst case scenario, all fifty states have “safe haven” laws – meaning a desperate parent (usually single – again, people with support inside their own family and social unit are much less likely to be afflicted with real urges to kill their children) can drop off a baby or even a young child at certain designated areas, no questions asked. The locations vary, but often places like fire departments, police stations, and hospitals are designated safe havens.


  To be clear: I’m not advocating child abandonment. Statistics show that children with both parents are far better off than those with only one. But any live child has a better chance to thrive than any dead child.


  As for those of us who are not parents, or who don’t suffer from the desperate urge to be rid of a child… be aware. Make friends with new parents. Be available to help. Be close enough with mommies and daddies that you can see them fraying around the edges and be able to say, “Leave the kid with me while you go catch a movie,” and make it stick.


  People struggle with so many things. We all have our trials, our difficulties. But where there is help, there is almost always hope. We must learn to reach out to one another, to help one another, to be lovingly nosy from time to time.


  The world is, I believe, a place full of great things. Of great people. Of great acts of kindness and generosity. There are and always will be wicked people, failing some serious Divine intervention. But we have it in ourselves to save others – not from ghosts or demons or the occasional smiling serial killer, but from our own flaws.


  Thanks for sticking around. I hope you enjoyed the book. I hope you don’t mind my preaching too much. I hope more of us can see the need in others’ eyes before they are pushed too far.


  - Michaelbrent Collings
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